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4.5. histories and theories of anarchist urbanism, Nader Vossoughian 747
4.5.1 the legacy of the anti-urban Ideology in bruno taut’s architectural  748
Practice in ankara (1936-8), Giorgio Gasco, Meltem Gürel 
4.5.2 henri lefebvre’s vers une architecture de la jouissance (1973):  760
architectural Imagination after May 1968, Łukasz Stanek 
4.5.3 city of Individual sovereigns: josiah Warren’s geometric utopia,  761
Irene Cheng
4.5.4 architectural aporia of the revolutionary city, Peter Minosh 771
4.5.5 ‘housing before street’: geddes’ 1925 anarchist Plan For tel aviv,  780
Yael Allweil

5. tWEntIEth CEntury

5.1. In-Between avant-garde discourse and daily Building Practices:  795
the development of the Shopping Centre in Post-War Europe, 
Tom Avermaete, Janina Gosseye 

5.1.1 shopping à l’américaine in the French new towns, Kenny Cupers 797
5.1.2 From Million Program to Mall: consumerism in the swedish town 798
centre, 1968-84, Jennifer Mack
5.1.3 reinventing the department store in rotterdam: breuer’s bijenkorf  799
1953-57, Evangelia Tsilika
5.1.4 chilean commercial snail buildings: typology, shopping and the city,  812
Mario Marchant
5.1.5 building european taste in broader communities: the role of the  824
david jones stores in the Promotion of design and architecture in australia, 
Silvia Micheli 

5.2. Ideological Equality: Women architects in Socialist Europe,  833
Mary Pepchinski, Mariann Simon

5.2.1 gdr Women architects between emancipation and Professional  835
obstinacy, Harald Engler
5.2.2 Women in hungarian Industrial architecture between 1945 and  846
1970, Péter Haba
5.2.3 Famous or Forgotten: Women architects in communist Poland,  855
Piotr Marcinak
5.2.4 emancipated, but still accompanied, Henrieta Moravčíková 867
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Preface

Investigating and Writing Architectural History: Subjects, Methodologies 
and Frontiers is a digital open access publication issued by the Politecnico 
di torino containing the full texts of the majority of the papers and position 
statements presented and discussed at the third International Meeting of 
the european architectural history network (eahn) taking place in turin 
from 19-21 june 20141.
the local organizing committee of the Politecnico di torino made the pro-
posal to host this meeting to the eahn board in early 2011. the con-
ference is the outcome of a call for sessions and roundtable proposals 
launched in summer 2012 resulting in 100 abstracts. of these, 27 were 
selected by the scientific committee gathered at the Faculty of architecture 
of the slovak university of technology in bratislava in early March 2013. 
the subsequent call for papers, advertised in april 2013, yielded more 
than 500 proposals. 
thanks to the wealth of good abstracts, chairs were able to suggest that 
some of papers that had not been selected for a specific session be consid-
ered for an open session. the result of this further selection was creation 
of  three open sessions. 
In addition to this, and in order to encourage an exchange between the main 
research topics addressed by the international scholarly community and 
the studies conducted by younger and emerging scholars within Italian Phd 
programs, the local organising committee, in accordance with the scientific 
committee of the Meeting, chose to promote two roundtables exclusively 
devoted to the presentation of dissertations recently carried out in doctoral 
programs affiliated with Italian universities. the aim of this initiative was to 
overcome the difficulties that often hinder the dissemination of some of the 
most promising outputs of Italian doctorates by providing them with a truly 
international arena for discussion. this further call resulted in 37 propos-
als of which 15 were selected.
hence, here we can present papers from 27 sessions and five round-
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tables, offering a variety of themes and discussing different time periods.
Presenters could submit their full papers to have them published in this 
book, which appears at the beginning of the conference. this was an explicit 
choice of the scientific and executive committees, to ensure that younger 
researchers can comply with the rules from their institutions for funding 
their conference participation, which often require the publication of the 
paper in the proceedings2. 
the index of this publication reflects the original conference structure. In 
order to document the exact context in which the papers published here 
were originally presented and discussed at the conference, we decided that, 
along with the texts of full papers, we would also publish the abstracts of 
those presentations, which, according to their authors’ choice, are not pub-
lished here in their full versions.

GeoGraphies of Eahn 2014 and the european network

In his concluding remarks to the 2010 eahn conference in guimarães, an-
toine Picon began by questioning the appropriateness of the term ‘european’ 
chosen to qualify an association of academics, architects and professionals 
concerned with architectural history. Moreover, he argued how ‘europe, far 
from being a stable entity or field, appears rather as an open question, a 
question around which scholars from extremely diverse origins can gather 
and exchange’.3 at a four-year distance, the increased uncertainty around 
some of europe’s geographies and boundaries, the difficulty to delineate the 
contours of a european cultural identity, along with the crisis affecting its 
political project, have made a shared definition of the european entity even 
more controversial and subject to debate.4

as with the two past editions, this meeting’s list of participants shows that 
the eahn is much broader than the many possible definitions of europe, 
including the seductive allegory provided at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century by cesare ripa, portraying a beautiful woman wearing a dress of 
various different colours as a signifier of the extraordinary variety of her 
constituents, superior to those of any other part of the world (Figure 1).5

the turin conference has in fact confirmed, and even strengthened the 
network’s international appeal, attracting 226 scholars6, from 36 coun-
tries (versus 31 of the previous one).7 of these, 54 come from institu-
tions based in the us, which does not mean, however, that all of them are 
american. as a matter of fact, the increased internationalization of today’s 
academic trajectories – not only within the us – has considerably diversified 
the spectrum of scholars’ origins and nationalities: the presence of chinese, 
greek, Persian, Portuguese, spanish and turkish family names, shows that 

the aforementioned figures are far from homogeneous. Moreover, Italy is 
present at this conference with 41 scholars followed by the uK (19) and, at 
a distance, by australia (10), France (10), the netherlands (10), belgium 
(9), Ireland (7), Portugal (7), switzerland (6), canada (5), germany (5), 
Israel (4), greece (3), slovenia (3), sweden (3), turkey (3), brazil (2), chile 
(2), croatia (2), estonia (2), hungary (2), norway (2), Poland (2), serbia 
(2), austria (1), romania (1), russia (1), slovakia (1), spain (1), china (1), 
czech republic (1), cyprus (1), Malta (1), Mexico (1) and singapore (1). 
the whole picture shows 25 European countries versus nine non-Euro-
pean, plus turkey and russia at the crossroads between asia and europe. 
Moreover, among the 149 different universities and research centres 
represented in the turin Meeting, 89 are european, 41 north american, 4 
south american, 6 australian, 3 turkish, 3 Israeli, 1 chinese, 1 russian, 
and 1 singaporean.
If the majority of scholars come from institutions based in countries that 
fall into at least one of the various common definitions of europe, one ma-

Figure 1. “europa. una delle parti principali del mondo.” Source: cesare ripa, Iconologia, 
ed. sonia Maffei (torino: einaudi, 2012) 395.
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jor distinction has to be made inside the vast collection of geographical 
singularities and cultural specificities displayed here. thus, the conference 
shows how the geographies of this continental framework have been further 
enriched in comparison with the past two meetings so as to include an un-
precedented number of scholars affiliated with Eastern European institu-
tions (17). the exceptional presence of this community of scholars is not 
simply fortuitous, though, and can be explained as the result of the scientific 
committee’s policy to include three sessions specifically devoted to themes 
related to former socialist governments. Moreover, this tendency is further 
reinforced by the eahn board’s choice of belgrade as the venue for the next 
eahn themed conference ‘histories versus history’ in 2015.
the diversity of the regions and the further expansion of the eahn geo-
graphical spectrum call into question another crucial issue, already touched 
upon during the past two conferences, and yet destined to remain – at least 
partially – unanswered.8 how do we provide a viable means of dialogue to 
a growing community of researchers whose singularities, specific identities, 
cultural and linguistic differences often demand to be acknowledged? Is the 
hegemony of english, as a standard and accessible means of communica-
tion for the eahn biannual meetings, always justified? although we are 
aware that the great expense of simultaneous translations does not allow us 
to plan multilingual meetings in the future, we attempted to provide, already 
at this conference, a first, provisional answer to the aforementioned ques-
tion by avoiding anglicizing the original names of speakers’ institutions. From 
the long list of affiliations written in their national languages, the reader will 
then be able to get a more nuanced portrait of the variety of the local cultur-
al identities, which form such an integral part of this international meeting.
although only three among the 32 sessions and roundtables at the turin 
conference explicitly refer to ‘europe’ in their titles, a general overview of 
the subjects being addressed here shows that for the majority of these re-
searchers, Europe, as a broadly defined entity, still remains the main object 
of enquiry and field of study. however, the picture would not be complete 
without mentioning those works whose geographical scopes are situated 
outside this continental frame, or which cut across geographical locales to 
embrace broader perspectives of border-crossing relationships. among the 
157 papers presented and discussed in turin, a number of researchers 
find their preferred grounds of investigation in the architectural and urban 
histories beyond europe.
apart from more expected contexts such as the us and canada, and – to a 
lesser extent – australia, these include areas of the southern hemisphere, 
such as africa, southern asia and latin america. Most of these geogra-
phies evidently spring from the many legacies of the european colonialism, 

although the perspective adopted by many scholars tends to demonstrate 
how the colonialist past represented but one aspect of larger multifaceted 
histories and how such transcontinental encounters and exchanges were 
far from unilateral, entailing repatriations, remigrations and returns, as well 
as webs of reciprocal influences and fertilizations between western and non-
western contexts. Within this approach, the session ‘european architecture 
and the tropics’ gathers papers that explore the mutual interactions and 
hybridizations between european temperate environments and tropical con-
texts such as northern australia, lagos, colonial India, somalia and hong 
Kong. the session ‘southern crossings’ probes a field that has been tradi-
tionally marginalized by ‘an architectural history still dictated by a northwest-
ern discourse’: those bi-directional routes of ideas, architects and practices 
that have linked the Iberian peninsula and latin america throughout the 
twentieth century. but, besides the aforementioned sessions, papers situ-
ated within non-european geographies are scattered throughout the con-
ference and include sixteenth-century Maghreb; eighteenth-century French 
guiana; postcolonial India; 1970s angola; socialist china; and twentieth-
century argentina, brazil, chile, and uruguay. a distinctly separate place 
in this meeting is occupied by the Middle East, an already well-established 
area of study, considered in its widest extension, from egypt to the horn 
of africa and the chinese frontier, including papers that are set in fifteenth-
century cairo, byzantium and sasanian Iran, seventeenth-century Isfahan, 
ottoman anatolia, 1930s ankara and contemporary tel aviv.

an excursion into the conference’s paths 
given that the session themes were mostly the result of a call for proposals, 
there was no preconceived structure, nor thematic coherence underlying 
this conference. thus the 32 sessions and roundtables cover different peri-
ods and geographies in the history of architecture, extending from antiquity 
to the present and touching a variety of disciplines and approaches to the 
built environment. these include historiography, the history of decorative 
arts and interior ornament and their interactions with buildings, the his-
tory of construction, the intersections between art (theories and practices) 
and architecture, the history of landscape and urban history. an interesting 
chronological and thematic balance was then achieved, providing an exten-
sive overview of the research trajectories being followed at this time.
For organizational purposes and in order to ensure that sessions appeal-
ing to the same kind of audience were not scheduled in the same slot, we 
grouped them into six thematic threads. besides the practical nature of 
this choice, we then realised that this instrumental subdivision could also act 
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as a convenient framework throughwhich the richness and extreme diversity 
of the materials published here could be organised, approached and more 
easily commented upon.
the definition of each single track was based on different sets of criteria: 
threads were singled out according to chronologies, critical and method-
ological approaches, and thematic issues.
We grouped four sessions under the heading of ‘Early Modern’, dealing 
with time periods extending from 1400 to 1800 and including a variety of 
approaches, from the history of building types, to attribution studies, the 
history of construction and historiography. the session ‘Fortified Palaces’, 
presents a number of case studies chosen throughout europe that explore 
and illustrate how the palazzi in fortezza evolved from previous building ty-
pologies and were transformed from the fifteenth century onwards. cases 
range from early Modern sicily to cremona under the sforzas, from the 
construction campaigns undertaken by alfonso, count of ourém at Porto 
de Mós, to the Moscow Kremlin and the seventeenth-century fortified vil-
las in the county of gorizia. the relationship between ‘architecture and 
ornament in the early Modern age’ is put under scrutiny by a panel which 
proposes to re-unite two traditionally autonomous fields of investigation by 
studying the collaborations between architects and various categories of 
craftsmen, including plasterers, carvers and painters. ‘on the way to early 
Modern’ is one of the three open sessions in this conference gathering a 
heterogeneous group of studies, encompassing the history of renaissance 
theory of proportions and design methods and the spatialization of conflicts 
in early Modern Italy and sixteenth-century Maghreb. Piedmontese baroque 
architecture and historiography are the focus of a roundtable that aims at 
critically re-assessing the heritage of the 1960s scholarship in this field.
the second track ‘representation and Communication’ brings together 
those sessions that are concerned with how architectural ideas and build-
ings are represented and conveyed through a plurality of media and genres. 
a number of papers deal with the role of the specialist press in providing 
legitimization strategies to architectural and aesthetic practices. a whole 
session analyses the relationship of texts and pictures as seen in books, 
architectural periodicals, catalogues and more popular genres of printed 
publications, as the early twentieth-century illustrated magazines. another 
panel concentrates on exhibitions, periodicals and educational institutions 
seen as ‘discursive platforms’, shedding light on their theoretical discours-
es, the rhetoric underpinning their critical projects and their pivotal roles in 
the transcontinental dissemination of architectural ideas from the 1960s 
well into the 1980s.
under the track ‘Questions of Methodology’, the reader will find papers 

following underexplored research paths, employing unconventional source 
materials, proposing new modes of studying historical evidence and re-dis-
cussing the very objects of the discipline. Methodological concerns are the 
focus of the session dedicated to the most up-to-date digital technologies for 
the documentation of classical architecture and urbanism. lesser explored 
materials and sources are the point of departure for papers that investigate 
the implications of walking and its impact on architectural history. In turn, 
traditional research fields for the history of architecture are reconfigured 
and treated in an non-conventional way, as in the case of the session ‘Pro-
ducing non - simultaneity’, where the construction yard is interpreted as a 
place of production incorporating divergent notions of temporality, and an 
ambivalent – often contradictory – idea of modernity. a less elitist approach 
towards the selection of archival materials, finally, is proposed by ‘bread and 
butter and architecture’ and ‘the architecture of bureaucracy’: by moving 
from similar premises, they both deal with the middle landscapes of stan-
dard building practices and the often neglected histories of those architects 
and technicians who worked for local and central authorities or commercial 
undertakings.
the track ‘theoretical and Critical Issues’ groups sessions that take a 
closer look at conceptual problems in the history of architecture. beyond the 
usual interpretation of the term ‘theoretical’, commonly referred to figurative 
theories and poetics of design practices, this track proposes to group those 
papers tackling a series of key issues –environment, conflict, postmodern-
ism, anarchism and the question of origins of architecture-and using them 
as lenses for re-reading buildings, cities, architectural theories and texts, or 
as vehicles to reframe contemporary discussions on specific themes, from 
democracy and representation in decision-making and planning processes 
to today’s most urgent environmental concerns. 
the quantitative dominance of the twentieth century is confirmed also by 
this conference and acknowledged by an entire track regrouping papers set 
in this broad chronology. along with the postwar period that is the specific 
object of two sessions, the interwar years along with the most recent past 
are also well represented. 
under the title ‘Circulation of architectural Cultures and Practices’ are 
grouped sessions dealing with the dissemination and diffusion of architec-
tural ideas, histories of cultural exchanges and transfers of professionals as 
well as models, and practices. Most of the papers in this track imply narra-
tives of travel and migration both in space and time, through continents as 
well as over historical periods (e.g. the sessions ‘afterlife of byzantine archi-
tecture’; ‘lost (and Found) in translation’; ‘southern crossings’; ‘european 
architecture and the tropics’). others, by connecting traditionally separate 
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fields of enquiry, address the dialectic between architectural publications, 
theories and material processes (‘building by the book?’). 

Subjects, methodologies and possible frontiers: a synthetic overview 
the task of drawing some of the key issues at stake in a conference like 
this one encompassing such a vast array of studies and lacking a specific 
thematic focus, demands a certain degree of impersonality on the part of 
the author: little or no space at all is left for the expression of individual 
allegiances, and in-depth analyses privileging specific themes, periods or 
approaches at the expense of others should be avoided. although a number 
of sessions and papers have naturally triggered my curiosity more intensely 
than others, I will attempt to be as neutral as possible in treating such rich 
and heterogeneous material, by avoiding emphasizing the work of certain 
scholars and marginalizing that of others. 
hence, besides the aforementioned subdivision into tracks, I have singled 
out a series of red threads that run throughout the whole conference provid-
ing alternative narratives to those already suggested above.

Shifting chronologies for architectural history
some reflections can be made on the most frequent chronologies and pat-
terns of periodization chosen by scholars. a cursory overview of the subjects 
highlights the presence of a variety of papers dealing with periods situated 
outside the most popular recent timeframes: hence, trajectories alternative 
to the exceptionally popular twentieth century are scattered throughout 
the conference. besides the papers included in the aforementioned ‘early Mod-
ern’ track, there are sessions that explore classical architecture and urban-
ism (‘revolutionizing Familiar terrain’); medieval and renaissance contested 
buildings and projects (‘conflict 300-1600’), and the impact of early Modern 
treatises on architectural cultures and practices (‘building by the book?’).
among the periods covered, a special place is occupied by the eighteenth 
century, presenting two other panels setting their focus respectively on ar-
chitecture, censorship and the public sphere, and the long-debated issue of 
architecture’s primitive origins. the nineteenth century has also gained an 
increased resonance in this meeting including papers that deal with the role 
of periodical publications in disseminating ideas about architecture and the 
built environment; world exhibitions; theories of urban planning; and the diffu-
sion of the historicist revivals worldwide.
Most of the papers, nonetheless, re-discuss and discard timeframes based 
on clear-cut calendar definitions, by insisting on continuities that bridge dif-
ferent historical epochs. these are the cases of the frequent references to 
the ‘long eighteenth century’ or of papers based on diachronic perspectives of 

analyses, uncovering correspondences and analogies over longer periods and 
cutting across the conventionally accepted historical breaks marked by major 
western political and economic events.
as anticipated above, and in keeping with the two previous conferences, the 
twentieth century still dominates other historical periods (101 out of 157 
papers). Within this century, post-war architecture and urbanism are still 
the chief focus of most of the papers in this conference (41 papers). on the 
other hand, it seems that for many scholars the attention has at once shifted 
to topics before and beyond this period: along with 8 papers dealing with 
pre-war years (1910s and the last decade of the nineteenth century), 10 
devoted to the interwar decades, and 32 works on the 1960s and 1970s, 
we register themes situated in the most recent past (20 papers set in the 
thirty years between the early 1980s and the first decade of twentieth-first 
century), a territory contested by a variety of disciplines, where the boundar-
ies between theory, criticism, cultural studies, and the history of architecture 
and urbanism often become blurry. a whole session, for instance, is devoted 
to projects of urban renewal and strategies of collective memory and preser-
vation pursued in the last three decades by the local administrations of Paris, 
turin, Milan, Prague, and genoa, whereas the years following 1989 are the 
privileged focus of some of the papers discussed in ‘artistic dislocations of ar-
chitecture in socialist regimes’. ‘the historiography of the Present’, is indeed 
the centre of attention of an entire panel that seems to suggest how the very 
recent past, as a subject of investigation, is a promising – albeit critical – field 
of study for the architectural historian. little concerned with warning against 
the inevitable collusions between histories and theories of design that had 
been a typical feature of the first generation of modernist historiography, and 
all the while aware that any interpretation – independent of the remoteness 
of its object – is historically bound, this session attempts to contextualise and 
historicize the growing attention to the recent past shown by contemporary 
and younger scholars, studying its implications and defining its possible im-
pact on the discipline as a whole.

Buildings, cities, regions, nations and global scales of investigation
the physical and geographical dimensions at which scholars have been tack-
ling their objects of study have varied considerably from case to case: from 
micro-histories of buildings to larger territorial perspectives embracing re-
gional, national and transnational stances. case studies delving into the indi-
vidual histories of projects and buildings – and processes of their concep-
tion and construction – have been a frequent scale of analysis (e.g. sessions 
‘Producing non-simultaneity’; ‘architects, craftsmen and Interior ornament’). 
Moreover a few sessions chose the history of building types as the conve-
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nient lens for analysing and comparing a number of different versions of the 
same category of buildings, as in the cases of postwar shopping centres 
(with examples chosen in France, sweden, netherlands, chile, australia); 
early Modern fortezze in palazzi; 1950s and 60s swiss school buildings 
(“architecture that teaches”); early Modern Italian bank buildings (“Moraliz-
ing Money”); religious architectures (“building Identity and community in the 
Post-crusade Morea”; “sacred buildings in Italy after World War II”); and eigh-
teenth-century theatres and performance halls (“audible disagreements”).
despite there not being a whole session exclusively devoted to urban history, 
the city – at its different scales – has been either the focus of specific papers 
or the backdrop against which the many histories narrated in this conference 
have unfolded. In particular, the meeting’s host city was chosen as a field of 
historical and critical enquiry by a number of local and non-Italian scholars. 
In addition to the series of papers concerned with turin’s seventeenth and 
eighteenth-century architects, builders and craftsmen, these have included 
studies devoted to the postwar interrelations between turin’s artistic and 
architectural milieux (“the enchanted rooms of carlo Mollino”), and the re-
assessment of the most recent policies of heritage affecting this city, on its 
delicate passage from a manufacturing economy to today’s more fragmented 
and composite post-industrial status (see papers in the roundtable ‘the third 
life of cities’).
‘Piedmontese baroque architecture’, a common regional-stylistic designa-
tion based upon a long and well-established tradition of scholarship, was 
explicitly proposed – and questioned in its validity – by a roundtable exclusively 
devoted to this topic.
nation-states were employed by a number of papers as the preferred scales 
of their research: studies devoted to the nineteenth century and to post-
independence nation-building strategies and their architectural implications, 
almost naturally fall in this group. Moreover, two sessions focusing on archi-
tecture in socialist regimes (‘socialist Postmodernism’; ‘Ideological equality’) 
adopted the national scale as a convenient dimension for a series of extensive 
overviews aimed at making transnational comparative analyses.
as anticipated above, a specific track regroups those sessions which probe 
how architectural cultures and practices were – and are – transferred at a 
transcontinental – global scale, including western and non-western environ-
ments. this is a field of study that has increasingly attracted the attention of 
a variety of scholars, in and outside europe, being the focus of at least two 
other recent projects: the 2013 eahn themed conference in são Paulo Ar-
chitectural Elective Affinities,9 and the recently accomplished cost (european 
cooperation in science and technology) action European Architecture Beyond 
Europe.10

Actors, voices and vectors of architectural history
one of the recurrent threads that runs throughout the conference, is the 
tension towards reformulating – and at once widening – the objects of the 
discipline: scholars have not only expanded the timeframes of their analysis 
towards ‘younger’ histories, but also considerably increased the range of cri-
teria that define the eligibility of specific subject matters to enter the realm of 
architectural history. thus, the relatively little place given in this conference to 
the acknowledged authorial figures of the history of architecture and urban-
ism (from guarino guarini to sir john soane, bruno taut, albert Kahn, le 
corbusier, Marcel breuer, lucio costa and Felix candela) is paralleled by a 
number of sessions that turn their attention from object masterpieces and 
monuments (and their authors), to more anonymous structures and the – 
hitherto neglected – histories of everyday practices. a series of ‘histories 
without names’ are presented here which mainly deal with the so-called ‘grey 
architectures’ and the prosaic, seemingly tedious, jobs of public officials and 
government bureaucrats. the range of topics extends from the german In-
stitute for norm (“bureaucratic avant-garde”), to French postwar shopping 
malls (“shopping à l’américaine in the French new towns”); the reconstruc-
tion of germany’s cities after WWII (“germany’s grey architecture”); Portu-
guese state furniture designers (“layers of Invisibility”); the re-organization 
of swedish public architecture in the 1960s (“architecture’s red tape”); the 
london county council architect’s department during wartime (“humdrum 
tasks of the salaried-Man”).
by explicitly reconnecting their research paths to the lineages of two pioneer-
ing texts in the historiography of an ‘anonymous history’ of architecture, john 
summerson’s Bread and Butter and Architecture and h. r. hitchcock’s The 
Architecture of Bureaucracy and the Architecture of Genius, these works 
tend to dispute common hierarchies of central and peripheral subjects of 
investigation, towards a more inclusive approach where the ‘ordinary’ and the 
‘mundane’ – along with the ‘noble’ and the ‘exceptional’, have been given the 
status of architectural historical objects in their own right. 

Re-discussing authorship
although the enduring success of architectural monographs seems to confirm 
a diffused insistence on the individual as the main target of today’s most popu-
lar narratives depicting the architectural profession, the conference shows 
how historians of architecture have unquestionably downplayed the myth of 
the architect as artist in favour of the complexity of patronage relations and 
professional interactions. Far from being pictured as the unique mind behind 
the building, the architect – along with the patron, the contractor, the user, 
and the critic – merely appears as one of the many actors involved in the 
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complex process of the conception, construction and final reception of archi-
tecture. thus we have papers that treat buildings as complex ‘architectures 
of interactions’ (“between technological effectiveness and artisanal Inven-
tiveness”; “architect, Planner and bishop”; “building Identity and community 
in the Post-crusade Morea”); or as collaborative practices of architects 
and craftsmen (“architecture before the architects”; “architects, craftsmen 
and Marble decoration”); or as political objects materializing disputes of 
power (e.g. the session ‘architecture and conflict, c. 300 – c. 1600’). oth-
ers that study the relations between élite architectural discourses and local 
construction practices (“the global construction site and the labor of com-
plex geometry”); image strategies and practical functions (“Fortified Palaces 
in early Modern sicily”); architectural theories and iconographic programs 
(“Foundations of renaissance architecture and treatises in Quinten Massys’ 
st-anna altarpiece”); symbolism of spaces and ceremonies of power (“the 
chrysotriklinos Within the great Palace of constantinople”); wartime govern-
ment projects and large-scale corporate buildings (“soM 1939-46”).
reception theory has only sporadically entered the field of architectural his-
toriography, resulting in a number of remarkable works.11 hence, this emerg-
ing interest is mirrored by a few papers in this conference, where urban and 
architectural facts are reappraised not through the theories and practices 
of their production – their policy-makers and designers – but from their re-
cipients’ angles, depicting the ways in which buildings are – and were – per-
ceived, criticized and even ridiculed, across their expanded social lives after 
their completion, and through a plurality of voices and media, often coming 
from outside the self-referential circles of  professional practice. two sessions 
in this conference specifically address the relationship of architecture to its 
audiences. one (‘Public opinion’) draws evidence from hitherto underexplored 
sources as broad sheets, newspapers and pamphlets, to focus on reactions 
of dissonance and resistance on the part of the viewers. another (‘on Foot’) 
delves into a number of sensory experiences of the environment to set the 
premises of an alternative history of architecture where the user and viewer 
play equally important roles as the designer and the builder.

conclusion

the cross-section of the discipline highlighted by the collection of 157 
papers discussed in this conference provides a composite tableau where 
the outmoded dichotomy between traditionalism and modernism has defi-
nitely left the place to highly documented and far more nuanced historical 
reconstructions of disparate and varying versions of modernism, and where 
aesthetic values have been definitely supplanted by meanings (cultural, eco-

nomic, social, political, aesthetic…). the great majority of the scholars par-
ticipating in the conference systematically refrain from expressing any judg-
ment on the architectural quality of their objects of study. If aesthetic values 
do not seem a necessary prerogative for inaugurating research on a given 
subject, the scopes of the discipline have been extended as far as to include 
the uncelebrated landscapes of everyday practices as well as the histories 
of failures and flops.
Moreover, the dismissal of large-scale explicative narratives that has charac-
terized all the humanities since the crisis of modernity as an all-encompass-
ing project, allows no place for laudatory accounts of architects or buildings: 
we find no celebrations of heroic figures, nor ingenuous legitimizations of 
architectural practices. less concerned with makers, scholars have ap-
peared more and more interested in looking at buildings as complex cultural 
artifacts. 
Whereas the boundaries of the discipline have been naturally pushed into 
geography, anthropology, social, cultural, and visual studies, nevertheless 
the fruitful exchanges of information and analytic tools with other disci-
plines12, seem to coexist with a return to a more positivistic and factual 
attitude on the part of scholars, a ‘connoisseurship from within,’13 rooted in 
the practice of well-documented archival research. 
almost inevitably, the variety of trajectories highlighted by this conference 
opens up a series of crucial issues impinging on our area of study. does the 
cross-disciplinarity shown in current scholarship question the autonomy of 
our discipline by making its boundaries (and scopes) appear less distinct? 
do we have to search for a higher standard of specificity of our field of study, 
of its competences as well as of its instruments, methods and objects of in-
vestigation? does the body of specialised knowledge related to architectural 
practice represent an indispensable constituent of scholars’ equipment to 
better comprehend those internal discourses that play such an integral part 
in the discipline? What are the relationships between the scholars’ paths of 
investigation, architectural education and the current practice of the profes-
sion? Why and for whom do we study and write the history of architecture? 
the answers to these questions are far beyond the scope – and space – of 
this necessarily overly synthetic text, and would require at least another 
conference to be properly tackled.
nevertheless some inkling can be found by looking beyond and from outside 
the turin Meeting, to the recently inaugurated 14th venice architecture 
biennale. 
this reciprocity is suggested to me not only by the presence at the eahn 
third Meeting of a number of scholars (7) who have been playing active 
roles in this international exhibition, some of them being awarded prizes 
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and special mentions.14 If ‘architecture not architects’, the motto chosen by 
rem Koolhaas and his team to accompany the whole event, finds several 
echoes within this conference, nonetheless the unprecedented profusion of 
historical evidence on exhibit at giardini and arsenale, from architectural 
elements, details, and drawings to professional journals, illustrated maga-
zines, newspapers, promotional catalogues and advertisements, seem to 
suggest that the demand for history expressed by the architectural disci-
pline is stronger than ever (Figure 2). and even more striking is the way in 
which this demand is formulated and fulfilled: through the deployment of 
large amounts of factual documentation whose main aim would be to bring 
architects and their public back to the discipline’s fundamental concerns, 
beneficially re-immersing them into the realities (firstly material, but also 
social, economic, political, ideological, technological, environmental, aes-
thetic…) of buildings, cities and landscapes, in an attempt to rise above the 
linguistic barriers that often distance this field of knowledge from its wider 
audience of users and viewers. by uncovering the plurality of meanings 

and values associated with buildings and incorporated in their components 
rather than insisting on their authors’ discourses, this biennale seems to 
advocate a new centrality of our discipline within the contemporary society. 
besides indicating a number of potentially fruitful routes of investigation for 
future researchers in the history of the built environment, it peremptorily 
reminds us of the public dimension of our studies.

Michela Rosso

chair of the third eahn International Meeting

Figure 2. view of the exhibition section ‘Window’ at the 14th  venice architecture biennale. 
It shows a fragment of the brooking national collection containing ‘approximately 500,000 
pieces, 5000 of which are complete windows, 10,000 windows’ sections and 30,000 
sash pullings’ Source: Fundamentals, catalogue of the 14th International architecture exhi-
bition (venezia: Marsilio, 2014) 211. Photography by the author 7 june 2014
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cess journal Architecture Beyond Europe, 
http://www.architecturebeyond.eu.: ‘this 
action aims to produce a broader under-
standing of the worldwide spread of euro-
pean architecture across empires during 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by 
focussing on its vectors, connections, se-
mantics and materiality in a large range of 
geographic and linguistic contexts engag-
ing both western and non-western environ-
ments.’ 
11 among the most recent studies on this 
topic see: “reception,” ed. naomi stead 
and cristina garduño Freeman, special is-
sue, Architecture Theory Review 18, n. 3 

(2013); “la réception de l’architecture,” ed. 
richard Klein and Philippe louguet, special 
issue Cahiers thématiques. Architecture, 
histoire, conception, n. 2 (2002), 43-6.
12  nancy stieber, “architecture between 
disciplines,” Journal of the Society of Archi-
tectural Historians 62, n. 2 (2003), 176-7; 
nancy stieber et al. “learning From Interdis-
ciplinarity,” Journal of the Society of Archi-
tectural Historians 64, n. 4 (2005), 417–
40 and articles by  daniel M. abramson, 
dianne harris, carla yanni, Mario carpo, 
arindam dutta, john archer, hélène lip-
stadt, gwendolyn Wright. see also dianne 
harris, “that’s not architectural history!” 
Journal of the Society of Architectural His-
torians 70, n. 2 (2011), 149–52
13 see the discussion on cross-disciplinar-
ity among art historians, in ‘Inter/discipli-
narity’, special issue The Art Bulletin 77, n. 
4 (1995),  with essays by carlo ginzburg, 
james d. herbert, W. j. t. Mitchell, thom-
as F. reese and ellen handler spitz. In par-
ticular carlo ginzburg, “vetoes and compat-
ibilities,” ibidem, 534-52;
14 Fundamentals, catalogue of the 14th In-
ternational architecture exhibition (venice: 
Marsilio, 2014).
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1.1 Fortified Palaces in Early Modern 
Europe, 1400-1700

SESSION CHAIRS: 
PIeter Martens
KU Leuven, Belgium
Konrad ottenheyM
Universiteit Utrecht, Netherlands
nuno senos
Universidade Nova de Lisboa, Portugal

session description

From the fifteenth century onwards the spread of firearms profoundly affect-
ed the medieval castle. residential and defensive elements that were once 
united in a single structure now evolved into separate architectural entities. 
the château fort gradually developed into a residential palace surrounded by 
a fortified perimeter. In addition, the shift from vertical to horizontal defence 
meant that the main trait of a stronghold was no longer its profile but its 
plan. as the plan became dictated by firing lines, angular shapes took the 
place of round and square ones, and the overall geometry became regu-
larized. efforts to reconcile the often contradictory demands of residence 
and defence inspired a wide variety of architectural designs across europe, 
many of which have received little scholarly attention.
this session focuses on the building typology of the palazzo in fortezza in its 
broadest sense. besides fortified palaces that were planned as a whole, it 
will also consider instances where new fortifications were built around an 
older palace or, vice versa, where a new residence was erected within a pre-
existing citadel. the aim is to explore the conjunction of palatial residence 
and military defence. Papers may discuss the architectural connection (or 
lack thereof) between the palace and its fortifications. how was the building’s 
defensive role combined with residential comforts and ceremonial require-
ments? What happened to weak elements such as entrances, windows, 
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forecourts and gardens? did its decorative programme reflect its martial 
component? Was the fortified perimeter truly functional or merely symbolic? 
did its military features answer to the demands of full-scale warfare or only 
to limited security needs? conversely, could a fortified palace really operate 
as a fully-fledged princely residence, or were there limitations to the extent 
of its court life? relevant events such as an attack on a fortified palace or a 
courtly ceremony held within its confines may also be examined. of particu-
lar interest are issues of cultural interchange, considering that fortification 
was an ‘international style’, whilst palatial architecture was firmly tied to 
local and dynastic traditions. We welcome cases from the whole of europe 
(including its overseas colonies) and especially from less studied regions 
such as central and eastern europe. We explicitly seek analytical papers 
that enable transnational comparison.
the session fits within the framework of the esF research networking Pro-
gramme ‘PalatIuM. court residences as Places of exchange in late Me-
dieval and early Modern europe (1400-1700)’ (www.courtresidences.eu).

1.1.1 Fortified Palaces in Early Modern Sicily: Models, 
Image Strategy, Functions

eManuela garoFalo
Università degli Studi di Palermo, Italy 
FulvIa scaduto
Università degli Studi di Palermo, Italy 

abstract

In early modern sicily the extra-urban fortified residence was a limited but 
important architectural phenomenon. starting from the last decades of the 
fifteenth century, previous residential buildings, especially towers, were in 
some cases renewed by the introduction of a surrounding fortified perime-
ter with bastions (e.g. donjon of adrano; tower of Migaido, or villa s. Marco 
near bagheria). subsequently the genesis of new palaces with bastions, bul-
warks, and pseudo-bulwarks is certainly linked to contemporary publications 
and specialized treaties, but local conditions played an equally important 
role. the position along the Mediterranean frontier with the Islamic world 
and the presence of numerous military engineers created an environment 
particularly open to fortified buildings, providing at the same time a wide 
range of experiences for confrontation and imitation. In this situation the 
symbolic meaning of fortified structures was particularly resonant with aris-
tocratic clients. the representational aspect was evident also in buildings 
with a true defensive purpose. Medieval idioms and allusions to modern for-
tifications were used to legitimate social hierarchies. at the end of the sev-
enteenth  century, for example, the rome-trained architect giacomo amato 
planned a magnificent palace for the spaccaforno family with bastions and a 
double boundary wall. this paper will present a sequence of examples that 
are most representative of this architectural phenomenon. It will especially 
focus on the models in use and how they change along the centuries; on the 
intertwining between residential and military needs in the conformation of 
inside and outside spaces; and finally, on the relation between image strat-
egy and practical function.

keywords

Fortification, tower, villa, bulwark, Sicily



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

36 37

the fortified residence has known an uninterrupted tradition in sicily since 
the late Middle ages. constant renovation was dictated by the need to 
adapt defensive structures to new offensive techniques and weapons, and 
to prevailing historical and political conditions. this remodelling was neces-
sary at the beginning of the early Modern period, and was influenced by 
treatises on the subject. the renovation and ex novo construction of forti-
fied residences in early Modern sicily was not a major phenomenon, but 
various aspects make it worthy of note. the island’s strategic geographical 
position in the Mediterranean and the presence of a large group of military 
engineers played an important role, but other factors, in particular related 
to the image strategies pursued by the clients, cannot be overlooked. this 
paper examines a selection of cases and looks at the different inflections 
of the phenomenon from the second half of the fifteenth to the eighteenth 
centuries.1 

fortifyinG pre-existinG structures: tower houses and fortified 
enceintes

since the late Middle ages, fortified buildings with both a residential and a 
defensive function dotted the sicilian territory.2 between about 1450 and 
1650, many of these buildings underwent renovations, using different pro-
cedures and answering to different requirements. the need to enlarge the 
building, to transform its interior, or to improve its defensive structures, was 
frequently accompanied by a desire to update the architectural image, as 
part of a more general self-promotion strategy pursued by the client.3 
the addition of enceintes and bulwarks to pre-existing tower houses be-
tween the second half of the fifteenth and the sixteenth century is a par-
ticularly significant phenomenon. there was no uniformity in intentions, 
planning approaches or solutions. today at least ten examples in which a 
sixteenth-century reorganization is decipherable subsist, and they all differ 
in the consistency, layout and shape of the structures added to the original 
tower-shaped core. these range from a bailey-type structure, mainly for 
agricultural use, with low buildings surrounding a courtyard which includes 
or incorporates the tower,4 to perimeters built for defensive purposes, char-
acterized by the presence of cylindrical or quadrangular bulwarks at the 
corners of the enceinte.5 besides this type of structure, in which the tower 
remains detached from the new buildings that surround it, there are also 
some models in which the added buildings are attached to the pre-existing 
tower and can be accessed from it, making it an integral part of the new 
morphology.6

these varied cases include three buildings that are particularly significant on 

account of the planning choices and intentions behind their renovation. First, 
the castle of adrano (catania) is an interesting case in which a fortified wall 
was attached to the pre-existing tower (Figure 1). Its soaring bulk overlooks 
the main square of the town, located on a plateau on the south-west slopes 
of Mount etna. the pre-existing structure is a rectangular donjon (20x16.70 
m), with five floors inside. the final configuration of the tower was the result 
of interventions commissioned by count Matteo sclafani around the middle 
of the fourteenth century, possibly carried out on a former structure dat-
ing back to the norman conquest of the island (second half of the eleventh 
century).7 at the beginning of the early Modern age, the tower – which had 
passed over to the estate of the Moncada family towards the end of the 
fourteenth century8 – was surrounded up to the level of the first floor by a 
sloping rampart with bulwarks at the corners. the serrated edges of the 
bulwarks leave no doubt as to the neapolitan origin of the model,9 and are 
indicative of the self-celebratory intentions of the client and his influence in 
the design choices. In fact, it recreates, on a smaller scale and with less 
refined workmanship, the ramparts around the towers of the castel nuovo 
in naples, produced when alfonso the Magnanimous (1443-58) commis-
sioned restructuring works on the palace.10 the design for adrano seems to 
allude to the participation of 
giovanni Moncada (1414-54) 
in the military campaigns to 
conquer naples (1442) and, 
more generally, to the esteem 
he and his successors en-
joyed at the court of alfonso 
v and giovanni I.11 this inter-
pretation is consistent with 
the identification of giovanni 
tommaso Moncada as the cli-
ent (1461-1501)12 and with 
the dating of the intervention 
to the last three decades of 
the fifteenth century. While 
image strategy appears to be 
a determining factor, from a 
functional point of view this 
enlargement of the building 
mainly tackles defensive is-
sues, including the possibility 
to use part of the inside of the 

Figure 1. the castle of adrano. Source: Photo-
graph by emanuela garofalo
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new rampart as a prison. the residential function, on the other hand, was 
left unchanged, apart from the creation of an annular terrace directly ac-
cessible from a room on the first floor of the tower through an ogival portal, 
probably coeval with the rampart.13

In the more articulate example of the lanza di trabia castle, transformed 
between the first and second half of the sixteenth century, defensive require-
ments converge with the need to create a fitting residence for an ambitious 
client, with comfortable residential and ceremonial rooms. once again, the 
original core of the group of buildings is a tower of uncertain date, perhaps 
surrounded by a defensive perimeter in the late Middle ages. It occupied 
a strategic position on the northern coast of sicily close to lucrative pro-
duction activities.14 In 1498, the tower was acquired through marriage by 
blasco lanza, a well-known jurist and representative of an important aris-
tocratic family.15 an initial phase of renovation work on the building, carried 
out between 1509 and 1535, has been attributed to this figure.16 these 
works included the construction of battlemented walls with a protected 
walkway (chemin de ronde), the addition of a circular tower to defend the 
entrance on the sea front,17 and the addition of the first wing of a new resi-
dential building with merlons, completing the fortified architectural enceinte 
on the sea side. this building de facto relegated the former tower-house, 
to which it was not physically connected, to a minor role.  between 1536 
and 1575,18 renovation continued under cesare lanza on two fronts, with 
the enlargement of the new residence and the construction of a defensive 
platform equipped with merlons and an angular little bastion19 on the side 
facing the rocks. the inextricable link between defence and residence is also 
apparent in the crenelated terrace on the wing of the residence facing the 
sea, and in the construction of a small church serving the residence on the 
defensive platform. 
the layout of the castle of brucoli (siracusa), transformed during the reign 
of charles v,20 lies mid-way between the two examples mentioned above. In 
this case, the sixteenth-century addition consists of a fortified and inhabited 
quadrangular enceinte, with cylindrical turrets on the four corners and one 
polygonal bulwark in the middle of the south-east facade. Including store-
houses and dormitories, this structure was built around the fifteenth-cen-
tury cabastida tower, the residence erected by the homonymous governor 
of the Queen’s chamber in the 1460s21 to defend the brucoli granary. the 
fortified enceinte forms a chemin de ronde with platforms for the artillery, 
protected by merlons. compared to the adrano example, we here see a 
modernization of the defensive solutions, with the tower unconnected to 
the added buildings, though only separated by a narrow open path. this is 
different from the isolation of the tower in the castle of trabia, as in bru-

coli the tower maintains its function as a focal point of the main residential 
quarters. 
the diverse nature of the solutions to remodel fortified residences in sic-
ily between the end of the fifteenth century and the 1570s is reflected in 
the three cases presented here – despite their similar points of departure. 
likewise, it is clear that there were no dominant formal models. although 
these conditions discourage us from attempting to provide a summary, we 
can however affirm that the question of defence was a real concern, which 
conditioned choices of design and layout, with the military engineers on the 
island definitely playing a prominent role in the planning. however, this is 
not incompatible with the image strategies that were pursued: the fortified 
appearance of the residence was still seen as alluding to the great age and 
might of the family name, and sometimes even to its political affiliation and 
military successes, like in the castle of adrano.  

‘bastioned’ residences: models and projects  
In the late sixteenth century, the need to adapt extra-urban residential archi-
tecture to new problems related to defence against artillery was undoubt-
edly a contributing factor in the appearance of the modern angular bastion. 
nevertheless, treatises on the subject certainly played an important role 
in the success of residences with bulwarks, bastions or angular pseudo-
bastions in sicily, as well as in nearby Malta. of course, in addition to cases 
where pre-existing medieval structures were adapted and renovated, there 
were many constructions built from scratch, with a defensive appearance.22

on Malta, we should mention the verdala Palace,23 built around 1586 as 
a fortress-villa for the grand Master and cardinal hugues de loubens de 
verdalle, based on a project designed by the Maltese architect and engineer 
girolamo cassar. Intended for seasonal use, it is a compromise between a 
‘fortress’ and a cardinal’s residence. the martial character of the structure 
is stressed by the four sharp-cornered, towered and bastioned pavilions pro-
jecting from the corners, similar in plan to polygonal bulwarks, and by the use 
of other military devices such as the slightly sloping base within a large open 
ditch, the drawbridge and the merlons (perhaps these latter elements were 
introduced when a floor was added and the towers were erected).24 the 
residential function appears pre-eminent, although the building also has a 
moderately defensive purpose, enabling it to oppose sudden attacks, and to 
withstand a 24-hour siege. Indeed, its isolated position on a hill, a few miles 
from rabat, gave rise to a real need to strengthen its defensive capacity, and 
it was designed to allow firearms to be positioned on top of the building, as 
is revealed in the descriptions by abela (1647) and a French traveller, albert 
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jouvin (1663).25 the reason behind the choice of the ‘bastioned’ system, 
which served a symbolic rather than a practical function, lies not only in the 
technical skills of the designer,26 but also in the cultural background and the 
client’s desire for an architectural self-portrait. Moreover, considering its 
origins,27 possible references to French models illustrated in the treatises of 
Philibert de l’orme and androuet du cerceau28 seem plausible. various plans 
for the ‘casa del principe illustre in modo di fortezza’ with modern pavilions in 
the form of bastions also appear in the manuscript of serlio’s Book VI.29 It is 
clear that the use of these elements was already ‘codified’ in the second half 
of the sixteenth century, and they belonged to a wide range of possibilities to 
apply.30 the selmun Palace displays the enduring influence of this model in 
Malta in the eighteenth century.31 
the theme of the angular bastion continues throughout the seventeenth cen-
tury, endorsed in scamozzi’s treatise (1615), which illustrates the project for 
a ‘Palazzo in Fortezza, per resistere alle scorrerie.’32 the proposed plan met 
with success, and the model was reproduced with several variations: the 
villa albergati in Zola (from around 1659) is thought to be one example.33 In 
sicily, this design can be found in the spadafora Palace, on the san Martino 
landed estate, in a vulnerable position on the spadafora seafront (Messina), 
exposed to pillaging and pirate raids (Figure 2). the structure retraces the 
model, with a uniform spatial arrangement, without an internal open court-
yard, and with four crenelated bulwarks equipped with watchtowers, sur-
rounded by a ditch and sloping rampart. there is some uncertainty as to 
when the bastioned ‘castle’ was constructed, perhaps in the first decades 
of the seventeenth century, although the bastions were probably added in 
an immediately subsequent phase, as some evidence suggests (perhaps 
they were originally unconnected to the building). some interventions are 
documented between 1660 and 1670, probably to complete restructuring 
work, including the ‘remodelling of the bastions,’34 but works which had also 
involved the rooms, doors, windows and (iron) balconies must have given the 
building its current configuration. on the outside, the ‘fortified’ appearance, 
which had to be a priority at the time of building (originally equipped with 
splayed loopholes), is at odds with the large openings which bear witness to 
its residential role and form four symmetrical palatial facades; once their de-
fensive function was no longer a priority, the bastions assumed a mainly sym-
bolic character, displaying the role of the landowners in the urban context. 
angular bastions (transformed in terraces) can also be observed on the 
mansion belonging to the Filangeri family, counts of san Marco, in santa Fla-
via. It was built on the bagheria countryside as a holiday retreat, on the site 
of an ancient bailey, dating from the second half of the seventeenth century.35 
other defence-related structures accentuate its pseudo-fortified character: 

the central crenelated turret with 
a belvedere covered roof-terrace 
and the drawbridge connecting 
the stairway, detached from the 
structure, to the main floor. this 
new iconography of the mansion, 
which alludes to updated themes, 
can be credited to the inclinations 
and culture of the client, vincenzo 
giuseppe Filangeri, the first Prince 
of Mirto;36 however, the role of the 
designer, the dominican architect 
andrea cirrincione, who was a tu-
tor in the Palermo seminary, where 
a great interest in mathematical 
disciplines and their specific appli-
cation in military architecture was 
cultivated, is another determining 
factor.37

one of the most interesting cases 
which can be attributed to criteria 
codified by scamozzi, but also to 
suggestions handed down in ear-
lier sixteenth-century architectural 
treatises (androuet du cerceau), is 
the ‘castle’ of the Princes of biscari 
(present-day acate), an imposing 
baronial residence on the ancient 
Paternò castle estate. Its current 
form is the result of a vast pro-
gramme of reconstruction, trans-
formation and enlargement of a late 
fifteenth-century fortified residence, 

perhaps started in the 1640s and continued until the eighteenth century.38 
It was an ambitious project which was never completed. If the reconstruction 
hypothesis is correct, the intention was to create a palace with a central 
courtyard surrounded by a system with four bastions, crenelated towers and 
prominent entrance avant-corps. the choice of the sloping rampart, which 
extends along the side of the building facing the city, has a symbolic function, 
as the presence of large windows indicates. the ‘defensive’ connotation is 
also reflected in the dimensions of the long bastioned facade (in exaggerated 

Figure 2. spadafora Palace. Plan and axo-
nometric projection. Source: Pietro cono 
terranova, I castelli peloritani del versante 
tirrenico (Messina: assessorato regionale 
dei beni culturali, ambientali e della pubblica 
istruzione, 1991), 18



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

42 43

proportion to the inhabited centre) and alludes to the family’s political pres-
tige and rising social status. 
other constructions attributed to the second half of the seventeenth century 
present sloping ramparts and, on a different level, play an intimidating urban 
role which is assuaged by decorative elements. this motif can be seen in 
the feudal naselli Palace in aragona, built from 1665, with angular pseudo-
towers on a sloping base, though the military-like appearance is mitigated 
by open galleries on the main floor.39 In the palace belonging to the gravina 
family, Princes of Palagonia, in Francofonte, re-built around a pre-existing 
medieval core after the earthquake of 1693, the corner stones of the build-
ing which border the facade are ‘reinforced’ with a high socle, similar to an 
angled bastion, with a decorative function: the facing of diamond-studded 
ashlars conjures up an evocative image of military strength, attenuated by 
the inclusion of the much-prized corner balcony on sculptural corbels.40 an-
other example worthy of mention is the bastioned palace of the barons of 
Montaperto in raffadali with its massive escarpment, which can perhaps be 
attributed to the eighteenth century.41

at the end of the century, even an architect like giacomo amato, who had 
had ten years training in rome, drew up a project for the Marquis statella 
of spaccaforno (present-day Ispica) – which was never followed through – to 
build a grand ‘Palace and castle’ inspired by scamozzi’s model, with a large 
central courtyard, angular bulwarks, rampart and a low bastioned enclo-
sure;42 these latter elements were intended to indicate social standing43 and 
were probably explicitly requested by the owner. 
In the same period, even carlo Fontana drafted a project (1696), which 
again was never carried out, for the residential Palace (‘Palazzo in villa’) 
of the Prince of liechtenstein, which expressly requested the inclusion of a 
ditch and low sloping rampart. this last element was later constructed in the 
definitive project entrusted to domenico Martinelli, in order to give the pal-
ace – on the prince’s instructions – a pseudo-fortified character.44 In short, 
on the threshold of the eighteenth century, the clients had not yet lost their 
desire to promote a military image and the theme of the sloping rampart was 
assimilated into baroque internationalism. the work of amato takes us into 
contexts dominated by a more rhetorical language and roman citations. the 
‘spartan’ creations of the seventeenth century at this point appear anachro-
nistic, but the military-like component seems to re-emerge in a more subtle 
way in the magnificent residences in late sicilian baroque architecture, such 
as villa Palagonia in bagheria (from 1715) belonging to Prince Ferdinando 
Francesco gravina (the same client for the feudal palace in Francofonte), 
constructed with four corner turrets on ramparts, according to a project 
designed by the learned mathematician agatino daidone and the dominican 

1 the authors collaborated on the whole pa-
per, but emanuela garofalo wrote the first 
section (‘Fortifying pre-existing structures’) 
and Fulvia scaduto the second (‘ “bastioned” 
residences’).
2 For a general framework on the topic, 
see: Maria giuffrè, Castelli e luoghi forti di 
Sicilia XII-XVII secolo (Palermo: vito caval-
lotto editore, 1980); Ferdinando Maurici, 
Castelli medievali in Sicilia. Dai bizantini ai 
normanni (Palermo: sellerio, 1992); Castelli 
medievali di Sicilia. Guida agli itinerari cas-
tellani dell’isola (Palermo: regione siciliana. 
assessorato dei beni culturali, ambientali e 
della pubblica istruzione, 2001).
3 numerous cases of interventions on pre-
existing castles, consisting of the addition of 
new surroundings or architectural elements 
such as portals and windows, fall outside the 
scope of this contribution. the most signifi-
cant examples include the castles of carini, 
Pietraperzia and sperlinga.
4 examples are: the valenza alta bailey in 
the Falsomiele district of Palermo; the Parisi 
bailey in tommaso natale near Palermo; the 
albachiara and bonura towers near Partini-
co; the group of buildings which incorporate 
the dell’alto tower near aragona (agrigento).
5 this group includes, in particular: lanza 
branciforte castle in trabia (Palermo); Mi-
gaido castle (Messina); brucoli castle (sir-
acusa).

6 the most important examples include: the 
tower of adrano (catania) and the cabrera 
tower in Pozallo (ragusa).
7 on the tower of adrano in particular, see: 
giuseppe agnello, “Il castello di adrano,” 
Castellum 2 (1965), 5-22; Pietro blanco, “Il 
castello di adrano,” Quaderno dell’Istituto di 
Disegno dell’Università di Catania 1 (1965), 
125-41; giuffrè, Castelli, 14-5; Maurici, 
Castelli medievali, 177-9; simone ronsis-
valle, Adrano nella storia. Vicende e monu-
menti (adrano: amministrazione comunale 
- assessorato alla cultura adrano, 1995), 
30-1, 35; Castelli medievali di Sicilia, 155-6.
8 Castelli medievali di Sicilia, 155.
9 the hypothesis has already been dis-
cussed by Maria giuffrè, who also points out 
the analogy with ‘castelcivita (salerno) and 
with the more mature as well as ingenious 
proposals of leonardo for Piombino (1504) 
and antonio da sangallo the younger for cas-
tro (1537)’. giuffrè, Castelli, 15.
10 For stereotomy and masonry works 
commissioned by alfonso the Magnanimous 
in castelnuovo and the master builders in-
volved, see: joan domenge y Mesquida, 
“guillem sagrera,” in emanuela garofalo and 
Marco rosario nobile (eds.), Gli ultimi indi-
pendenti, architetti del gotico nel Mediterra-
neo tra XV e XVI secolo (Palermo: edizioni 
caracol, 2007), 59-93; adriano ghisetti 
giavarina, “onofrio di giordano,” in garofalo 

architect tommaso Maria napoli (a pupil of cirrincione and formerly an ap-
prentice in the roman studio of Fontana), who both served with the austrian 
government (napoli as military engineer).45 the legacy which the eighteenth 
century received from the previous century is lighter and more evocative. 
the military aspects are still prominent in some villas, but have no practical 
function; they stand as memories of a lost age.
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and nobile, Gli ultimi indipendenti, 45-57.
11 on the counts of adrano belonging to 
the Moncada family, see: Francesco san 
Martino de spucches, La storia dei feudi e 
dei titoli nobiliari di Sicilia (Palermo: scuola 
tipografica boccone del povero, 1924), I, 
quadro 5, 12-15.
12 ronsisvalle, Adrano, 35.
13 the shape of the portal, consistent with 
a dating to the second half of the fifteenth 
century, seems to us to confirm the dating 
of the rampart.
14 a mill and an oil mill were present in 
the area until the late Middle ages. on the 
history of trabia and the castle in particu-
lar, see: salvatore lanza di trabia, Notizie 
storiche sul castello e sul territorio di Tra-
bia (Palermo: stabilimento tipografico virzì, 
1878); Pasquale sinesio, Trabia e i Lanza 
(caltanissetta: lussografica, 1995).
15 Francesco Maria emanuele e gaetani 
Marchese di villabianca, Della Sicilia nobile, 
5 vols (Palermo: stamperia de’ santi apos-
toli, 1754-1759), II, 531. 
16 the two dates refer to the privilege 
granted to blasco lanza on 14 november 
1509 by Ferdinand the catholic, who de-
creed trabia a noble fief, and to the death 
of blasco lanza, respectively. an intervening 
date which is significant for the interpreta-
tion of construction and fortification works 
on the castle is 1517, when the building was 
invaded and set on fire by the inhabitants of 
nearby trabia in a politically motivated rebel-
lion against the Moncada family. lanza di 
trabia, Notizie storiche.
17 there is some uncertainty about the dat-
ing of the other two towers added to protect 
the ensemble, one a square tower on the 
south-east corner of the perimeter, which 
no longer exists, and the other a polygonal 
tower added to the south-west corner.
18 Work had ended by 1575, according 
to a marble stone in memory of the client 
affixed there and bearing the inscription: 
caesar lancea conjunctis copuli arcem hanc 
extruxit. Mdlxxv.
19 this last intervention shows some simi-
larities with work carried out much earlier to 
modernize the defensive function of the cas-

tle of castellamare del golfo around 1530, 
commissioned by baron giacomo alliata. 
Maurizio vesco, “città nuove fortificate in si-
cilia nel primo cinquecento: castellamare del 
golfo, capaci, carlentini,” Il Tesoro delle Città 
vI (2008-2010), 506-10.
20 Pietro blanco “Il castello di brucoli,” Qua-
derno dell’Istituto di Disegno dell’Università 
di Catania 2 (1964-65), 23-48; giuffrè, Ca-
stelli, 32; Castelli medievali di Sicilia, 388-
91.
21 the Queen’s chamber was an endow-
ment of the Queens of aragon, and included 
extensive and wealthy territories in south-
east sicily. giovanni Çabastida held the pres-
tigious position of governor from 1452, and 
resided mainly in sicily between 1462 and 
1472; even after his death in the tower of 
brucoli, his wife caterina llull y Çabastida, 
a shrewd merchant, lived there periodically. 
the approximate dating of the tower can 
be seen on a memorial stone on the north-
west face, and which bears the inscription: 
turris çabastida vocor quotiam[ça]bastida 
ioannes me fieri fecit sumpsi quoque no-
men regina siculis diva regnante ioanna ab 
illo aedita sum bruculae frugum custodia. 
on the Queen’s chamber and its gover-
nors, see giuseppe agnello, Ufficiali e gen-
tiluomini al servizio della Corona. Il governo 
di Siracusa dal Vespro all’abolizione della 
Camera reginale (siracusa: barbara Micheli 
editore, 2005); giuseppe agnello, “la ca-
mera reginale di siracusa,” in giuseppe Pa-
gnano (ed.), L’architettura di età aragonese 
nell’Italia centro-meridionale. Architettura di 
età aragonese nel Val di Noto (siracusa: di-
partimento astra, università degli studi di 
catania-Facoltà di architettura di siracusa, 
2007), 105-10. on caterina llull y Çabas-
tida, see: gemma colesanti, Caterina Llull y 
Çabastida. Una mercantessa catalana nella 
Sicilia del ’400 (Phd diss., universitat de gi-
rona, 2005), 17, 51, 68, 73.
22 the cases examined are noble buildings 
linked to the feudal aristocracy involved in the 
construction or renovation of grand baroni-
al mansions situated in the centre of their 
fiefs; other cases involve residences used as 
summer retreats which had a ceremonial 

function and an internal spatial organization 
based on comfort and social requirements. 
see: Fulvia scaduto, “residenze fortificate in 
sicilia in età moderna,” Lexicon. Storie e ar-
chitettura in Sicilia 7 (2008) 37-44; Id., “la 
lunga tradizione delle residenze ‘fortificate’ in 
sicilia (xvI-xvIII secolo),” in Marcello Fagiolo 
(ed.), Residenze nobiliari. Italia Meridionale 
(roma: de luca editori, 2010), 343-50, 
with bibliography. 
23 on the palace: Quentin hughes, The 
building of Malta during the period of the 
knight of St. John of  Jerusalem 1530-
1795 (Malta,1986), 205-7; leonard Ma-
honey, 5000 years of architecture in Malta 
(valletta: b.e.&a., c.eng., M.I.c.e., a.&c.e., 
1996), 86-8, 117-23; Quentin hughes and 
conrad thake, Malta the baroque Island 
(Malta: midseabooksltd, 2003), 77-9.
24 It is very likely that the first floor was built 
in the second half of the fifteenth century. 
Further interventions and decorative integra-
tions (balustrades, windows, etc.) were car-
ried out during the government of the grand 
Master antonio Manuel de vilhena (1722-
36) whose coat of arms is found on the cop-
ing of the main facade.
25 giovan Francesco abela, Della descrit-
tione di Malta… (Malta: Paolo bonacota, 
1647), 61-5: ‘vi si può nel piano del tetto 
far giocare alcun pezzetto d’artiglieria.’ de-
nis de lucca (ed.), A description of Baroque 
Malta by Albert Jouvin de Rochefort (Malta: 
heritage books, 2004), appendix: ‘nous 
passames le pont-levis du château flanqué 
de quatre petites tour rondes, une desquelle 
fert de montée pour aller sur la plate-form 
qui le couvre, où il y a quelques arquebuses 
à croc; car ce chasteau est à la verité basti 
de grosses pierres de taille que le canon 
auroit difficulté à percer; mais le dedans ne 
consiste qu’en une grande salle […] où il y 
a quantité d’armes come dans quelque petit 
arsenal, qui tient le mileu des petites cabi-
nets dan les tourelles qui sont aux quatre 
coins de cette gran salle.’
26 sources and chronicles indicate that cas-
sar had been in the service of the Knights 
in gerba (1560) at the side of a mysteri-
ous French engineer, carlo d’amance; he 

also worked on the fortifications of valletta 
with the military engineer Francesco lapa-
relli. there is still some uncertainty about his 
training; his biographies mention a trip to Ita-
ly (1569) as architect of the order. giovanni 
Mangion, “girolamo cassar architetto mal-
tese del cinquecento,” Melita Historica 6 
(1973), 192-200; Marco rosario nobile, 
“girolamo cassar,” in nobile and garofalo, 
Gli ultimi indipendenti, 227-41.
27 verdalle was born in toulouse in 1531 
and held the position of grand Master from 
1582 to 1595. alain blondy, Un prince de la 
Renaissance à l’aube de la contre-réforme: 
Hugues de Loubens de Verdalle (1531-
1582-1595). Cardinal et Gran Maîre de 
l’Ordre de Malte (saint denise: bouchene, 
2005), 149. 
28 Philibert de l’orme, Le premier tome 
de l’Architecture (Paris: 1567), 18, 19. 
jacques androuet du cerceau, Les plus ex-
cellents bastiments de France (Paris, 1576-
1579); jacques androuet du cerceau, 
Livre d’architecture. Troisième livre (Paris, 
1582). For these works, see the website 
Architectura. Architecture, textes et images 
XVIe - XVIIe siècles of the centre d’Études su-
périeures de la renaissance, tours, http://
architectura.cesr.univ-tours.fr. see also: da-
vid thomson, “les trois livres d’architecture 
de jacques Ier androuet du cerceau, à 
Paris en 1559, 1561 et 1582,” in sylvie 
deswarte-rosa (ed.), Sebastiano Serlio à 
Lyon. Architecture et imprimerie (lyon: Mé-
moire active, 2004), 449-50; Françoise 
boudon, “Les plus excellents bastiments de 
France de de jacques Ier androuet du cer-
ceau, à Paris en 1576 et 1579”, Ibidem, 
451-3.
29 sebastiano serlio, Libro sesto di tutte le 
habitationi..., ms. Munich, bayerische sta-
atsbibliothek, cod. Icon. 189, in particular 
f. 18v and tav. xvIII (‘Della Casa del principe 
illustre in modo di fortezza’), f. 27v and tav. 
xxvII, f. 28v and tav. xxvII. serlio writes (f. 
16v): ‘Qua nella franza li gentiluomini mas-
simamente li più nobili habitano fuori della 
cità … le loro habitationi siano in fortezza et 
circondati da acqua … et almeno possino ris-
sistere à battagli da mano col suo ponto le-
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vaturo et altre diffese’. see the architectura 
website, and Mario rosci, Il trattato di ar-
chitettura di sebastiano serlio. Il sesto libro 
delle habitationi di tutti li gradi degli homini 
(facsimile of the Munich manuscript of Book 
VI), (Milan: Itec editrice, 1966).
30 during the second half of the sixteenth 
century, modern towers or angular, bastion-
like tower-pavilions appear in numerous 
pseudo-fortified residences in Italy, corre-
sponding to types elaborated by serlio and 
androuet du cerceau. For example, in the 
villa Medicea in artimio, realized (1596-
1600) for the grand duke Ferdinando I de’ 
Medici after a design by bernardo buonta-
lenti, four angular bastioned bodies appear. 
In general, see: alain erlande brandenburg 
and alberto Faliva (eds.), Rinascimento 
franco-italiano. Serlio, Du Cerceau e i Dat-
taro (cremona: s.n., 2005); alberto Faliva 
(ed.), Ville del rinascimento padano. I Ba-
stioni, il Portico e la Fattoria/The Bastions, 
the Portico and the Farmyard (Milano: ele-
cta, 2010).
31 the selmum Palace in Mellieha is a more 
modern expression of the verdala Palace 
model. Mahoney, 5000 years, 88; hughes 
and thake, Malta, 186.
32 vincenzo scamozzi, L’Idea della Architet-
tura Universale [venezia 1615], (reprint ve-
rona: cIsa, 1997), 252-3. the project ‘d’un 
Palazzo in Fortezza, per resistere alle scor-
rerie’, illustrated in the Terzo Libro which 
is dedicated to the construction of private 
buildings, was intended for ‘Eccellentissimo 
Signor Christoforo Duca di Sbaras e Caval-
lerizzo del Re di Polonia […] per un suo sito 
(quasi in frontiera de’ Tartari) […] l’entrata si 
fa per via d’un ponte levatoio à traverso la 
fossa […] su gli angoli del Palazzo sono quat-
tro Bellouardetti, con i loro fianchi, e diffese’.
33 In the villa albergati the bulwarks are 
used as wide terraces from which one can 
admire the park: anna Maria Matteucci, 
“villa albergati. originalità dell’architettura 
barocca emiliana,” in gabriele Mignardi and 
Marco ravenna (eds.), Le magnifiche stan-
ze. Paesaggio, architettura, decorazione e 
vita nella villa palazzo degli Albergati a Zola 
(bergamo: edizioni bolis, 1995), 55-91. 

also noteworthy is the splendid project for a 
mansion belonging to camillo Pamphili, with 
angular bulwarks with symbolic function at-
tributed to borromini, but credited by some 
scholars to girolamo rainaldi. 
34 documents and information on the pal-
ace in Pippo Pandolfo, Spadafora San Mar-
tino. Storia di una comunità e del suo territo-
rio (Messina: edizioni edas, 2010), 81-95. 
We know from a document dated 1660 
that the ‘fort’ had a modest artillery outfit. 
In 1675, during the anti-spanish revolts, 
the castle was besieged by French soldiers 
and within 24 hours was destroyed and 
plundered. the date 1687 on the internal 
portal possibly refers to the completion of 
renovation works following the damage it suf-
fered on that occasion. In 1822 an austrian 
contingent carried out a survey of the build-
ing, which is now in the Kriegsarchiv (Military 
archives) in vienna. 
35 documents on the grand stairway date 
from 1673, but the villa’s foundation dates 
back to 1669. scaduto, La lunga tradizione, 
346 and notes 12, 13 with bibliography; 
stefano Piazza, Le Ville di Palermo. Le di-
more extraurbane dei Baroni del Regno di Si-
cilia (1412-1812) (roma: Istituto Poligrafico 
e Zecca dello stato, 2011), 38, 41-42.
36 vincenzo giuseppe Filangeri had some 
experience in the military field; during the 
anti-spanish revolts (1674) he held the of-
fice of general vicar in the war of Messina.  
37 the comparison of the drawing of the 
villa with the sketch of a place fortified with 
bastions by the mathematician and engineer 
carlo Maria ventimiglia, ‘visitatore generale 
delle Fortezze di sicilia’, is interesting; see: 
erik h. neil, “architects and architecture in 
17th & 18th century Palermo: new docu-
ments,” Annali di architettura 7 (1995), 
159-76. Moreover on the villa: erik h. neil, 
Architecture in Context: The Villas of Bagh-
eria, Sicily (Phd diss., harvard university, 
1995-96), 130-1. 
38 scaduto, La lunga tradizione, 347 and 
notes 15, 16 with bibliography. It is likely 
that an initial project to remodel the ancient 
medieval castle. new interventions after 
it was severely damaged during the 1693 

earthquake were commissioned by Princes 
Ignazio and vincenzo. 
39 the palace, commissioned by Prince 
baldassare Iv naselli, count of comiso, as 
stable and representative dwelling, reverts 
to former solutions; avant-corps with loggia 
had already appeared in the sixsteenth-cen-
tury royal Palace of Messina and in the pal-
ace belonging to the same family in comiso 
(1576), but here in aragona (the city rebuilt 
at the beginning of the fifteenth century) they 
are inserted in a context full of symbolical 
values. scaduto, La lunga tradizione, 347 
and note 17, with bibliography; stefano Pi-
azza, Dimore feudali in Sicilia fra Seicento 
e Settecento (Palermo: edizioni caracol, 
2005), 23-6.
40 completion of the facade can be dated 
to 1705, but the works continued until 
1718. For more information on the resi-
dence, remodeled according to the wishes 
of Ferdinando Francesco gravina see: neil, 
“architecture in context,” 207-25, in par-
ticular 212-5; Piazza, Dimore feudali, 37- 
42; scaduto, “residenze fortificate,” 40 and 
notes 17, 18.
41 calogero carità, Castelli e torri della pro-
vincia di Agrigento (Palermo: banca Popo-
lare sant’angelo, 1982). 
42 the project was part of the recon-
struction which took place after the 1693 
earthquake destroyed the ancient city of 
spaccaforno with its ‘fortilitium,’ which lat-
er occupied a new site. giacomo amato’s 
drawings of the plan and lateral facade of 
the palace are conserved in the galleria In-
terdisciplinare regionale della sicilia in Pala-
zzo abatellis, Fondo dei disegni di giacomo 
amato, archivio fotografico g 2648, vol. Iv, 
p. 52, n. 47 and g 2649, vol. Iv , p. 53, n. 
48. on the palace, see: Melchiorre trigilia, 
Storia e guida di Ispica (ragusa: so.ge.Me. 
editore, 1992), 15, 70-71; scaduto, La 

lunga tradizione, 347 and note 20. 
43 barbaric raids and pirate attacks on 
the south-east coast of sicily were actually 
incessant and they continued until at least 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. the 
fief of the statella family was also subjected 
to constant incursions. Melchiorre trigilia, “I 
pirati nel litorale della sicilia sud-orientale,” 
Pagine del Sud, 23 (2008), 56-64; Melchi-
orre trigilia, Il litorale ispicese (Ispica: trigilia 
cultura, 2014), 43-6. In general: salvatore 
bono, “la sicilia e i barbareschi,” in Storia 
della Sicilia, vol. vII (napoli: società editrice 
storia di napoli del Mezzogiorno continentale 
e della sicilia, 1978), 183-93. 
44 on the liechtenstein Palace in landsk-
ron (bohemia) and on the projects of carlo 
Fontana, see: allan braham and hellmut lo-
renz (eds), Carlo Fontana. The Drawing at 
Windsor Castle (london: a. Zwemmer ltd, 
1977), 125-9, with bibliography. For Marti-
nelli’s project (1700), which shows angular 
turreted pavilions and central reliefs on a sin-
gle sloping rampart with horizontal ashlars, 
see: hellmut lorenz, Domenico Martinelli 
und die österreichische Barockarchitektur 
(Wien: Österreichische akademie der Wis-
senschaften, 1991), 75-8.
45 biographical notes in neil, Architecture 
in Context, 316-29 and 384-5. the involve-
ment of planners with solid experience in 
the field of military architecture (both napoli 
and daidone) is certainly not fortuitous in 
the design choices for the villa, which sym-
bolically refers to the status of the Prince; 
these choices are influenced by the increas-
ing social and political status of the client. on 
the villa, see: neil, Architecture in Context, 
205-244; neil, Architects and architecture, 
162; rosario scaduto, Villa Palagonia. Sto-
ria e restauro (bagheria: Falcone editore, 
2007);  Piazza, Le Ville di Palermo, 52-54.
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1.1.2 the Castrum Sanctae Crucis in Cremona:  
From Fortified Castle to Courtly residence

jessIca grIttI
Università Ca’ Foscari di Venezia, Italy 
valerIa Fortunato
La Sapienza-Università di Roma, Italy

abstract

the castle of santa croce in cremona was reconstructed by the ducal cou-
ple Francesco sforza and bianca Maria visconti from 1452 and was trans-
formed into a courtly residence, where they – and in particular the duchess 
and her sons – usually spent some parts of the year. cremona was the 
second most important city of the state, where Francesco sforza and bianca 
Maria celebrated their marriage. the complete loss of the monument (except 
for the remains of a round tower) seems to have discouraged its study, so 
that the history of the castle is little known. but thanks to a great number of 
documents in the archivio di stato in Milan, this paper will trace the history of 
the reconstruction of the castle by the sforzas, the lost identity of its designer 
(hitherto believed to have been bartolomeo gadio), and the organization of its 
building site. besides, a number of drawings from the sixteenth  to eighteenth 

centuries – some of them unknown to scholars – will be used to reconstruct 
the form and the functions of the various parts of the castle, both in the 
sforza period and also during the sixteenth  and seventeenth  centuries. the 
castle of santa croce seems to present all the characteristics of a ‘fortified 
palace’, because it was a medieval castle which became a courtly residence 
during the Quattrocento, with a vast garden for hunting and a documented 
studiolo for the duchess. In the sixteenth century, the original square keep 
with angular towers was inserted into a larger system of fortifications. the 
castle has always been fundamental both for the sforzas and, afterwards, 
for the French and spanish governments, being at the south-east boundar-
ies of the state (with the venetian republic). also, it was often chosen as a 
strategic place, due to its central location between Milan, Mantua, brescia 
and Piacenza, as was the case during the Dieta of the most important lords 
of the period, organized by ludovico sforza in 1483.

keywords

architecture, history, Sforza, castle, Cremona, engineers

the castle of santa croce in cremona was reconstructed from ca. 1452 
and transformed into a courtly residence.1 cremona was in fact the second 
most important city of the state, where Francesco sforza and bianca Maria 
visconti celebrated their marriage in 1441; above all, it was the dowry city of 
bianca Maria visconti.2 the complete loss of the monument has discouraged 
the study of the castle, except for the 1941 book by gino simoni, which is 
the most complete study of the subject and contains many documents about 
its construction.3 an early interest in cremonese urban history produced a 
group of publications concentrating on the evolution of the city’s walls during 
the Modern age, and these invariably include sections on the castle,4 which 
from the beginning was integrated in the circuit of the walls, but the informa-
tion about the monument remained very poor and repetitive.
before the fifteenth century there already was a castle on the same site 
called Castrum Sanctae Crucis, because it was built on the remains of a 
church with that dedication.5 the primitive structures of the castle are not 

Figure 1. hypothetical reconstruction of the disposition and work phases of the castle of 
cremona between 1453 and 1457, based on the plan by antoni campi. all information 
comes from the analysis of archival documents; parts not well documented or totally un-
known are left without indications.
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well documented, but old cremonese sources tell us that the castle was 
constructed after the conquest of cremona by barnabò visconti in 1370.6

the quantity of documents on the reconstruction of the castle is so large that 
we cannot deal with all of them, but we will discuss the ones that are most 
important for the history of the castle’s transformation between 1452 and 
1457 (Figure 1).7 these valuable documents shed light on three different 
aspects: (1) the transformations of the castle and the functions of its rooms; 
(2) the organization of a fortified building site during the sforza period, includ-
ing the provenance of the materials, the structure of the work, and the vari-
ous technical terms used for the different building parts, materials and tools; 
and (3) the roles of the various masters involved, especially the engineer 
responsible for the project, the master who supervised the work, and the site 
manager who directed the workers. 

a new castle or a new courtly residence?
construction began at least as early as 1453, since a document of 12 janu-
ary of that year states that works were being carried out on the rooms for 
the infantry and on other rooms. this long letter mentions brick floors and 
wooden ceilings and the possibility of building two wells.8 It seems that in 
1453 construction works concentrated on service rooms, especially those 
for the soldiers, and then on the stables,9 which were destroyed in august 
of the same year, when the castle was invaded by the soldiers of taddeo dal 
verme.10 the military situation in the duchy of Milan was indeed unstable, 
Francesco sforza having taken power only three years before, and it can be 
noted that the most important work at the castle took place during the year 
1455, that is: after the Peace of lodi (9 april 1454). there are fewer docu-
ments for 1454, and it is unclear if the work continued steadily; materials 
were requisitioned in the winter to build a ‘guardaroba’11 and some works on 
the bridges of the castle are mentioned in july 1454.12

the major efforts seem to be concentrated in 1455. In fact, the entire winter 
of 1454-5 was taken up with collecting the materials13 – lime, bricks, tiles 
and wood – which had to be prepared in order to restart work in the spring.14 
Probably the work on the main external structure, perhaps using pre-existing 
buildings, had been concluded and now the workers were attending to the 
interiors and to the construction of the most important new part of the castle 
during the sforza period, the ghirlanda or barbacane, a completely walled en-
closure. during the year 1455 work went on simultaneously on the surround-
ing walls and on the interiors of the castle, as is suggested by a letter of 27 
February in which the engineers state that they have finished the foundations 
of the enclosure at the side towards the city and, at the same time, one of 

the two fireplaces for the sala (probably identical to the sala grande), and that 
they were completing another fireplace.15

For the interior works the most important year was certainly 1455, because 
the documents mention the rooms reserved for the residence of the duke, 
the duchess and the young prince galeazzo Maria sforza, with all the an-
nexes they needed to live comfortably in the castle. this aspect of the work is 
particularly interesting, because when the sforza family, and in particular the 
ducal couple Francesco sforza and bianca Maria visconti, took power, their 
court residence in Milan was not the castle of porta giovia (which became 
the courtly residence later, during the government of galeazzo Maria sforza), 
but the ducal palace near the cathedral. so in the city of Milan there were 
originally two different places, one used for the court to reside in and the 
other acting as a fortification. obviously in the fourteenth century the visconti 
had other castles where they sometimes lived during their travels through the 
duchy, including the castle of Pavia – the favourite residence of gian galeazzo 
visconti, but these functioned mainly as fortresses. Instead, the castle of 
cremona is the first castello sforzesco which was reconstructed as both a 
fortress and a courtly residence for the dukes. 
In March 1455 the first mentions are made of the wood that was needed 
to construct the ‘sala dela Illustrissima Madona duchessa’ (bianca Maria vi-
sconti),16 which is again cited in october as not yet finished.17 there was also 
a room reserved for the young galeazzo Maria sforza inside a tower: we know 
this because on 6 March 1455 mention is made of a wall extending from 
a certain door – probably one of the entrances to the castle – to the ‘torre 
donde è la camera de lo Illustrissimo conte galeazo.’18 because the letter 
also informs us that this wall faced the city, it seems likely that the rooms 
for galeazzo Maria sforza were located in the north-east tower, just to the 
right of the major entrance from the city. this assumption is confirmed by 
unpublished eighteenth-century drawings now in the archivio di stato in no-
vara.19 these include plans of the ground floor and the first floor of the castle 
that illustrate all the rooms, numbered from 1 to 159. the first floor of the 
north-east tower shows a distribution of rooms that seems compatible with 
a ducal residence, given the presence of a major room (n. 67), other small 
rooms (n. 68-9 and 71-3), and a private passage linked to the tribuna inside 
the chapel (n. 74) located on the lower floor (n. 8). obviously the duke must 
have had a private apartment. In fact, a ‘camera de la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra’ is mentioned in a letter to Francesco sforza from november 1455,20 
and another document of 23 May 1457 mentions a ‘guarda camera del 
signore sforza’ and a ‘camera ch’è apozata a la torre del signore sforza,’21 
which seems to indicate that Francesco sforza had his apartments in another 
tower of the castle, though it is not clear which one. the plans of the archivio 
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di stato in novara or the catasto teresiano (Figure 2) do not allow the iden-
tification of the spaces located in the south-west tower, which was destroyed 
after its representation on the plan of cremona by antonio campi in 1583. 
unfortunately campi’s plan is not detailed enough to reveal the distribution 
of the rooms in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and the other towers 
represented in the plans of the archivio di stato in novara (except for the one 
already assigned to galeazzo Maria sforza’s apartments) do not seem to be 
appropriate for a ducal residence. 
other work in the interior of the castle is documented in letters of july and 
october 145522 describing interventions in a sala grande: perhaps they built 
the wooden ceiling and then worked on the six balchoni. these were in fact 
balconies or galleries which they had to intayare, a term which usually refers 
to sculpture in wood or stone. We do not know if these balconies were located 
inside or outside the room. What we do know is that the balconies were ‘con 
soe arme ducale et divise, straffori, rittorti, intalii et cornixe polite,’23 that is, 
they were decorated with the sforza arms and tracery or fret-work, spirals, 
reliefs and frames.
other documents about the interior decoration, which are important for ap-
preciating the richness of the residence in the castle of cremona, exist for 
1457: on 18 july, for example, the engineer informed the duke that they had 
finished the floor of the corridor or vestibule which lead to the sala nova and 
were decorating the external wall of the room with figures and arms; he then 
asked if the duke wanted sforza arms inside the room as well, and whether 

he preferred them painted or sculpted in stone or wood; and also asked 
the duke to send a drawing from Milan.24 Finally there is a well-known letter 
which attests to the presence of a studiolo inside the castle and work on its 
furniture. the letter of 30 august 1457 is in fact addressed to the duchess 
bianca Maria, saying that lo studiolo de la Excellentia Vostra è fornito et è 
bello and also that they have finished the beds, one of them for the room 
of galeazzo Maria sforza, together with the conclusion of a fireplace and a 
chest; they also mention some benches (‘archabanchi’, arcibanchi in modern 
Italian) to put inside the salla nova and speak about making a tribunale.25

Bastida, BarBacane, ghirlanda: their identification

the correspondence between the duke and his engineer in cremona, giovan-
ni da lodi, contains several terms relating to military architecture which not 
always correspond to their modern usage. there is a group of letters in which 
the engineer reports details about a bastida, which according to its modern 
definition26 is a mobile or semi-permanent enemy outpost, added to a fortified 
place where building a permanent fortification is inconvenient. this descrip-
tion fits perfectly with what giovanni da lodi wrote to Francesco sforza on 3 
august 1453 when he reported that the enemy had started to build a ‘bastida 
che sarà greve obstacullo a cremona.’27 It is also possible that the ducal army 
had its own bastida in cremona (maybe semi-permanent) because in a previ-
ous document of june 1453, in connection with reconstruction-work, the 
engineer had mentioned this kind of building. It is not clear if the bastida was 
movable or fixed; in fact, on 6 july 1454 the duke recommended ‘non se per-
da tempo in proseguire ala bastita da cremona,’28 and in september 1454 
he arranged to provide lime for the building.29 another document reports an 
important detail about the bastida: on 10 december 1454, giovanni da lodi 
wrote that they had arranged to restore the ‘bastida ultra Po’, in particular its 
tower.30 Possibly the bastida became a permanent fortified place during this 
period outside the city walls and across the river Po. 
to understand the defence systems of the santa croce castle, another ex-
pression used by giovanni da lodi needs clarification. he frequently mentions 
a barbacane, used as a synonym for ghirlanda. It is important to underline 
that for the masters in cremona these two words had the same meaning. 
Ghirlanda was a local expression used to identify the external surrounding 
walls of the castle: for instance, until the nineteenth century the ghirlanda 
of the sforza castle in Milan was still visible.31 the word barbacane, on the 
other hand, could have several meanings but was generally used to refer to 
an external, forward structure, separated from the castle. the barbacane 
was used to protect the entrance to the castle:32 this definition suggests that 

Figure 2. archivio di stato di Milano (asMi), Catasto Teresiano, Mappe originali di primo 
rilievo, Cremona Città, 725.1. detail showing the castle of cremona, between 1720 and 
1723. Source: http://archiviomilano.cineca.it/divenire/home.htm
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the barbacane was one of the two structures located in front of the gates 
of the castle, but this does not correspond with the meaning of ghirlanda.33 
thanks to a number of documents that report on this barbacane or ghirlanda 
between 1455 and 1457, however, these two terms can be explained. In the 
first document, dated 10 February 1455, the engineer asks to the duke for 
money to begin the foundations of the barbacane, because the weather was 
dry and suitable;34 the engineer decided to begin it from the side facing the 
city. after the excavation of the foundations,35 they started building the base of 
the barbacane (22 october 1455),36 and asked the duke what kind of weap-
ons they should put in this structure, mentioning ‘bombardere, balestriere et 
schiopete.’ In november 1455 they were working at the barbagane overo gir-
landa […] atorno la columbera […] fin a ala camera de la Illustrissima Signoria 
Vostra37 and in May 1456 at the ‘barbachane acomenzando al cantone de 
batti ponte da sotto per fin a la torre de la camera de lo Illustre signor conte 
galeazzo.’38 this information, connected with the previous mention of the be-
ginning of the barbacane from the city side of the castle, gives the impression 
of something surrounding the castle, namely, walls (just like the ghirlanda of 
the castle in Milan), as they appear on the plan of antonio campi of 1583. It 
is possible that the lombard masters employed local jargon to describe dif-
ferent military structures; as for the barbacane, their definition was different 
from that in common Italian military vocabulary.

the desiGner loses control: an early example of a strike in the 
fifteenth century

the castle of cremona perfectly illustrates the complexity of the organization 
and direction of a military building site in fifteenth-century lombardy. scholars 
tend to simplify the roles of the different personalities involved in the design 
and construction of a monument. In this case, historians have always identi-
fied the ducal engineer bartolomeo gadio as the designer of the transforma-
tions of the castle under Francesco sforza, ignoring the other masters who 
worked there. the documents show us another scenario: we can identify 
four different roles, that of the designer, the supervisor, the foreman and 
the administrator. bartolomeo gadio39 has been identified as the designer of 
the castle because his role was the supervision of all ducal buildings in the 
state (Commissario generale delle fabbriche ducali), so his official task was 
to inspect the works periodically and to deal with practical, administrative 
and social problems.40 there was also a ducal administrator, who probably 
oversaw the expenses and, being one of the duke’s trusted men, would also 
mediate between the others: this was giacomo cipello (‘Iacomo Zupello’ or 
sometimes ‘cipellus’ or ‘de cipellis’). the actual designer was, evidently, the 

ducal engineer giovanni da lodi;41 in his letters to the duke it emerges that 
he had not only the practical direction of the building site, but also powers 
of making decisions in agreement with the ducal couple on how to build and 
decorate the various parts of the castle; there are also mentions of drawings 
that were made by him and quickly sent to Milan, probably for approval by the 
duke.42 however, he was also the director of the building site in cremona, so 
that he controlled the foreman and the workers on a daily basis, but this busi-
ness was not easy. two documents of February 1455 relate the beginning 
of problems between giovanni da lodi and the foreman, giacomo de lera,43 
who was the head of a team of very well-known masons in fifteenth-century 
cremona.44 the situation worsened when giacomo de lera and his team 
gave to the engineer an ultimatum, saying that without the money they would 
go and get other jobs,45 and they really abandoned the works during a short 
absence of giovanni da lodi.46 nevertheless, with the return of the workers, 
the repetition of such episodes went on, so that on july 1455 giovanni da 
lodi, probably exasperated by the situation, seems to have listened to the 
proposals of other masters from como, and others from cremona, who had 
offered to continue the barbacane,47 but at the end of the saga the work was 
taken on by giacomo de lera.48

In sum, the archival documents explored in this paper testify to the impor-
tance of the castle of cremona; its reconstruction was realized almost con-
temporarily with new works in the castle of Milan, but it merged defensive 
and courtly functions. the rich documentation also permits to clearly identify 
the role of the designer; contrary to the common opinion of scholars this was 
giovanni da lodi, who was engaged in a complicated relationship with the 
foreman, giacomo de lera, and the supervisor of all ducal buildings, barto-
lomeo gadio.

1 research for this paper was conducted 
in full collaboration, but valeria Fortunato 
wrote the introduction and the second para-
graph (“Bastida, barbacane, ghirlanda: their 
identification”), while jessica gritti wrote the 
first and third paragraphs (“a new castle or 
a new courtly residence”? and “the designer 
loses control: an early example of a strike in 
the fifteenth century”).
2 as is well known, bianca Maria was offi-
cially the duchess, since she was the daugh-
ter of Filippo Maria visconti, the last duke 
of Milan from the visconti family. When dis-
cussing the places connected with the ducal 

family in the age of Francesco sforza, it is 
important to bear in mind that Francesco 
sforza, especially at the beginning of his gov-
ernment, was the duke de facto, but officially 
only the husband of the duchess.
3 gino simoni, Il Castello “Santa Croce” di 
Cremona 1370-1784 (cremona: regia 
deputazione di storia Patria, 1941).
4 giorgio balistrocchi, Le mura di Cremona 
ieri e oggi (Quinzano d’oglio: Fausto & ce-
lotto, 1978); Mariella Morandi, Cremona 
e le sue mura (cremona: editrice turris, 
1991); carla bertinelli spotti and luciano 
roncai (eds.), Castelli e difese della provincia 
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di Cremona (cremona: edizioni dei soncino, 
s.d.), 101-15.
5 simoni, Il Castello, 19.
6 the extent of this castle is not known: 
some scholars suggest that it correspond-
ed to the internal structures of the sforza 
castle, but this is not certain. We know that 
the castle was located across the walls, a 
position which was probably useful for de-
fence and quite usual: it was in fact like the 
Milanese castle of Porta giovia, which was 
built during the government of the visconti 
family in the second half of the fourteenth 
century. the structures of this first castle in 
cremona were probably totally enveloped in-
side the sforza’s reconstruction and then be-
came substantially unidentifiable, especially 
because today there remains only a single 
tower, probably a later sixteenth-century ad-
dition. Ibidem, 19; balistrocchi, Le mura, 
15.
7 the archivio di stato in cremona is cur-
rently preparing a book on the cremona 
castle, which will contain brief résumés or 
transcriptions of all the relevant documents, 
edited by angela bellardi, valeria leoni and 
Monica visioli, to be published in 2015.
8 12 january 1453: archivio di stato di 
Milano (hereafter asMi), Autografi, 84/20: 
‘Illustrissime princeps et excellentissime do-
mine domine mi singularissime. avviso la 
vostra Illustrissima signoria como ho fornito 
le parzalie de le camere de li fanti quale sono 
de sopra de verso li coratori del castello, eti-
am se labora in le altre che sono de sopra la 
sala, etiam solato lo solaro de matone chi è 
de sopra la dicta sala, etiam solato lo solaro 
de ase chi è sopra le camere de li fanti. et 
haveremo a caro da sapere da la vostra Il-
lustrissima signoria se quella volese che fac-
esse solare de matoni overo de terra batuta, 
perchè de questo la vostra Illustrissima si-
gnoria non mi è ha lassato ordine veruno che 
fosse solato puy de matoni che de terra. ce-
terum aviso la vostra Illustrissima signoria 
como se labora a le camere de soto secondo 
l’ordine secondo me fo lassato, et ogni cosa 
se fornirà in bono ordine et usato[?]. etiam 
vorebe fare quelli doy pozi i quali me sono or-
dinati per la vostra Illustrissima signoria che 

li fanti che starano de sopra possano cavare 
de l’aqua. et io ho pensato de volire metere 
doy tolte de sarizo. et perché ho veduto per  
cremona certi pozi in le strate publice che 
non se adopereno puy perché sono pieni de 
tereno se la prelibata signoria vostra fosse 
contenta torebe doy tolte et doy prede per li 
visti pozi et vorebe metere a li dicti pozi uno 
barbachane, ad questo tuto quello che la Il-
lustrissima signoria vostra me stimarà tuto 
quello exequarò […]. data cremone die xII 
januarii 1452. e Illustrissimi et excellentis-
simi domini vostri fidelis servitor Iohannes de 
laude inzignarius.’ the letter is formerly dat-
ed 1452, but considering the sequence of 
the other letters coming after, we think that 
this letter must be collocated at the begin-
ning of 1453: probably in this case the en-
gineer instead of using the Milanese system 
of dating, used the cremonese one, ab in-
carnatione, which implies that the beginning 
of the new year was deferred to 25 March.
9 30 january 1453; 19 april 1453: asMi, 
Autografi, 84/20.
10 21 august 1453: asMi, autografi, 
84/20. ‘[…] notiffico a la Illustrissima signo-
ria vostra como messer tadeo dal vermo 
cum le sove zente de arme è intrado per 
forza in le stalle del castello, digo che hano 
butado zosso la porta grande, denanzi de le 
stalle del castello de santa croce de cremo-
na, e sonti intradi per quello modo, e questo 
è stado per consillio de ser Perino archari-
one[?], et deinde son intradi in lo zardino et 
lo hano tuto disfato et hano guasto uno di 
pavilioni, c’hano guasto le letere dove dorm-
iano li galuppi, c’hano facto mangiatore per 
li cavallii, c’hano messi li cavalli in le camere 
de li galuppi, c’hano disolarati li solarii per 
far mangiadore a li cavalli, c’hano facto tanto 
male che l’è una vergogna a dire, c’hano dis-
facte le dicte stalle per tale modo che con-
starà a la Illustrissima signoria vostra forsi 
più de zinquanta libre a dever riconzar quello 
lor hano guasto, senza el danno del zardino 
[…]. cremone die xxI augusti McccclIII. 
antonius filius magistri Iohannis de laude 
ducalis ingenierii loco eius patri cum reco-
mandatione.’ In this letter we can note the 
mention of a zardino: a garden or properly 

‘zardino’ appears some other times in docu-
ments and some scholars thought this could 
be a park or a real garden where the dukes 
go hunting. see 30 april 1467: asMi, 
Carteggio Visconteo Sforzesco, 1468; simo-
ni, Il Castello, vII; nadia covini, “oltre il ‘cas-
tello medievale’: fortificazioni, terre murate 
e apparati difensivi del territorio cremonese 
nel Quattrocento,” in giorgio chittolini (ed.), 
Storia di Cremona: Il Quattrocento. Cremona 
nel Ducato di Milano (1395-1535) (azzano 
san Paolo: bolis edizioni, 2008), 88. nev-
ertheless there is no concrete evidence of a 
garden like this in the castle of cremona and 
this document seems to confirm that they 
simply called zardino or sometimes corte 
(which means court) the wide place in the 
centre of the castle (see Figure 1). 
11 8 February 1454: asMi, autografi, 
84/20.: ‘[…] notifico alla Illustrissima signo-
ria vostra como io sonti stado cum el mag-
nifico horlando Palavecino e cum Iohanne 
lodovicho suo figliolo, e gli presentai una 
litera per parte de la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra che era asignata Iohannes, in la quale 
se conteneva el facto del legname per far el 
guarda roba in lo castello de sancta croce 
de cremona sopra la camera de la Illustrissi-
ma Madonna vostra Madona duchexa, nos-
tro conforto et cetera […].’ this document 
is interesting because it contains also a list 
of expenses.
12 28 july 1454: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. 
this last document also mentions a site 
where the munitions were located, and the 
necessity to remove the brushwood from 
the ditches for fear of fire, so it can be sup-
posed that at that moment there were al-
ready some ditches around the castle. We 
do not know exactly where the ditches were 
located, because it seems difficult to identify 
these ditches with those that are document-
ed around the whole castle after the con-
struction of the wall enclosure, which was 
realized only in the following years. It is also 
probable that the old castle was surrounded 
by ditches and that some of these subsisted.
13 15 january 1455;  10 February 1455 
(two documents);  12 February 1455;  19 
February 1455: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. 

also in the document dated at 15 january 
we have another list of expenses.
14 10 december 1454: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
15 27 February 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
16 2 March 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
17 14 october 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
18 6 March 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20. the tower and the room of galeazzo 
Maria sforza appear again on 7 january and 
on 6 july 1457: asMi, Autografi, 84/20.
19 archivio di stato di novara (hereafter 
asno), Museo, Raccolta De Pagave, Dis-
egni, sottofascicolo 18.
20 14 november 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
21 23 May 1457: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. 
‘Illustrissime princeps et excellentissime do-
mine domine mee singularissime et cetera. 
aviso la Illustrissima signoria vostra como 
per vostra altra ne ho scritto che maestro 
Iacomo de lera e li soy conpagny hanno 
abandonato la impressa del barbagane del 
castello de cremona per manchamento de 
li denarii et etiam de novo ne havisso la Il-
lustrissima signoria vostra che ancora non 
se lavora in del dicto barbacane, farà la Illus-
trissima signoria vostra secondo che a ley 
pare. ceterum aviso la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra como ho facto fare lo sollaro de la 
deta salla et etiam li sollarii de le camere e 
azo fato fare el sollaro de la guarda camera 
del signore sforza et fato doy solarii sora le 
camere deli soldati solamente de asse e azo 
fato levare quella camera ch’è apozata a la 
torre del signore sforza per fina al sparapec-
to de la ditta torre secondo me ha coman-
dato bartolomeo da cremona per parte de 
la Illustrissima signoria vostra e così ho fato 
lavorare per fino a tanto che mi ho possuto, 
ma li maistri e lavorenti me fuzero de dii in 
dii zo del lavorerio e questo si è per macha-
mento de li denarii e in tuto li maestri e li 
lavorenti non me credeno puy niente perché 
fina al dì de hoze li ho sustenuti de facti e 
de parole, ma mo me diceno larchamente 
che loro hano tolto cumiato perché no voleno 
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lavorare senza dinari ma prego devotamente 
e umellemente la Illustrissima signoria vos-
tra che se degna de fare talle provesione 
che tale principio habia fine, che li sia denarii 
a suficiencia azò che se possa dare la lor 
mercede ma puro sempre sarò solicito e at-
ento de far fare overo de fare cosa che sia 
in piacere a la Illustrissima signoria vostra 
a la quale sempre me aracomando. data 
cremone die xxIII madii in MccclvII. e do-
mini domini vostri humilissimus fidelissimus 
servitor magister Iohannes de laude ducalis 
ingeniarius cum recomatatione et cetera.’ 
22 12 and 18 july 1455, 6, 8 and 11 oc-
tober: asMi, Autografi, 84/20.
23 11 october 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
24 18 july 1457: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. 
‘[…] ulterius fazo aparegiare de ordinare et 
intonegare la sala nova de drentre et de so-
lare quella andatore chiè fuora dela sala nova 
et etiam è ponuto in opera parte de le figure 
et arme chiè ne la fazata dela dita sala. ha-
veremo a caro a sapere se io dovesse fafare 
arma alcuna in dita sala de dentre, di colore 
overe de relevo de petre over de lignami e 
volendo fare cotale cosa che la Illustrissima 
signoria me mandasse il desegno e modo de 
poterlo fornire […].’ 
25 30 august 1457: asMi, Carteggio 
Visconteo Sforzesco, 727; Monica visoli, 
“l’architettura,” in chittolini (ed.), Storia di 
Cremona, 252 and note 35. ‘Illustrissima 
atque excellentissima domina domina mea 
singularissima cum humili recomandatione. 
aviso la signoria vostra como hozi serano 
fornite et messe in opera al loco suo quelle 
letere quale haveva ordinate la prelibata vos-
tra signoria et cossì è fornita la letera per 
la camera de lo inclito conte galeazo quale 
se meterò in lo loco suo sia fatto lo camino 
de ditta camera quale etiam serà fatto in 
questa septimana. et così lo cassareto qualo 
serve a l’usso do la camera de lo prelibato 
domino conte galeazo domane serà fatto. 
lo studiolo de la excellentia vostra è fornito 
et è bello. ala parte de fornire la salla nova 
de archabanchi et etiam de fare uno tribu-
nale penso che magistro Zohanne da lode 
sia venuto ala prelibata signoria vostra per 

alchuni dubii ce era per alchuni ussi, quale 
essendo spazato cum effectivo spazamento 
prego la prelibata vostra signoria se degnia 
mandarlo. siché a tempo possa essere for-
nite ditte cose. la camera qualo hoavevo 
ordinata la prelibata vostra signoria per rep-
ponere la monitione etiem in questa septi-
mana serà fornita. ex domini vostri castro 
cremone die xxx augusti 1457. eiusdem 
prelibate Illustrissime domine domine vostre 
fidelis servitor Iacobus cipellus cum reco-
mandatione.’
26 Flavio conti, Glossario dei termini rela-
tivi all’architettura fortificata ed elenco soci 
della sezione lombarda, (roma: Istituto Ital-
iano castelli, 1993), http://www.castit.it/
pagine/04supporti/glossario/glosdef.html.
27 3 august 1453: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20 ‘[…] notiffico a la Illustrissima signo-
ria vostra como li inimicii nostri, edificano 
una bastida abreda/abieda[?] la qualle è 
vicina a cremona a doy milii over pocho più, 
e lì lavoreno dii e notte per forza. Questo se 
pò, vedere stagando in cremona in su la ro-
cheta de sancto luca e lasando fortificare 
questa tale bastida serà greve obstacullo a 
cremona, unde a questo la Illustrissima si-
gnoria vostra faza quella provissione pare e 
piace. […].’
28 the sense in ancient Italian means they 
wanted to proceed urgently with the struc-
ture.  6 july 1454: asMi, Missive, 16, f. 
451v; Maria verga bandirali, “documenti 
per benedetto Ferrini ingegnere ducale 
sforzesco (1453-1479),” Arte Lombarda 
60 (1981), 68, n. 8: ‘Fiorentino de Fioren-
tia. aciò non se perda tempo in proseguire 
ala bastita da cremona, volimo che servi via 
per demandare per ogni modo del mondo 
della calcina ad cremona et faray consignar-
la ad gabriel da narni, nostro officiale delle 
bollete lì; et fa che ad questo non intervenga 
veruna dimora. Mediolani vI iulii 1454. boni-
facius. cichus.’
29 18 september 1454: asMi, Registri del-
le missive, 26, f. 48v; Ibidem: ‘benedicto de 
Florentia dicto Florentino. volimo che subito, 
visis presentibus, debii mandare ad cremo-
na ala bastita nostra moza cinquanta de cal-
cina, la quale faray consignare ad gabriele 

da narni et a Paolo da narni deputati sopra 
dicta opera, et in questo non li perdere una 
hora de tempo. Mediolani, xvIII septembri 
1454. Zaninus.’
30 10 december 1454: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20. ‘[…] Per una altera scrisse avisan-
do la Illustrissima signoria vostra como 
a mi parerebe essere bon modo se apa-
regiasse in questa invernata per lo ponte 
levador et per la piancha de la basteda ul-
tra Po, li becadelli et le prede da li polegi 
cum li soy coperchii etiam le prede da far 
le cavalle de li bolzoni, et da fare la banzol-
la del ponte levador de pietra di marmoro 
perché a farla de legname durarebe pocho 
in quello loco per rispeto de crestute de le 
aque che spesse fiade li cresse per lo Po. 
anchora denovo scrivo perché a mi parebe 
pur bona provissione aparegiar esse pietre 
et inpionbare entro de li pollegi perché se 
la Illustrissima signoria vostra intende de 
far lavorare a la dicta bastida al bon tempo 
queste talle cosse serabeno molto necessa-
rie et serà molto utille a trovarse queste talle 
cosse aparegiade al tempo necessario […]. 
ulterius aviso la Illustrissima signoria vostra 
como facto equalare tute quelle borre [sic] et 
valle erano in la decta bastita per tale modo 
che sta molto bene et cetera […].’ due to 
the change of the river course, which in the 
fifteenth century flowed adjacent to the city 
walls (see figure 2), it is not easy nowadays 
to reconstruct the exact position of this bas-
tida. We do not know if the present Via Bas-
tida in cremona coincides with the location 
of this lost building.
31 documents prove that this ghirlanda al-
ready existed in 1480. according to luca 
beltrami, who had the possibility to see this 
building before its demolition, some parts 
possibly belonged to the visconti era. luca 
beltrami, Il castello di Milano (Castrum por-
tae Jovis) sotto il dominio dei Visconti e degli 
Sforza, 1368-1535 (Milano: ulrico hoepli, 
1894), 628-49.
32 conti, Glossario.
33 that barbacane and ghirlanda were syn-
onymous in mid-fifteenth century lombardy 
seems confirmed by the usage of the word 
barbacane in another letter, referring to the 

border of a well (12 january 1453 [formerly 
1452]: asMi, Autografi, 84/20; see note 
8).
34 10 February 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20. ‘[…] di novo aviso como considerato 
lo tempo el quale è molto sutto e bono per 
far el fondamento de la ghirlanda, se faza 
tale provixione de calcina et de denari per 
modo ditto lavorerio si possa finire. ulterius 
perchè el bixogna reporre, governare et sal-
vare certe monitione como è nave, carri et 
altro ligname quali altre volte se adoperava in 
campo et per lo suprascripto tempo passato 
et per lo presente lo tegno sotto li portichi 
de le stalle del zardino. e lo sole, lo ayere, lo 
vento li guasta […].’ 
35 the documents give us some information 
about the development of the barbacane, so 
we can try to reconstruct the progression 
of the works (see figure 1). giovanni da lodi 
ordered to destroy the castle wall toward 
the city, in particular he talked about the side 
between the door and the tower where it 
was settled the room of galeazzo (6 March 
1455: asMi, Autografi, 84/20). after this 
preliminary work, they started fundaments 
and basis of the new ghirlanda (18 july 
1455 and 22 october 1455: asMi, Auto-
grafi, 84/20), deciding to extent the build-
ing to the city walls, near the rocchetta (14 
november 1455: asMi, Autografi, 84/20). 
Meanwhile, the engineer explained the inten-
tion to continue the walls also around the 
castellano’s tower and the duke’s apart-
ments. after few days, the masters started 
the foundation around the rocchetta and the 
side of the castle toward the outside of the 
city (22 november 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20). after the end of the winter season, 
giovanni da lodi decided to start again the 
building of the barbacane, so he asked to 
clean the ditches of the external side of the 
castle, in order to begin the basis of the wall 
(6 july 1457: asMi, Autografi, 84/20). 
the last document about the barbacane in-
formed that only in the summer of 1457 the 
walls between the entrance and the tower 
of galeazzo was almost complete and the 
barbacane and its buttresses had an height 
double than the ceiling of the first bombers 
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(13 august 1457: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. 
‘[…] avixo la Illustrissima signoria vostra 
come e l’è levato il muro del barbachano 
acomenzando al cassero del castello verso 
la citate verso la torre dov’è la camera del 
conte galeazo perfino al muro de la citate 
verso il Puo il dito muro del barbachano et 
li contraforti è alto equale de le volte de le 
prime bombardiere […]’).
36 22 october 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
37 14 november 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20.
38 7 May 1456: asMi, Autografi, 84/20.
39 on bartolomeo gadio see Maria cri-stina 
loi, “gadio, bartolomeo (bartolomeo da cre-
mona),” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani, 
vol. 51 (roma: treccani, 1998), 178-180; 
damiano Iacobone “gadio, bartolomeo,” in 
Paolo bossi, santino langé, Francesco re-
pishti (eds.), Ingegneri ducali e camerali nel 
ducato e nello stato di Milano (1450-1706). 
Dizionario biobibliografico (Firenze: edifir, 
2007), 74.
40 this also applies to the castle of cre-
mona, as can be seen from occasional 
documents in which bartolomeo gadio is 
mentioned in connection with such tasks. he 
was the point of reference for giovanni da 
lodi in Milan for every problem related to 
the castle, as we can see from many letters 
(2 March 1455; 5 March 1455; 23 May 
1456: asMi, Autografi, 84/20). 
41 For a short biography of giovanni da 
lodi see jessica gritti, “lodi, giovanni da,” 
in bossi, langé, repishti, Ingegneri ducali, 
80-1. giovanni da lodi was the official ducal 
engineer in cremona and was substituted 
after his death by giacomo de lera, on 9 
june 1458 (asMi, Registri delle missive, 
39, f. 258). this giovanni da lodi should not 
be confused with the more famous giovanni 
battaggio da lodi.
42 see for example the letter of 5 March 
1455 for the realization of a fireplace. 5 
March 1455: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. see 
also note 48.
43 giacomo de lera was a member of a 
dinasty of businessmen, who directed the 
major part of the buildings constructed or 

modified in cremona during the second half 
of the fifteenth century and the beginning of 
the sixteenth. giacomo belonged to the bo-
coli family, called de lera; he had a brother, 
bartolomeo, and two sons, guglielmo and 
bernardino, all occupied in the art of build-
ing. For information about the bocoli fam-
ily, see jessica gritti, “una vita in cantiere. 
Materiali per bernardino de lera architetto,” 
Arte Lombarda 146-147-148 (2006/1-2-
3), 94-110. about giacomo de lera, see 
jessica gritti, “de lera, giacomo bocoli,” in 
bossi, langé, repishti, Ingegneri ducali, 66.
44 lack of money made it impossible to buy 
lime and pay the workers and the furnace 
masters who had to provide the bricks. 23 
February 1455: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. 
‘[…] ulterius avisso la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra como non ho calzina per possere fare 
lavorare puy como per altre ne ho scritto, 
perquè maestro Iacomo dallera e li soi 
cumpagnii se alamenteno de mi digiano lor 
mo che bon tempo da possere lavorare non 
hano calzina. Ma oltre de questo se lamenta 
el sopra scrito mastro Iacomo e li soy com-
pagnii non havere habuto la so prestanza la 
qualle la mi promisse la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra. ceterum al fato de li fornassary avi-
so la Illustrissima signoria vostra como non 
hano facto provesione alguna da cossere 
perquè me diseno che hano de bisogna del 
dinare e crano[?] my ly ho retrovato cc millia 
prede nove in fornaze sichè pertanto precho 
la Illsutrissima signoria vostra che se vollia 
dignare che tale principio habia fine. et an-
cora de questo prego la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra che se degna da volerme respond-
ere azò che sapia zò che habia a fare per la 
qualle cossa sempre me delectarò da fare 
overo da far fare cosse che sia in piacere 
a la Illustrissima signoria vostra a la qualla 
sempre me aracomando […].’
45 27 February 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20. ‘[…] aviso la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra come maestro Iacobo da lera e li 
compagni li quali hanno ad fare lo muro de la 
girlanda overo lo barbachano de lo castello 
de cremona molto se agraveno de li fatti 
mei dicando che io non giè do lo modo de 
lavorare primo de denari secondo de calcina 

e dicono che lori portano gran damno che 
se lori havesseno havuto el dinaro et cossì 
la calcina che tuto lo muro de verso la cit-
tate serebe afundato mo al presente dicono 
che non abiante el modo del dinaro ni de 
calcina che lori se deliberano de piliare un 
altro lavorero adziò se posseno sustentare 
la lori vita. e puro cum bone parole li tegno 
suspexi li ditti maestri perfina a tanto che la 
Illustrissima signoria vostra mandarà dinari 
e calcina per potere fare lavorare […].’
46 16 March 1455: asMi, Autografi, 
84/20. ‘[…] aviso la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra come quelli dì che stette a Milano e 
quanto fuy tornato a cremona ho atrovato 
che quelli lavorenti li quali lavoraveno a bu-
tare zusa la scarpa dele fossa del castello 
non giè n’ò atrovato niuno et hano abando-
nato lo ditto lavorero. et etiam una parte de 
li maestri et lavorenti che lavoraveno in cas-
tello se sono partiti dal lavorero e pur con 
bone parole e promesse azo fatto ritornare 
li maestri e una parte di lavorenti a la sua 
impresa […].’
47 see the letter of 18 and 21 july 1455: 
asMi, Autografi, 84/20.
48 the task of giovanni da lodi in cremona 
was not so easy and attempts to discredit 
him in the eyes of the duke were made, as 
emerges from a letter of 5 March 1455, 
in which giovanni wrote that bartolomeo 
gadio and giacomo cipello had reported to 
the duke on the great cost of two fireplaces 
which he had made, insinuating that he had 
wasted the duke’s money. For this reason, 
he wrote to point out that only one of the 
fireplaces had been begun and that bartolo-
meo gadio and giacomo cipello cannot have 
known the final cost, because the works 
were not yet finished; he added, provocative-
ly, that the fireplaces were not made of gold 
or silver or decorated with refined colours, 
but only of brick, iron and lime. 5 March 
1455: asMi, Autografi, 84/20. ‘Illustris-

sime princeps et excellentissime domine 
domine mi singularissime cum omni debita 
ricomandatione. Questi di passati bartholo-
meo da cremona me scrisse che Iacomo 
Zupello li haveva scripto che io haveva fatto 
fare duy camini ne la sala nova del castello 
li quali constavano ducati ducente e al pre-
sente non è fornito noma uno e de questo 
mi maravelio de luy chel habia scripto de duy 
camini non siando fornito noma uno e non 
sapiando ancora lo pretio lo quale lori debe-
no costare. avisando la Illustrissima signoria 
vostra che questo camino chi è fornito non 
è fatto d’oro né de arzento ne hanca non è 
messo de colori fini ma solim è fatto de ferro 
de prette e di calcina cum certi strafori e re-
torti si che non po’ essere de cottanto precio 
quanto scrisse Iacomo Zupello. de novo io 
azo fatto acomenzare intaliare l’altro camino 
de la ditta sala ma per non falire e de non 
essere stimulato da quelli homini che non co-
gnosceno lo lavorare e torò via la fatiga del 
scrivere inter la alligata mando lo desegno 
de questo altro camino che ho principiato. 
e sel pare ala Illustrissima signoria vostra 
che se fornissa prego la se degni de avisarne 
presto quello che azo a fare, pregandola che 
la se degna de mandarme cottale comis-
sione inscripto che de tuto questo lavorero 
del castello che lo possa fare e far fare e 
edificare e fare edificare secundo la mia fan-
tasia e disegno, fazando sempre opera bona 
e laudabile. e questo faze sempre con consi-
lio de boni maestri perché che pur cognosce 
più quatro che uno. e ancora mi sforzo più 
de sparare el dinaro più che posso perché 
non son de cossì puocho intelletto ne matto 
che farà spindere ne butare via el dinaro ma 
me ingegno e sforzome de far fare cose belle 
e utile secundo merita la Illustrissima signo-
ria vostra ala quale sempre mi ricomando. 
data cremone v marcii 1455. e domini 
domini vostri fidelissimus servitor magister 
Iohannes de laude dicalis ingignerius.’
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1.1.3 From old to new: the transformation of the 
Castle of Porto de Mós

luís serrão gIl
Universidade Nova de Lisboa, Portugal

abstract

articulated with the neighbouring villages of ourém and Pombal, Porto de 
Mós played a strategic role in the defence of the important cities of leiria 
and coimbra since medieval times. In the thirteenth century, under King di-
nis, the castle acquired its relatively regular shape with four towers, which 
was the basis of subsequent reforms, such as the fourteenth-century addi-
tion of a fifth tower, by King Fernando. the last major construction campaign 
that added a palace to the castle took place in the mid-years of the fifteenth 

century and is due to afonso, fourth count of ourém and putative heir to the 
duke of braganza. While the exact date of afonso’s campaign is not known, 
most of the works must have taken place after the count’s return to Portu-
gal from his second trip to Italy, in 1452, since they included innovations of 
an experimental character that originate there. on the one hand, they intro-
duced new military features to the castle including openings for firearms. 
on the other hand, they increased the available liveable space as well the 
residential character of the castle through the addition of tiled roofs rising 
above the battlements and new (as well as novel) loggias. the interior of the 
building was subdivided and much altered, maintaining a small distribution 
patio followed by the main courtyard around which a series of new cham-
bers is organized. new features reflecting increasingly sophisticated notions 
of comfort were also added such as fireplaces, and large windows and log-
gias providing striking views over the surrounding landscape. In order to un-
derstand the resulting fortified palace, one must take into account afonso’s 
cosmopolitan life and his long voyages in europe, especially in Italy. after the 
works due to him, the palace of Porto de Mós reflected the most advanced 
european innovations in both military and residential architecture of its time 
and could not be rivalled by any of its other Portuguese counterparts.

keywords

Porto de Mós, Count of ourém, castel, palace, architecture, comfort

the castle

the castle of Porto de Mós is located in the Portuguese region of estrema-
dura and was built on a hillock, 176 m high, to make optimal use of the 
topography of the land.1 Its foundation in the twelfth century fits within the 
general context of the christian ‘reconquest’ and the maintenance of new 
territories. together with the castles of ourém and Pombal, it had an im-
portant strategic role in the defence of the cities of leiria and coimbra.2 
however, it was only in the early thirteenth century, during the reign of King 
dinis, that the castle acquired its main layout, possibly reusing built struc-
tures of previous reigns. the original plan of the castle was adapted to its 
geographic location. the small size of the hillock hindering the use of a large 
area, the castle adopted instead a small and irregular pentagonal form. as 
was customary, it was organized around a small courtyard that could ac-
commodate a small military garrison and some supporting infrastructures, 
allowing for a maximization of the castle’s defensive capabilities.3 the castle 
was defended by four towers erected on the four corners of the structure4 
and protruding outwards from the wall, which allowed defending the base of 
each tower from the top of the next one.5 Possibly, these works were made 
after King dinis donated Porto de Mós to Queen elizabeth of aragon, in or-
der to provide the fortress with better facilities for its new status.
In subsequent years, we find once again an information gap on the architec-
ture of this castle until the reign of Fernando I, in the fourteenth century. 
the new king, according to the chronicler Fernão lopes, after the funeral 
ceremonies of his father Pedro I, retired to the castle of Porto de Mós and 
made his first decisions as king there,6 including a major reconstruction 
programme of Portugal’s fortifications. this reference is important, as it ac-
knowledges that the castle of Porto de Mós already had physical conditions 
to house a monarch. thus, it is not surprising that in 1387 it could be called 
a ‘paço’, a palace.7 It was possibly in the course of these actions that a fifth 
tower was built in the north wall, which was thus reinforced at the penta-
gon’s edge. this hypothesis fits within the political and social context and is 
reinforced by the analysis of the wall in question, which seems to present a 
small rupture to fit the new structure. In any case, all of the architectural 
elements mentioned so far fit within the building paradigm of the ‘gothic 
castle’.8 after these works and still during the reign of King Fernando, the 
building suffered some damage from the wars with castile9 and during the 
crisis of 1383-5, and it seems that this damage was only repaired in the 
mid-fifteenth century, when the fourth count of ourém decided to intervene 
in the old defensive structure.10
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from castle to palace

the starting date of the great enterprise undertaken by afonso, count of 
ourém, is unknown. however, the renovations of the castle were perhaps 
carried out after the works which the count commissioned at his other 
palace of ourém,11 and possibly after the battle of alfarrobeira in 1449, 
extending through the following decades.12 among his many journeys, the 
count of ourém had travelled to Italy in late 1451 where he remained dur-
ing the first half of the following year. Much of the work was probably done 
after his return.13

contrary to what he did in ourém, in Porto de Mós the count did not order 
the construction of a new palace, but instead decided to change the existing 
building. this decision may be connected to the impossibility of building a new 
structure given the available area and to the fact that the extant structure 
already presented some features of habitability and comfort. nevertheless, 
its reconstruction was quite extensive and altered the face of the enclosure 
in order to provide the old fort with residential conditions worthy of its new 
owner. the reconstruction programme improved the existing structure’s 
organisation, proportion and balance, in a very ingenious project that ulti-
mately did nothing more than fill and reorganise the available indoor space 
and, on the outside, compose the facades,14 in a way that corresponded to 

Figure 1. the castle of Porto de Mós in its present appearance. Source: Photographic 
archives of the Porto de Mós city council library.

the ‘educated forms’ of the Italian renaissance that were influential all over 
europe during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.15

throughout the fifteenth century, Porto de Mós no longer endured any effec-
tive military threat. nonetheless, it continued to be an important marker in 
the landscape and a symbol of an emerging and dominant ‘lordly’ power. this 
village can be considered the birthplace of the house of ourém, since it was 
in this castle that the troops of nuno Álvares Pereira (afonso’s grandfather) 
were stationed before the battle of 1385 after which he was honoured with 
countless lands, including the village of Porto de Mós. 

In addition to a strong symbolic dimension, surely felt by afonso, these lands 
were also an important element of luxury, status and socio-political asser-
tion by the new house of ourém, whose head aspired to being regarded 
as the new constable of the Kingdom and to achieve ‘visibility’ within the 
royal circles. this could explain why the military function of the castle was 
side-lined, though not neglected. alongside this fact there is the episode of 
intrigue with the infante Pedro16 in which the count of ourém watched over 
the castles of Porto de Mós and ourém against the infante Pedro, in his 
retreat in the ducal lands of coimbra.17

the mid-fifteenth-century reconstruction works provided the pre-existing 
structures with some innovative elements of military architecture, albeit in a 
somewhat experimental way. the wall-walk was kept on all towers and walls, 
supported by a set of very long pyramidal corbels,18 elements that, like mer-
lons, can be seen as a symbol of nobility.19 In addition, a new defence system 
was adopted for the main entrance, which was protected from above by two 
machicolations and laterally by two very basic embrasures,20 simple conical 
openings, accommodating artillery.21 embrasures were also added to the 
north-east corners of the towers e and F, to protect the vulnerable castle-
front facing the river ; here the slope was less steep and easier to climb, 
and it was indeed from this side that the castle had been assaulted at its 
first conquest in 1148. 
Porto de Mós’ main gate, facing the village, was protected, during the four-
teenth century, solely by two towers, framing the gate. the door itself was 
further reinforced by several mechanisms, including its bolting with two 
wooden bars at mid height and a vertical shutter closing it from the inside. 
this structure was possibly remade by afonso, as shown by the mason’s 
marks.22 on the outside of the fort, a small part of a barbican could still be 
seen in the 1940s. barbicans, which functioned as the first obstacles to be 
encountered by the enemy, became widespread in Portugal after the middle 
of the fourteenth century and throughout the fifteenth century, and this so-
lution was also applied, it seems, in Porto de Mós under the supervision of 
afonso. however, whether this was an extensive barbican surrounding the 
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whole fortress, as was the most common formula,23 cannot be confirmed. 
construction works included a strong consolidation of the pre-existent struc-
ture; almost all towers had their corners reinforced through the incorpora-
tion of well-carved cornerstones in limestone, which possibly means that 
parts of the towers were rebuilt in this period. this is also suggested by the 
distribution of the different mason’s marks. there are 39 identified mason’s 
marks, most of them attributed to the period of afonso, scattered through-
out the entire fortress. 
although aristocratic residences in the late Middle ages sought a certain 
visible prominence through the incorporation of military elements, they also 
sought to make their spaces increasingly more comfortable.24 For this pur-
pose, very broad changes were made to the existing building. Prominent 
among these was the addition of two great structures, one in the south 
front (between towers e and o) and the other in the north front (between 
towers F and I and I to l), thereby increasing the available living area so as 
to improve the residential potential of the fortress. In each of these areas 
new compartments were created, opening onto a loggia. the one facing 
south, towards the village, is organized in four bays with rib vaults and heral-
dic keystones, supported by corbels with vegetal decoration, a model which, 
according to josé vieira da silva, had first been introduced in Portugal by 
master huguet in batalha. this loggia connects the inner space to the outer 
landscape through finely decorated windows with four countercurved arches 
resting on thin octagonal columns.25 Flanking the loggia are two balconies, 
the one to the west supported by six staggered modillions, the one to the 
east by four. they both look as if designed to protect the large span created 
by the loggia.26 For the same purpose a new body was also added to tower 
F, creating a triangular edge, which is repeated in towers e and o (the lat-
ter absorbed by the south loggia). It creates a constructive pattern that is 
repeated throughout the building and in the organisation of the indoor space 
of the towers.  
the inside of the building was also subdivided and extensively modified 
through the maintenance of an entrance area27 and the construction of 
new compartments (a, b, c, d, and e) around the courtyard28 which, like 
the classic house model, appears to organise the circulation, providing ac-
cess to the new quarters of the ground and upper floors.29 to access the 
latter, there was possibly a stairway, located roughly in the same place as 
the current one, starting next to the door of compartment a, where there 
is a massive block of stone, and turning south separating compartment 
a from e. this structure would be supported by the visible discharge arc 
inside these compartments. however, this central area probably underwent 
reconstruction as well, since in the previous centuries there must have 

been compartments here, some of which were destroyed or integrated in 
the new structure.
the spaces of the upper floors are currently undocumented. however, we 
do know that the nobler areas were heightened when compared with some 
tower floors, as can be seen in the loggias and in the window of the west 
wall. Most of the stairways were possibly built in stone. on the other hand, 
all these spaces, in line with the classical decoration of the patio, from 
which the columns and fluted pilasters with Ionic capitals remain, probably 
presented different decorative architectural elements. this is confirmed by 
the fragments of the frieze with geometric decoration that were found dur-
ing the restoration works of dgeMn30 and by later archaeological interven-
tions. these compartments (a, b, c, d, and e) seem to belong to the count 
of ourém’s campaigns, not only because of the architectural features that 
unify them, such as the vaulted ceilings supported by corbels and the design 
of the doorframes similar to those found in the palace of ourém, but also 
because they all present shallow foundations and thin walls. Furthermore, 
within compartment b, the remains of a silo filled with spoils from the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries have been discovered; the upper part of the old 
silo was undoubtedly destroyed when the count built the new compartment.

Figure 2. Plan of the castle of Porto de Mós, showing its spatial distribution and architec-
tural evolution. Source: adapted from architectural surveys made by dgeMn.
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the castle’s roofing is an interesting result of this fifteenth-century cam-
paign. different kinds of roof were used to cover the building. the towers 
were probably crowned by spires31 covered with scaled tiles,32 similar to the 
present state of the south-west and south-east towers (the result of resto-
ration works in the 1940s). these roof tiles are glazed in green, the colour 
of the house of ourém.33 the shape of these roof structures is unknown, 
but domestic and foreign parallels, namely French,34 suggest they may have 
been conical35 or quadrilateral.36 
as stated by alexandra barradas, by the end of the fifteenth century the 
castle of Porto de Mós could compete with the state-of-the-art in europe. 
It had been updated through the introduction of military technical novelties 
and an Italianizing taste, resulting from the count’s many travels,37 including 
the use of the courtyard for organising the space, the jagged lintels on the 
doors,38 the columns and the pilasters, and the machicolations crowning 
the towers and walls.39 as for the cistern courtyard, analysis of the stone 
work and its decorative elements seems to confirm the hypothesis of rafael 
Moreira, who suggested that the fourth count of ourém may have hired an 
Italian craftsman – a scalpellino or marmorano – for their execution. this 
exogenous taste was wisely combined with forms of the late gothic and with 
distinctively ‘national’ features, as exemplified by the castle of leiria, the 
convent of tomar and the monastery of batalha. With the latter, aside from 
the undeniable stylistic influences, there was possibly a shared use of crafts-
men; perhaps officers and craftsmen working in batalha also intervened in 
the Porto de Mós building site.40 this hypothesis is supported by the fact 
that similar mason’s marks are found on both buildings. another common 
element is the stone used in both buildings, since the quarries of Porto de 
Mós are known to have supplied the construction site of batalha. surely 
afonso, lord of the region, ensured for his own work the same raw material 
that was supplied for the royal enterprise.41

the collected data does not allow to determine with certainty the functional-
ity of the different compartments of the castle and its final form before the 
interventions of dgeMn. but the remaining documentation informs us that 
a prison was located inside the castle. the enhancement of the residential 
function of the castle is also apparent by the introduction of new elements, 
concerned with the comfort of the space.42 In Porto de Mós, in addition to 
the loggias, large windows of noble appearance were opened, with their 
pointed arches providing light and ventilation. Moreover, seated in their ‘con-
versadeiras’ (stone window seats) facing the outside of the building, those 
who lived in the castle could enjoy the outdoor scenery. this feature present 
in the remodelling works of afonso, is found in the west wall and in the top 
floor of each tower, where large windows emerge facing the outside, organ-

ised in a rhythmic and harmonious way. another important element found 
in this castle, that once again suggests the notion of convenience, is the 
existence of a brick chimney and the attending fireplace framed in stone on 
the third floor of tower F. this not only provided greater comfort by keeping 
the room warm, but was also a symbol of social status.43 
reflecting a growing concern in palatial buildings of this period, the castle 
also includes features related to water and hygiene. there was a cistern, 
for instance, which provided autonomous water supply. considering its ar-
chitectural features, the cistern dates from the fifteenth century, and was 
possibly also introduced by the count of ourém. this is not surprising if we 
add the important and exquisite piping system that spreads throughout the 
building and interconnects with the new constructions. Finally there are also 
two compartments that can be considered dumps or evacuation sites (M 
and n). these two structures possibly received waste from different areas 
of the castle, channelling them by gravity beyond the barbican, a steeper 
area, distant from the castle, since there is not a flowing water line that 
could do it. however, the water intake and conveying system would be much 
more complex. 
In sum, the castle of Porto de Mós under the aegis of d. afonso was given 
new defensive systems, but also elements that enhanced the comfort and 
luxury that the residential building needed to house its new lord. Its appear-
ance would have been quite elegant and sophisticated as the count of ou-
rém brought to this building the knowledge and the taste of his cosmopolitan 
life and long stays in european countries, especially in Italy, which he wisely 
managed to combine with the best made in Portugal. as written by a. de 
almeida Fernandes: ‘the good repute of the house was that of its owner.’44
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1.1.4. Symphony in Brick: Moscow Kremlin at the time 
of Ivan III

elena KashIna
University of York, UK

abstract

this paper discusses the ensemble of the Moscow Kremlin which emerged 
during the reign of the grand Prince Ivan III (1462-1505) to reveal it, first, 
as an intercultural complex, and second, as a palazzo in fortezza whose dis-
tinctive features enabled a harmonious conjunction of palatial residence and 
military defence. the rise in status of the principality of Moscow during the 
period required that a new diplomatic ceremonial be elaborated, along with 
an architecture that would mirror the lineage, kinship and historic roots of 
the state and the sovereign, as well as demonstrate the sovereign’s com-
mand of contemporary cosmopolitan knowledge. the grandiose construc-
tion that ensued produced a symphonic, wholly cohesive narrative, based 
on a harmony of vernacular tradition and of cutting edge civic and military 
engineering innovation brought over by invited Italian architects, and in con-
tinuity with previous fortifications and urban evolution. alongside the new 
grand Prince’s palace, and a new entire ensemble required for diplomatic 
protocol modelled on the Italian palazzo paradigm, the perimeter, fortified in 
a manner fully suited for all-out warfare, embraced the most symbolic cathe-
drals, the residence of the highest hierarch of the church, the treasuries of 
the state and of the church, with all the regalia and holy items, administra-
tive buildings, a number of monasteries, and the homes of select nobility. 
crucially, in keeping with russian mediaeval tradition, a fortified enclosed 
territory functioned as the administrative, spiritual and social centre for the 
population of the adjacent areas and was meant to accommodate it (provide 
shelter) in times of strife. the resulting protected perimeter thus formed 
a civic fortress, which in its self-sustainability, capacity for communication 
with the world beyond and ability to protect itself can feasibly be compared 
to the vatican.

keywords

Kremlin, residence, fortezza, palazzo, Moscow, renaissance

the central argument of this paper is that an uncompromised coherence 
between courtly comforts and military demands were possible and natural in 
the Moscow Kremlin due to its continuous conjunction, over the centuries, 
of a ruler’s residence and defensive structures. the ensemble had been 
evolving on the site of the original twelfth-century settlement. Its overall 
shape was not dictated by geometry, but by natural geography, whose po-
tential for defence had determined the selection of the area for a settlement 
in the first place. the perimeter was neither regularized, nor did it require 
specific architectural interventions to reconcile the demands of residence 
and defence, because the defensive walls followed the historically deter-
mined outline of the original fortified settlement, which had been dictated by 
the natural defensive features of the terrain. Within the existing enclosure, 
new fortifications and new palaces were added to protect against a powerful 
enemy, to mirror a change in the status of the ruler and the principality, or 
to project an image of cosmopolitanism. 
the comprehensive nature of the ensemble stemmed from the fact the 
Moscow Kremlin, like all fortified princely residences in mediaeval russia, 
was intended to provide protection not only for the ruler’s household, but 
also for the inhabitants of the settlement and, in times of trouble, for the 
population of the surrounding areas. the residence of the prince lay there-
fore at the heart of the last line of national defence, which made it neces-
sary for the fortifications to be suited for the demands of a full-scale war. 
Moreover, the fortified enclosure also served as the political, administrative 
and spiritual centre for the entire polity. this meant that it had to embrace 
edifices and architectural ensembles enabling it to fulfil these functions, 
which resulted in a fortress-state.  
as shall be argued below, the overall achievement of the Kremlin of Ivan III 
was its ability to display dynastic and cultural continuity on the one hand, 
while engaging cohesively with contemporaneity on the other. the Kremlin’s 
architectural language of power had been evolving over the centuries and at 
the time of Ivan III only required an update. though much of the construc-
tion was new in terms of both engineering and culture, the architecture of 
the late fifteenth-century Kremlin still embodied sovereignty. the new archi-
tecture did not represent a reconfiguration of its fundamental conceptual 
significance. rather, the architectural additions (and the innovative artistic 
language used for the ceremonial spaces) constituted a strategic effort 
to combine indigenous and international artistic narratives of political dis-
play. the existing indigenous symbolism was emphasized and augmented by 
openly articulating russia’s political intention to establish herself now also 
within the framework of the european courts and states.
Moscow first became a contender for political supremacy amid the many 
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principalities that were linked through kinship in the fourteenth century, dur-
ing the rule of Ivan Kalita (1288-1340). In 1325 the Metropolitan of russia, 
transferred the holy see to Moscow and initiated a building programme 
befitting the head of the church, which established Moscow as the spiritual 
centre of the fragmented lands. In this period the foundations of four stone 
ecclesiastical edifices – the Kremlin’s first stone structures – were laid: the 
dormition cathedral (1327), the church of john climacus (of the ladder) 
‘for the bells’ (1329), the church of the saviour ‘near my estate’ or ‘on the 
hill’ (1330), and the church of archangel Michael (1333).1 the dormition 
cathedral,2 whose dedication derived from the main cathedral of the previ-
ous spiritual centre, was intended as the principal church of the principality, 
the seat of ecclesiastical authority, and the symbol of the ruling house, its 
patron.3 upon arrival in Moscow the Metropolitan was granted lands on the 
territory of the Kremlin to construct the estates that were needed for his 
role as the highest hierarch. this led to the emergence of an architectural 
complex of private chambers, with ancillary buildings and a church, which 
was to function also as a ceremonial space for the Metropolitan performing 
his duties as head of the church.4 overall, the ecclesiastical construction 
on the territory of the fortified enclosure and the complex semiotics of the 
buildings, designed to support aspirations to national leadership, signified 
Ivan Kalita’s intention to lay the foundations for a capital of a unified nation.
It should be noted that at that time the chambers of the Prince of Moscow 
himself and those of his household were still made of wood. despite his ef-
forts to literally set in stone the claim of his principality to national suprem-
acy, he did not consider this palace of prime importance. no architectural 
attempts of a magnitude comparable to the nation-building ecclesiastical 
constructions were made to glorify the person of the Prince, and even his 
private church, the future annunciation cathedral, which was also founded 
at that time, was not of stone – in fact its early history is barely discern-
able in the chronicles. Political expediency required monumental evidence 
to legitimize Moscow’s aspirations to leadership among a multitude of other 
principalities. evidently the core of this legitimacy was seen in the continuity 
of spiritual tradition, and power was only viewed as legitimate when adminis-
tered in communion with the church. this tradition was seen as inseparable 
from dynastic continuity, and both were already eloquently articulated in the 
Moscow Kremlin of the first third of the fourteenth century. 
the Prince’s household, various ancillary structures, the Metropolitan’s es-
tates, his church and the four stone ecclesiastical edifices, along with a 
large number of more modest churches and monasteries, with their ancil-
lary buildings and many facilities, were all located within the enclosure. In 
addition, the city’s new status, and in particular the establishment of the 

Metropolitan there, transformed it into a centre of art production, which 
meant that the enclosure of the Kremlin now also encompassed an even 
greater number of workshops. amid this great construction programme of 
state importance, the fortifications themselves were also given attention. a 
new citadel, built of oak, was erected; its construction started on 25 no-
vember 1339 and was completed in the spring of 1340. 
under grand Prince dmitry of the don (1359-89), the first stone fortress 
was erected in 1366-7 (Figure 1). new evidence and published archaeo-
logical investigations have permitted, after a long period of speculation, to 
establish with near certainty the area and perimeter of the first stone wall 
around the Kremlin, as well as the construction methods employed and the 
dimensions of the foundations.5 some sections of the new fortress precisely 
followed the lines of the previous fortifications, as has been shown by finds 
of bases of the 1367 white stone walls in the sand fills (protective earthen 
works) of the old russian period. Moreover, it has been possible to recon-
struct the perimeter of the first stone defences around the Kremlin with 
great accuracy because their foundations were used as bases for large 
sections of the new fortifications that were built under Ivan III the great at 
the turn of the sixteenth century, and which are now still standing. In some 
areas, where the terrain and the hydrogeological conditions are favourable, 
junctures of the three main fortification periods of the Kremlin have been un-
covered, showing that layers of twelfth-century earthworks served as foun-
dations for the 1367 white stone walls, which in turn served as foundations 
for the renaissance fortress.6

Figure 1. apollinary M. vasnetsov, Moscow Kremlin at the Time of Dmitry Donskoy, Water-
colour, 1922 (the Museum of the history of Moscow). Source: e.n. Kryuchkova, Moscow 
Kremlin. From a Prince’s Fortress to the Tsars’ Residence (Moscow: 2012), 21. 
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that the 1367 fortress was intended to satisfy stringent military demands 
is demonstrated by the fact that it was erected in haste and in a period of 
clear military threat from lithuania and the principality of tver; but it proved 
successful, for already in 1368 and again in 1370 it sustained sieges and 
repelled the troops of the lithuanian field marshal Prince olgerd. a recent 
reconstruction based on rigorous archaeological investigation has established 
that the 1367 stone fortress indeed satisfied the requirements of contempo-
rary warfare: apart from the walls and towers (at least five towers are docu-
mented), the fortification system contained earthworks, a moat, and wooden 
defensive structures surmounting the stone walls. the walls were also pro-
tected from potential damages from seasonal flooding, while the foundations 
of the walls along the Moskva river lay at a depth of as much as nine meters.
the rise of Moscow continued and under Ivan III (1462-1505) the status 
of the principality of Moscow changed to that of the capital of united rus’. 
he himself became the grand Prince, ruler of all rus’, and the new state 
sought to establish herself as heir to the byzantine empire. In 1472 Ivan 
wedded Zoe (sophia) Paleologue, the niece of the last byzantine emperor, 
and a union with her therefore carried many political connotations. sophia 
had been raised in rome, and it may have been at her suggestion that Ivan 
invited Italian architects to carry out a grandiose construction programme. 
the new Kremlin was to demonstrate not only the new political weight of the 
state of rus’, but its economic and military might, as well as the cosmopoli-
tan knowledge of its sovereign. the commissions to the Italian architects 
thus included a new ensemble for the grand Prince’s palace, modelled on 
the Italian palazzo paradigm, and a new fortress, built according to the lat-
est engineering knowledge of its Italian architects. It is noteworthy that the 
architects who carried out the transformative works in Moscow originated 
from northern Italy, and brought with them the architectural traditions of 
lombardy.7 notable among the masters are Pietro antonius solari, who de-
signed the new Kremlin wall and its towers, and Marco ruffo, who designed 
the palace for the grand Prince (finished after Ivan’s death). 
the kind of cultural legacy that was brought to Moscow can be illustrated 
by considering the track record of one of the chief Italian architects at the 
court of Ivan III. the solari family had been most active in the construction of 
a number of major buildings in Milan. giovanni solari in the 1450s directed 
the works on the duomo and the sforza castle, and he also worked as 
military engineer for duke galeazzo Maria sforza. upon his death his work 
was continued by his sons and his grandson, Pietro. as a young man, Pietro 
worked with his father in Milan on the duomo and the ospedale Maggiore, 
and also at the certosa di Pavia. In 1490 Pietro solari left Milan and set out 
for his new employment in the service of Ivan III.8

this background helps explain the appearance of the new Kremlin fortifica-
tions – the mighty fortress with twenty towers, gates, bridges, and all the 
mechanisms contemporary military engineering had at its disposal to make 
the enclosure impregnable, while ensuring easy communication between 
the enclosed area and the outer world. the idiom, aesthetic as well as 
technical, of these new fortifications was transported from renaissance 
Italy but adapted to the Kremlin’s terrain and existing layout, and emerged 
as a versatile statement as to the state’s current position and political intent 
(Figure 2). 
Inside the Kremlin’s enclosure, the Italian architects faced the conundrum 
of fitting the new civic constructions into the existing architectural sprawl. 
amid the in situ structures and entire ensembles they did, however, man-
age to single out a space which most strongly answered to their paradigm 
of city planning: a geometrically correct square framed by symbolic edifices. 
In the days of Ivan III, this became the square known today as the cathedral 
square: the space within the Kremlin enclosure which was delineated by the 
grand Prince’s palace, the reception hall (built in 1491 for dispatching dip-
lomatic protocol) and the three cathedrals of state significance, which be-
sides fulfilling ecclesiastical roles served also as scenes of court ceremony 

Figure 2. apollinary M. vasnetsov, Moscow Kremlin at the Time of Ivan III, Watercolour, 
1921. Source: Москва, Вехи истории, 2010.
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and as depositories of the country’s most treasured devotional artefacts, so 
that they effectively represented shrines of historic memory.
While the civic monuments of the time demonstrated a triumph of interna-
tional cultural narratives, in the matters of ecclesiastical architecture it was 
the national tradition that was reinforced and newly articulated. For the con-
struction of the dormition cathedral, the Italian architects were sent by the 
grand Prince to the city of vladimir to study the dormition cathedral there, 
so as to use it as a prototype for the one to be erected in Moscow on the 
site of its predecessor. the skilled Italians introduced a number of structural 
innovations, which made the cathedral’s interior appear lighter and more 
spacious, but the aesthetic principles of russia’s national architecture were 
strictly adhered to. It should be noted that it was in the process of their work 
on the dormition cathedral that the Italian masters introduced the use of 
red bricks, having started their production on a site nearby. this marked a 
new departure for Muscovite architecture, gave a new appearance to the 
fortified walls and towers, and bound the traditional and the contemporary, 
the indigenous and the cosmopolitan on yet another level.
another major church, the cathedral of archangel Michael (1505-8) repre-
sents a manifest yet subtle fusion of traditional russian and contemporary 
renaissance philosophies. Many of the features of its exterior decoration 
were derived from Italian (in this case often venetian) prototypes, while the 
interior retained a strictly vernacular ideological idiom. over the centuries 
since 1508 many of the exterior embellishments were removed or altered 
to bring the church’s appearance in line with the indigenous canon, but the 
luxuriant ornaments in the form of sea-shells, which still remain, and the 
embellishment of the roof with sculptures in the form of venetian vases, 
which survive only as fragments in the collections of the Moscow Kremlin, 
testify to the boldness of the initial decorative programme. at the same 
time, the interior could not have been more orthodox, as befitted the dynas-
tic resting place of the ruling house. such aesthetics articulated openness in 
matters of the state on the one hand, and the state’s firm foundation in the 
indigenous paradigm of credibility and legitimacy on the other. 
simultaneously, the complex system of the grand Prince’s palace was being 
erected, and this also combined the two cultural idioms. Its reception hall 
(1491) survives to this day; it was adjacent to the Palace and played an 
important compositional role in giving a geometrically correct form to the 
representational part of the fortified enclosure. the palatial ensemble itself, 
composed of numerous buildings interconnected by corridors and passage-
ways, in no way compromised the comforts or protocol of court life. With 
private chambers tucked away from the public eye, immediately connected 
with the loci of diplomatic interaction (the geometrically articulated square) 

and protected by the militarily impeccable fortifications, the sovereign and 
his household had no limitations with regard to a pleasant living.
the new enclosure did not only protect, but ensured communication with 
the outside world. this emphatically included contacts with international em-
bassies, whose number had grown, and which now increasingly comprised 
representations from Western europe. In an ultimate affirmation of the new 
status of the ruler of Muscovy Ivan III had his full title carved on plaques 
placed over the principal gates (or gate-towers) through which all embassies 
entered and left the fortified city. one inscription, in slavonic, was located 
on the inside of the principle gate-tower.9 the other side, facing arriving 
guests, boasted an identical plaque with the same text in latin – an eloquent 
statement of welcome and of the diplomatic horizons of the russian state.
In conclusion, the new fortified enclosure can justly be called a palazzo in 
fortezza, as it incorporated a new palatial complex, new edifices required 
for a new diplomatic protocol modelled on the Italian palazzo paradigm, 
the most symbolic cathedrals, the residence of the highest hierarch of the 
church, the treasuries of the state and church, with all the regalia and holy 
items, administrative buildings, a number of monasteries and the homes 
of select nobility, alongside numerous workshops and ancillary buildings, 
provisions for times of strife, and water supplies.  the resulting protected 
perimeter thus formed a civic fortress, which in its self-sustainability, capac-
ity for communication with the world beyond and that to protect itself had 
reached an apogee of its evolution to that date. It seems fair to conclude 
that the grandiose construction initiated by Ivan III produced a symphonic, 
wholly cohesive narrative, based on a harmony of vernacular tradition and of 
cutting edge civic and military engineering innovation brought over by invited 
Italian architects, and in continuity with the previous fortifications and urban 
evolution.
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1 see, among others, Ю.П. Мосунов, ‘Храм 
Архангела Михаила 1333 года в Московском 
Кремле’, in С.А. Беляев and И.А. Воротникова 
(eds.), Московский Кремль ХIV столетия. 
Древние святыни и исторические памятники 
(Москва, 2009), 107. In the course of the 
centuries and despite many alterations, the 
sites of the churches remained the same, 
and new churches erected to replace those 
which had perished or had been taken apart 
invariably retained the original dedication. 
three of the four ecclesiastical construc-
tions founded in the first third of the four-
teenth century have survived to this day, not 
in their original form, but in fragments, on 
the original sites and with the original dedi-
cations. the other one, the church of the 
saviour on the hill, was demolished in the 
twentieth century. recent research sug-
gests, moreover, that the new structures in-
corporated, as much as possible, elements 
of the original ancient prototypes into their 
fabric. Ibidem, 107-17.
2 notions of continuity and their role in lend-
ing legitimacy to political power were certain-
ly what guided Metropolitan Peter when he 
initiated the construction of the cathedral, 
which he chose as his last resting place, 
thereby making it the cradle and perpetua-
tor of national tradition in the new political 
centre. Furthermore, the dedication to the 
dormition of the theotokos was modelled on 
that of the principal cathedral of the vladimir-
suzdal’ Principality and the seat of the holy 
see before its transfer to Moscow.
3 reports of archaeological investigation on 
the territory of the Kremlin published in the 
2013 compendium ‘Moscow Kremlin of the 
14th century’ indicate that the dormition ca-
thedral was close in its plan and dimensions 
to st. george cathedral in yuriev-Polsky, 
built in 1230-4. yuriev-Polsky was founded 
in 1152 by yuri the long-armed, who had 
also founded Moscow (1147). yuriev-Polsky 
was part of the vladimir-suzdal’ rus, which 
had succeeded Kiev as the centre of politi-
cal and spiritual authority, and whose princes 
acted as consolidators of the scattered and 
warring princedoms around the new de fac-
to capital of the city of vladimir. the role of 

the princes of vladimir as consolidators and 
peace-makers had postulated them, their 
capital city and, as we shall see, the city’s 
architecture, as archetypal. after the vladi-
mir-suzdal Principality was devastated by the 
Mongol-tatar tribes in 1238, its spiritual au-
thority remained undimmed, and it was the 
artistic idioms of this region that were sub-
sequently invoked by the Princes of Moscow 
to project notions of historical, dynastic and 
cultural continuity, as in the course of the 
centuries the city was establishing herself as 
the centre of a polity with a distinct political 
and cultural identity. It must be stressed the 
recently published report of the archaeologi-
cal campaigns (there are few other sources 
on the first stone constructions on the ter-
ritory of the Moscow Kremlin) confirms the 
prevalent hypothesis of the vladimir-suzdal’ 
roots of fourteenth-century Muscovite archi-
tecture.
4 the chambers gradually transformed into 
a palace, which, after the russian church 
became autocephalous, became known as 
the Patriarch’s Palace, and together with the 
church the buildings occupy the exact same 
places today as where they were founded in 
the first third of the fourteenth century.  
5 Т.Д. Панова, ‘Белокаменная крепость 
Москвы по данным археологии и письменных 
источников‘ in Московский Кремль ХIV 
столетия, 2009, 15-43.
6 Ibidem, 35.
7 among others in Н.А. Вьюева, ‘Вступление,‘ in 
Н. Вьюева et al, Грановитая палата Московского 
Кремля (Арт Деко, 2013), 3-15.
8 Ibidem, 11.
9 the inscription on the plaque of the spass-
kaya tower (now in the Moscow Kremlin Mu-
seum) stated that the tower was made: ‘In 
the summer of 6999 (1491 from the birth 
of christ) by the grace of god, on the order of 
Ioann vasilievich, the lord and grand Prince 
of vladimir, and Moscow, and of novgorod, 
and of Pskov, and of tver’, and of yugor’, and 
of vyatka, and of Perm’, and of bolgaria and 
others in the 30th summer of his rule, and it 
was constructed by antonio solari from the 
city of Milan’.

1.1.5 Seventeenth-Century Fortified Villas in the County 
of gorizia, with residences Modelled on the type of a 
Venetian Palace with Corner towers

helena seražIn
Umetnostnozgodovinski inštitut Franceta Steleta, Slovenia

abstract

after the second venetian-austrian war (1615-7), the nobility of the county 
of gorizia, one of the frontier lands of the holy roman empire, began to 
modernize their uncomfortable castles, outdated as to the military purpose, 
or to build new ones in the form of fortified yet comfortable countryside 
residences. even though the gorizia nobles were subjects to the rulers of 
the holy roman empire in terms of politics and religion, they were strongly 
attached to the neighbouring serenissima as concerns architecture and art 
in general (e.g. plans for the conversion of the renaissance castle of the 
attems family in heiligen Kreuz by vincenzo scamozzi). however, from a ty-
pological viewpoint, a more interesting issue seems to be that of the fortified 
villa. It developed gradually in this area and employed for the residence the 
design of a comfortable venetian palace with added corner towers. In spite 
of the built-in loopholes, these did not enable any effective defence since in 
the majority of cases they were only extensions to corner rooms. together 
with the walls, which surrounded the residence as well as the festive court, 
the gardens and the ancillary buildings, they provided a limited defence in 
minor armed conflicts in which no heavy artillery was used. the towers thus 
primarily performed a symbolic role and the fortification elements were sub-
ordinated to the residential function and to the needs of the owners, as in 
the example of villa colloredo at dobrovo where one of the corner towers 
of the walls also served as a chapel. residential villas with corner towers 
were mainly built on exposed, clearly visible, but easily accessible locations in 
the landscape, so that the important status of their lords was conspicuous 
already at a great distance. the owners mostly belonged to the nobility of a 
more recent origin coming from the Italian lands and they yet had to secure 
their social rank among the gorizia and austrian aristocracy.

keywords

County of gorizia, Venice, holy roman Empire, fortified villa, palace, 
seventeenth century
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after the second venetian-austrian war (1615-7), also known as the War of 
gradisca, the nobility of the county of gorizia, one of the frontier lands of the 
holy roman empire, began to modernize their uncomfortable castles, which 
from a military viewpoint were outdated, or to build new ones in the form of 
fortified but comfortable countryside residences. even though in terms of 
politics and religion the gorizia nobles were subjects to the rulers of the holy 
roman empire, they were strongly attached to the neighbouring Serenis-
sima in terms of architecture and art in general. the venetian architect 
vicenzo scamozzi (1548-1616), for example, wrote in his L’idea della ar-
chitettura universale (1615) that he had prepared plans for the conversion 
of the renaissance castle of hermann count of attems at heiligen Kreuz.1 
this castle, built at the end of the fifteenth century,2 was initially owned by 
the prominent gorizia noble family thurn (della torre), but was sold in 1605 
to hermann attems by heinrich Matthias count of thurn (1567-1640).3 It 
was only in the second half of the seventeenth century that minor alterations 
were made to the four-wing castle with arcade courtyard and corner tow-
ers.4 It is difficult, however, to establish to what extent, if at all, the venetian 
architect’s plans were employed.5 at the invitation of the former imperial 
ambassador in venice raimund count of thurn (ca. 1555-1623), scamozzi 
also made a stop in the nobleman’s palace in gorizia and on his estates in 
the Isonzo region,6 and he is thought to have made designs for the thurn 
palace in cormons.7 raimund count of thurn was not the first imperial 
ambassador at an Italian court who came from the ranks of the gorizia 
nobility. his precursors in the second half of the sixteenth century included 
his own father, Franz count of thurn (1519-66), as well as veit baron of 
dornberg (1529-91) and johann baron of cobenzl (about 1530-94). upon 
returning home they brought back works of art and architectural designs, 
manuscripts and treatises, as well as a sophisticated artistic taste, which 
helped establish the art and culture of the Italian renaissance in the Inner 
austrian provinces, especially in gorizia. as is evident from the preserved 
correspondence, the diplomats kept abreast of the greatest achievements 
in Italian renaissance art and architecture and reporting on them was one 
of their regular tasks. as attendants at the court, they had access to the 
foremost courtly and provincial artists and architects, whom they could 
request (as in the case of scamozzi) to turn certain ideas they had picked 
up while serving in the Italian art capitals into reality. this way, new archi-
tectural and artistic models were introduced in the slovenian provinces that 
remained in use until well into the seventeenth century.8 
From a typological viewpoint an interesting issue concerns the type of the 
fortified villa, which gradually developed in this area. Its residential part fol-
lowed the model of a comfortable venetian renaissance palace, but with 

the addition of corner towers. one example is the villa cobenzl at lože 
(leuttenburg), built by johann Philip of cobenzl before 1675 (Figure 1).9 
the main body of the villa was based on the venetian type of a palace with 
an elongated central hall and adjacent corner rooms (quattro stanze un sa-
lon), but this venetian spatial layout was adapted to the new baroque trend 
in that the staircase was placed at the end of the hall and not between a 
pair of rooms transversely to it. this emphasizes the movement along the 
central spatial axis, which starts at the entrance portal on the ground floor 
and concludes with a bifora on the piano nobile, but also means that a pas-
sage through the building was not possible. though the corner towers were 
provided with loopholes, they were not useful for any effective defence, since 
(in the majority of cases) they were merely extensions of the corner rooms. 
together with the walls that surrounded the residence, the festive court, 
the gardens and ancillary buildings, the corner towers provided a limited 
defence in minor armed conflicts in which no heavy artillery was used. When 
heavy guns were used, fortified villas proved very vulnerable despite their 
fortified appearance. this is demonstrated, for example, by the case of the 
fortified villa thurn at vipolže during the second venetian-austrian war. the 
villa had already been badly damaged during the first venetian-austrian war 
(1508-16), and Franz baron of thurn, counsellor at the court of emperor 
Ferdinand I (1503-64) and ambassador to venice from 1557 onwards, be-

Figure 1. villa cobenzl in lože. Source: ©Umetnostnozgodovinski inštitut Franceta Steleta 
ZRC SAZU.
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gan to renovate it in the autumn of 1560.10 he probably brought the plans 
for a four-wing layout of the residence, with a central courtyard and low 
corner towers in the form of bastions, back from his trip to rome, where 
he went in 1559 as a special envoy to persuade the new pope Pius Iv to ap-
prove Ferdinand’s appointment as emperor.11 before returning to venice he 
made a stop in siena, where he presumably acquired plans of fortified villas 
designed by Peruzzi. after the sack of rome in 1527, the sienese architect 
and painter baldassare Peruzzi (1481-1536) sought refuge in his home-
town, where he worked on the fortifications and also taught architecture un-
til his return to rome in 1535.12 during his stay in siena Peruzzi elaborated 
the typology of the fortified villa which he employed for fortifying the country 
villas of the sienese nobility.13 he presented these innovations to his stu-
dents in a form of informal lectures which were preserved in manuscripts, 
mostly as copies of his Taccuino sienese and other architectural sketches. 
together with other architectural treatises (such as copies of the treatises 
by Francesco di giorgio Martini) these were held among others in the library 
of the community of german students in siena.14 It was probably during his 
visit of siena in 1559 that thurn acquired the copies of sketches of forti-
fied villas that are now bound in codex no. 1093515 housed in the national 
library in vienna.16 among these sketches are examples that served as the 
source for the design of the fortified villa at vipolže.17 
In 1616, venetian troops launched two attacks on the fortified villa at 
vipolže and – as described in detail by Faustino Moisesso in 162318 – easily 
captured it after a bombardment. after the partly demolished building was 
repaired in the late seventeenth century, only the northern wing was partly 
preserved, with a pair of low towers that are still reminiscent of the low tow-
ers of villa Farnesina in caprarola. 
the towers thus primarily performed a symbolic role, and the defensive 
elements were subordinated to the residential function and the needs of 
the owners. this is confirmed by the example of villa colloredo at dobrovo, 
where one of the corner towers also served as a chapel. In general, fortified 
villas were surrounded by walls which served not so much for defence but 
rather for providing privacy within the settlement in which they stood.
residential villas with corner towers were mainly built on exposed, clearly 
visible, but easily accessible locations in the landscape, so that the impor-
tant status of their lords was conspicuous already from afar. a good exam-
ple is villa rabatta at Kanal ob soči, dating from the seventeenth century 
but demolished in the First World War.19 Most owners belonged to the 
nobility holding important commanding posts, or they could be nobles of 
more recent descent, having come from the Italian lands and still looking 
to to secure their social rank among the gorizian and austrian aristocracy. 

such an example is the coronini family, which came to Friuli and gorizia from 
berbenno near bergamo in 148720 and was accepted into the gorizia es-
tates as late as 1604.21 When in 1609 giovanni Maria coronini (d. 1616), 
commander of the fortress at Marano,22 bought an estate which he named 
crannperg (Kromberg) (Figure 2), he needed a building whose architec-
tural appearance alone would indicate the family’s ancient origins, while at 
the same time constituting a comfortable and luxurious residence, as was 
common in northern Italy. on the one hand, this seemingly fortified type of 
residential building, with a venetian ground plan and four towers, reveals the 
need for self-assertion of this family of Italian origin while climbing up the so-
cial ladder among the gorizian nobility; on the other hand, it also assimilated 
the most modern architectural trends in countryside aristocratic architec-
ture that were spreading from neighbouring Friuli. the building receives its 
military outlook from the massive towers with slanted walls at the base; in 
each tower this lower level is separated by a rope-like stringcourse from the 
upper levels, which have windows with keyhole-shaped loopholes underneath 
them. the adapted venetian ground plan with a staircase at the end of the 
entrance hall is extended with towers; each of the corner rooms opens 
onto an additional room inside the tower which is almost of the same size. 
evidently the towers had a residential and not a defensive function from the 
very beginning. the building was badly damaged in 1915, during the battles 

Figure 2. villa coronini in Kromberk. Source: ©Umetnostnozgodovinski inštitut Franceta 
Steleta ZRC SAZU.
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on the Isonzo Front, and restored by the family in the 1930s.23 
an even worse destiny befell another fortified villa with four corner towers, 
which belonged to the tolmin branch of the coronini family and which was 
situated at rubije above the confluence of the rivers soča and vipava: it was 
demolished almost to the ground during the great War.24 due to its stra-
tegic position, it had already been a target of fierce attacks during the War 
of gradisca. the design of the residential building is strongly reminiscent of 
Kromberg: the closed-up three-and-a-half-storey building core is dominated 
by four towers which, in contrast to those of Kromberg, are slender and 
give the building an upward thrust. these towers, too, have slanted walls on 
the ground floor, with quoins and keyhole-shaped loopholes; they are sepa-
rated from the upper floor by a stone stringcourse. the main facade is more 
widely open here, since the central axis was clearly marked by a rusticated 
portal on the ground floor, a trifora on the piano nobile, and a bifora on the 
second floor. the towers are no longer just attached to the main body of the 
building but incorporated into it in such a way that we get the impression of 
a scenic design of the facade, as can also be seen in villa thurn at vipolže.
a similar demonstration of ancient aristocratic origins by means of architec-
ture could also be seen with old Friuli noble families on the territory of the 
republic of venice, such as the colloredos and the strassoldos, who had to 
struggle for recognition and respect in a society which even denied the use 
of noble titles.25 therefore these families resorted to the only means that 
were suited to proving outwardly their ancient noble origin: all villas of the 
colloredo family have characteristic fortification elements. the ground plan 
of villa colloredo at gorizzo, built around the mid-seventeenth century, is of 
an extended venetian type, but it differs from other venetian-type villas by 
its expressly medieval fortified-castle element, that is the moat with a bridge 
giving access to the residential building.26 even more closely resembling a 
castle seems to be villa colloredo at susans, designed as a villa with four 
corner towers. the family continued to adhere to this principle even in the 
early eighteenth century, when they had a villa with two towers built at Mus-
cletto.27 
the preserved inscription over the entrance to villa colloredo at susans 
states that the building was constructed in 1636.28 It was built by Fabri-
tius colloredo (1576-1645), chamberlain at the Medici court in Florence,29 
and the plans were made by the Medici court architect, Matteo nigetti (d. 
1649).30 the ground plan of the original design survives, to which the pre-
sent building closely corresponds, with the exception of the exterior semi-
circular staircase. the ground floor with slanted walls of the towers, the 
division of the parlour into two parts, the position of the staircase, and the 
chapel’s incorporation into the main building all point to a tuscan variant of 

the castle type. a representative of this type is the gonzaga family’s castle 
in Mantua, built in the fourteenth century, which became a model for numer-
ous early villas of the Medici family.31 on the other hand, the facade of the 
villa at susans already manifests numerous venetian elements, such as the 
stone bands that run horizontally along all facades, connecting the window 
openings that are distributed in a venetian pattern, and accentuating the 
vertical division of the building into three storeys – all of these characteris-
tics show the power of local influences. 
the villa very likely served as a model for villa colloredo-Mels at dobrovo in 
the collio. It was built in the second quarter of the seventeenth century by 
the brothers hieronimo, rodolpho and lelio Francesco colloredo,32 and is 
the only one of the villas presented in this paper to consistently adhere to 
the ground plan of a venetian renaissance palace with a staircase placed 
between a pair of rooms transversely to the axis of the elongated hall. this 
layout also accounts for the ‘venetian’ type of the facade, as only the piano 
nobile is marked with larger windows on the first floor. the idea of the build-
ing is a sum of two building types: a renaissance castle and a venetian 
palace, but it was in fact executed as a classical venetian renaissance villa 
with the addition of four towers. the towers are slender and rectangular in 
shape to make an impression of greater massiveness from the best view-
ing points, whereas their thin walls and the size of window openings prove 
that they never had a major defensive function.33 the loopholes, too small 
for practical use, and the stone quoins are merely decorative elements, 
intended to conceal the weakness of the towers by giving them a solid and 
invincible appearance. It is exactly the emphasis laid on these typically feudal 
architectural elements that proves that the towers were added to the villas 
as an expressly representational symbol whose task was to testify, even 
from afar, to the prominence and power of the owner or feudal lord. 
the question of the origin of the formal type of the venetian villa with four 
towers still remains open. In southern Italy, where the feudal system was 
still at full power in the second half of the fifteenth century, architect gi-
uliano da Maiano (1432-90) combined two types of architecture in the villa 
di Poggio reale in naples (1489): a tuscan city palace with arcades and a 
traditional castle with four towers.34 this type spread very early also among 
the mansions in gorizia and carniola; the earliest of them, heiligen Kreuz, 
was started already toward the end of the fifteenth century, and brdo near 
Kranj was started in 1510.35 but this type of architecture obviously did not 
suit the nobility of gorizia county, who were – despite constant skirmishes 
and wars – closer to venice in terms of culture than to the centres of graz 
and vienna, which were, due to poor road connections and their geographi-
cal position, rather remote. Family ties also played a role in this, because 
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the new state border drawn up after 1516 between the Serenissima and 
the holy roman empire did not manage to break them off. 
Possibly the tuscan architect giuliano da sangallo (1445-1516) indirectly 
had an important share in the development of this monolithic four-tower 
design through his plan for villa Medici at Poggio a caiano (1480-97),36 
for it seems that one of the first villas of this type was villa colloredo at 
susans. the villa Medici ground plan betrays that it draws on a city palace 
with an inner courtyard of a regular form and with four residential spaces 
in the corners, similar to sangallo’s design for Palazzo strozzi in Florence.37 
at Poggio, the architect replaced the inner courtyard with a hall and the 
four corner apartments with corner rooms. the ground plan of villa Medici 
clearly emphasizes a tripartite division of the building into a central hall and 
residential rooms; the direction is placed at a right angle to another axis 
with the entrance which is less emphasized in the ground plan. the central 
part with the hall is partitioned into three sections; an important role in the 
plan is given to the staircase leading to the raised one-storey arcaded plat-
form. If this ground plan is compared to the original plan for villa colloredo 
at susans from the early seventeenth century, a work by another tuscan 
architect who worked for the Medici family, it is possible to say that it is a 
somewhat reduced variant of the former, but with four towers added at the 
client’s desire. the architect at susans retained an elevated access to the 
building with a grand staircase as well as the division of the building’s central 
part into two sections: the vestibule or atrium and the hall. the orienta-
tion of the hall to the entrance is different, because evidently the tendency 
towards a single-axis scheme was observed. however, outwardly the archi-
tecture still keeps its static character as well as the symmetry of all four 
sides of the building. the contemporary realization of this plan at Kromberk, 
dobrovo and rubije already shows signs of assimilation with local architec-
tural and cultural traditions, since the tuscan design was here transformed 
into the venetian form, with a similar ground plan.

1 vicenzo scamozzi, Dell’idea della architet-
tura universale vol. 1, book 3 (venice, 
1615), 247: ‘e gli anni adietro fummo chia-
mati, e benissimo trattati dall’Illustrissimo 
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6 raimond von thurn was imperial ambas-
sador in venice (1593-97) and in rome 
(1598-1603) and later commander of the 
fortress at gradisca d’Isonzo. carl czo-
ernig, Gorizia: La Nizza Austriaca: Il terri-
torio di Gorizia e Gradisca (gorizia: casa di 
risparmio di gorizia, 1969), 578; claudia 
bortolusso, “torre (della) raimondo,” in ce-
sare scalon, claudio griggio and ugo rozzo 
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prepared plans for thurn, can be identified 
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1.2 Piedmontese Baroque architecture 
Studies Fifty years on

ROUNDTABLE CHAIR
susan KlaIber
Independent scholar, Switzerland

the current decade marks the fiftieth anniversary of the great flowering of 
studies on Piedmontese baroque architecture during the 1960s. Proceed-
ing from pioneering works of the 1950s such as rudolf Wittkower’s chapter 
“architecture in Piedmont” in his Art and Architecture in Italy 1600-1750 
(1958), or Paolo Portoghesi’s series of articles and brief monograph on 
guarini (1956), international and local scholars like henry Millon, Werner 
oechslin, Mario Passanti, and nino carboneri produced an impressive ar-
ray of publications on the period. some of the milestones of this scholarly 
output include the architecture section of the exhibition Mostra del barocco 
Piemontese (1963), andreina griseri’s Metamorfosi del Barocco (1967), 
and richard Pommer’s Eighteenth-Century Architecture in Piedmont (1967). 
this scholarship culminated in major international conferences on guarino 
guarini (1968) and bernardo vittone (1970), as well as the initiation of the 
corpus juvarrianum in 1979.
this roundtable aims to commemorate the golden age of studies on Pied-
montese baroque architecture through a critical assessment of the heri-
tage of the 1960s. have griseri’s and Pommer’s ‘challenging’ (Wittkower) 
concepts proven robust? does a traditional geographic-stylistic designation 
remain fruitful for investigating a region whose two major architects built 
throughout europe and whose ruling dynasty entered supraregional mar-
riage alliances? do recent interdisciplinary methodologies – drawing from 
fields like geography, sociology, or history of science – reframe the roles of 
agents like civic authorities, construction workers, or military engineers? 
has new material evidence altered long-held assumptions?
discussion positions may directly address historiography or methodology of 
the 1960s, or present alternative approaches in the form of case studies or 

new research projects that critically engage with this historic body of schol-
arship on Piedmontese baroque architecture, urbanism, and landscape. at 
its previous conferences, the eahn did not highlight the architecture of the 
host region in dedicated panels. turin, however, arguably presents an ideal 
venue for an international roundtable with regional focus: then as now, Pied-
mont is a major european crossroad for cultural influences from the Italian 
peninsula, France and spain, northern europe, and the former hapsburg 
empire. Piedmontese baroque architecture continues to occupy both local 
and international scholars, as demonstrated by the recent series of mono-
graphic conferences in turin on architects like alfieri, garove, and juvarra 
organized by the bibliotheca hertziana together with the venaria reale con-
sortium. breaking out of these monographic constraints, this roundtable will 
provide an opportunity to reflect on where the field has been during the past 
half century, as well as where it might go in the next fifty years.
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1.2.1 the Exchange of architectural Models between 
rome and turin before guarini’s arrival

MarIsa tabarrInI
La Sapienza-Università di Roma, Italy

abstract 
the architectural advisors of Maria cristina of bourbon, regent of savoy from 
1637 to 1648, were count Filippo san Martino d’aglié, appointed “gran 
Maestro delle Fabbriche” in 1643, and her former brother in law, Prince Mau-
rizio of savoy. the two men had been close since their sejour in rome when 
Maurizio was still a cardinal and Filippo his gentleman of the chamber; they 
both had grown up in the cultural and artistic milieu of the city and shared the 
same interests developed inside the accademia dei desiosi. For them it was 
quite logical also to consider ideas and suggestions of the architects whom 
they had known during their stay in rome for the challenging architectural 
programmes being planned in turin. In addition, between the death of carlo di 
castellamonte in 1630 and the professional maturation of his son amedeo, 
the ducal engineers were attracted by the monumental persuasiveness of 
the works of their roman counterparts. this focus on rome was enhanced 
by the arrival in turin of the theatines and the Minims with their first settle-
ments during the 1620s, and by the promotion of the ‘dynastic cult’ with the 
resumption of works in the chapel of the holy shroud in the 1650s. however, 
the novelty of the contemporary urban and architectural planning of turin as 
a capital city was not ignored by roman architects as can be seen in some 
unrealized projects for the renewal of rome. that turin could thus command 
the attention of contemporaries tends to reinforce the theses of andreina 
griseri and of 1960s scholarship on turin as a model city. the 1640s and 
1650s in turin coincide with a phase of transition and experimentation before 
the arrival in 1666 of guarino guarini, who marked a turning point in baroque 
architecture in Piedmont. 

Keywords
turin, rome, Baroque, rainaldi, Shroud, architecture

the prevailing rainaldian influence, over the berninian or borrominian, is 
one of the aspects of the spread of roman baroque in Piedmont, well high-
lighted since the first surveys of the 1960s. For example richard Pommer 
mentions girolamo rainaldi’s s. teresa in caprarola as a forerunner (via 
borromini) of the ‘open architecture’ he argues is characteristic of Pied-
mont.1 rudolf Wittkower signalled, however, a more direct exchange of ten-
dencies concerning the project of carlo rainaldi for s. Maria in campitelli 
in rome. the northern Italian influence in the typology, a false greek cross 
juxtaposed on a domed sanctuary, considered alien to roman models, is 
opposed to the original scenic definition of the columnar articulation derived 
from the personal experience of the architect, soon imported into Piedmont 
by Francesco lanfranchi in the project for the church of s. rocco (1667).2 
andreina griseri and nino carboneri, in their studies on giovenale boetto 
and andrea Pozzo, not only identified the sacred theatres and ephemeral 
structures of the jesuit as vehicles of transmission for the spatial solutions 
of perspective illusion, but also emphasized the importance of the rainaldian 
experience.3

In respect to these first observations on the spread of rainaldian architec-
tural models in the duchy of savoy, we would like to suggest earlier channels 
and periods prior to those indicated by standard histories.
Filippo baldinucci (1681) reports that the roman architect carlo rainaldi 
was ‘very active in serving carlo emanuele, duke of savoy’ and was thus 
awarded the equestrian order of saints Maurice and lazarus.4 lione Pascoli 
in the Lives dedicated to vittorio amedeo II of savoy strengthens the argu-
ment of baldinucci, writing that rainaldi:

was much employed by carlo emanuele of savoy for the buildings of 
Piedmont, and much by cardinal Maurizio during the times he was 
in rome; and beyond considerable donations he received from them 
several times, he had the honour of the cross of the noble order of In-
fantrymen Maurice and lazarus received by the hands of the cardinal 
himself, who performed the function publicly.5

If we consider the two testimonies truthful and the dating of the merit 
around 1649 – the year from which rainaldi figures in the documents with 
the title of Knight – his functions as architect would date back to the years 
of the regency of Maria cristina of bourbon after her reconciliation with 
tommaso and Maurizio of savoy, and to the first decade of the reign of her 
son carlo emanuele II.6

despite her strong ties with France, the regent could not escape the med-
dling of her brothers-in-law in architectural and urban policy, particularly of 
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Maurizio who, having renounced the purple, had obtained the hand of her 
daughter ludovica, becoming her son-in-law. Maurizio was a counsellor of 
cristina for architecture together with count Filippo san Martino d’aglié, ap-
pointed gran Maestro delle Fabbriche in 1643.7 close since the time of ro-
man cardinalate of Maurizio, the two noblemen were formed in the cultural 
and artistic milieu of the city and of the academy of desiosi.8 It was quite 
logical for them to also consider, for the demanding architectural initiatives 
planned in turin, ideas from architects with whom they had entered into 
relationship during their stays in rome.
on the other hand, between the death of carlo di castellamonte in 1630 
and before the professional maturation of his son amedeo, none of the 
engineers of the ducal entourage manifested significant talent and artistic 
autonomy. It is therefore likely that the dukes would ask for external consul-
tants for their building projects.
Particular consistency and significance are revealed in the two valperga 
albums, analyzed by giuseppe dardanello, who has thoroughly studied its 
composition stressing that for many of the drawings, dating mostly from the 
first half of the century, the attributions still remain uncertain.9 the hypoth-
esis, albeit vague, that some of these sheets may have something to do, 
also by indirect means, with solutions proposed by carlo rainaldi, is worth 
exploring, as well as in other collections and in some project drawings of the 
Theatrum Sabaudiae (1682).
rainaldi was introduced to the cardinal Maurizio of savoy, who may have 
met him as a young architect and musician in rome in the orsini court 
at Montegiordano, and along with his father girolamo at the construction 
yard of the theatines at s. andrea della valle, adjacent to the small na-
tional church of s. sudario.10 the same theatines, who were asked by carlo 
emanuele I and then vittorio amedeo I to establish their quarters in turin 
near the ducal palace, were the first after the advent of carlo emanuele 
II to ask for the resumption of the construction of the chapel of the holy 
shroud.11 In this context of renewed dynastic propaganda, in addition to the 
continuation of the shroud chapel, was the scheduled reconstruction of the 
church of s. sudario in rome entrusted to carlo rainaldi.12

the uncle and brother-in-law Maurizio had a considerable influence over the 
decisions of the inexperienced young duke.13 only gerhard eimer has raised 
the issue of what might have been the relations between carlo rainaldi, 
Maurizio and his nephew carlo emanuele II and whether he could have been 
involved in turin as consultant or as an architect before the arrival of guarini 
in 1666.14

rainaldi could be a valuable partner since he had designed (with his father) 
the expansion of the Pamphili Palace in rome and the adjacent chapel of 

s. agnese in compliance with the programmatic model suggested by the 
hispanophile Pope Innocent x of a royal palace with palatine chapel from the 
escorial.15 susan Klaiber has also shown how the dukes in turin intended to 
imprint the design of the chapel of the holy shroud and the palatine church 
of s. lorenzo with similar parameters of grandeur.16

the new design for the chapel of the holy shroud, the most prestigious 
architectural commission sponsored by the savoy dynasty, was surprisingly 
entrusted to the impresario and sculptor bernardino Quadri, at the expense 
of the first court architect, count amedeo di castellamonte, relegated to 
a subordinate role.17 Quadri could claim experience in the most important 
roman decorative campaigns of the 1640s, from the nave of s. Peter’s 
with bernini, to that of s. john lateran, where he is remembered for a 
serious conflict with borromini. Forced to leave the city at the end of 1649, 
he found refuge in the court of savoy, which immediately enlisted him in the 
role of architect. It may be suggested that he could have been accompanied 
by rainaldi, who in that year apparently received the cross of the order of 
saints Maurice and lazarus, and with whom he shared a hatred for bor-
romini. the hypothesis of a journey to turin by rainaldi is likely also because 
some of his architect relatives lived in nearby Milan, working at the regia 
camera lombarda.18 We suggest that in the process of the construction of 
the chapel of the holy shroud also carlo rainaldi, who remained in contact 
with cardinal Maurizio even after his investiture as a knight, may have par-
ticipated in some stage.
the northern Italian influence of the rainaldian idiom is well known, but 
certainly we need to reflect on the linguistic similarity of some sheets of 
uncertain attribution to carlo or amedeo di castellamonte with preparatory 
drawings by carlo rainaldi for s. agnese in agone and s. Maria in camp-
itelli: from the experimentation of a domed structure on columns (see in 
this regard the drawings discovered by stephan albrecht in the staatliche 
graphische sammlung of Munich),19 to the project of an oval with crossed 
axis articulated with free-standing columns.20

turning from religious to civil architecture, Wittkower noted that while the 
architects of central Italy never abandoned isolated façades, the breaking 
of this tradition in turin was due to a strong French influence. In fact, the 
only architect in rome to propose something similar to the uniform façades 
around piazza san carlo by carlo di castellamonte was precisely carlo rai-
naldi thus confirming his possible direct knowledge of the city. those were 
proposals for two of the major architectural and urban initiatives under al-
exander vII chigi: a project for the Piazza del Popolo with the twin churches 
surrounded by uniform architectural ‘stage sets’ in a vanishing perspective, 
and a project for s. Peter’s square, with four planimetric options (square, 
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Figure 1. carlo rainaldi. Project for s. Peter’s square in rome. Source: the vatican li-
brary, chigi P.vII.9, f. 40v-41r.

Figure 2. antonio Falletti da 
barolo (1671-1760, attrib-
uted). Plan of a church with 
a greek cross with an oval 
sanctuary inspired by the 
basic rainaldian concepts 
developed by guarini guarini 
and andrea Pozzo. Source: 
torino, the biblioteca nazi-
onale universitaria, serie x, 
inv. n. codice q. II. 40, folio 
20. note the perspectively 
framed sacellum accessible 
by steps behind.

round, oval and hexagonal) articulated with the same continuous arcaded 
façade (Figure 1).21

the advent of carlo emanuele II of savoy coincides with a transitional stage 
for turinese architecture before the arrival in 1666 of guarino guarini, 
who marked a decisive turning point in the fate of baroque architecture in 
Piedmont.
the spread and persistence of rainaldian lessons is confirmed by the project 
of boetto and Pozzo for the church of Mondovì and the anonymous basilica 
of ss. Maurizio e lazaro;22 by the diffusion of a compositional scheme for 
altars established by girolamo rainaldi in the main altar of s. Pietro in valle 
in Fano; and by the graphic production of the jesuit architect antonio Falletti 
from barolo at the beginning of the eighteenth century documented here 
with an interesting drawing attributed to him by richard bösel (Figure 2).23 
While rainaldi’s connections with Piedmont were brushed upon tangentially 
by scholars such as Wittkower, Pommer, and griseri around fifty years ago, 
the intertwining of circumstances, dates, and characters only hinted at here 
indicate, in my opinion, a crucial knot yet to be untied.  
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1.2.2 guarino guarini: the First ‘Baroque’ architect

MarIon rIggs
Independent scholar, Italy

abstract

In her contribution to the conference Guarino Guarini e l’internazionalità del 
barocco of 1968, silvia bordini presented a historical overview of the criti-
cism of guarini, claiming at one point that remarks of eighteenth-century 
writers ‘accomunano guarini nella generale valutazione negative dell’arte 
barocca’. as bordini rightly claims, this criticism of guarini was indeed part 
of a broader trend of censuring the work of architects whom we would now 
characterize as ‘baroque’. but late-eighteenth-century criticism of guarini was 
also unique, and in significant ways not discussed by bordini. Prominent theo-
rists – jacques-François blondel, Francesco Milizia, antoine Quatremère de 
Quincy, and others – made clear distinctions between guarini’s failings and 
those of other architects, and particularly those of borromini, the architect 
whom modern scholars most often consider the focus of eighteenth-century 
criticism. Quatremère de Quincy, in his well-known definition of ‘baroque’ as an 
architectural term, in fact singled out guarini alone as ‘le maître du baroque’. 
My discussion focuses on what made guarini’s architecture unique, and 
‘baroque’, in the minds of late-eighteenth-century critics. such a discussion 
seeks to reevaluate current perceptions of what the term ‘baroque’ meant 
when it was introduced into architectural criticism and to recognize the criti-
cism of guarini as a distinctive and crucial part of the formation of these early 
notions of ‘baroque’ architecture. In so doing, my discussion also calls for a 
reappraisal of the significance of Piedmontese architecture in the formation 
of the concept of ‘baroque’ architecture more generally.

keywords

guarini, Borromini, Quatremère, Milizia, historiography, Baroque

In her contribution to the conference Guarino Guarini e l’internazionalità del 
barocco in 1968, silvia bordini discussed the history of guarini’s reception 
from the late seventeenth century to the 1960s, and claimed that eighteenth-
century writers’ criticism set guarini within the broader critical attack on 
architects of his day.1 In this paper, I take issue with this claim; I argue in-
stead that guarini held a unique position in eighteenth-century criticism. this 
uniqueness had to do with what critics perceived as his relation to borromini: 
guarini came to stand as perhaps the most important model of an architect 
who followed borromini. this particular idea of guarini is significant because, 
as I will proceed to show, it was transformed into a fundamental element of 
Quatremère de Quincy’s concept of the ‘baroque’ in architecture. Indeed, 
recognizing the place of the criticism of guarini in the early development of 
the concept of the ‘baroque’ in architecture indicates that that concept itself 
needs reconsideration; ‘baroque’ was not to do simply with seemingly overly 
elaborate architectural forms per se, but rather with a particular mode of 
imitation of such forms. overall, then, this paper undertakes to show not only 
that guarini was a unique figure in eighteenth-century criticism, but that the 
recognition of this uniqueness allows for a substantial re-evaluation of what 
‘baroque’ meant when codified in architectural discourse.
My discussion takes the form of a response to bordini’s paper, but it none-
theless also responds to approaches to the study of guarini in the 1960s 
more broadly. bordini spoke of guarini’s relation to borromini as a preoccu-
pation of guarini’s critics from the eighteenth century to the early twentieth 
century.2 In scholarship of the 1960s, the subject appears repeatedly in 
discussions of guarini’s architecture; argan, carboneri, griseri, Millon, and 
Pommer, as well as a number of other speakers at the 1968 conference 
on guarini, commented on the relation between the two architects.3 My 
approach differs from that of these scholars in that, instead of attempting 
to validate or diminish the idea that borromini influenced guarini, I consider 
the idea of this influence as a historical construct and also seek to show 
how analyzing this construct as it was presented in eighteenth-century texts 
yields fruitful insight into architectural theory of the time.
I want to begin the discussion by paying closer attention to comments on 
guarini made by two of the eighteenth-century critics bordini cited, Fran-
cesco Milizia in his biography of guarini included in his Le vite de’ più ce-
lebri architetti d’ogni nazione e d’ogni tempo (1768) and antoine Quatrem-
ère de Quincy in his definition of the term ‘baroque’ in his Encyclopédie 
méthodique:Architecture (1788).4 bordini implied, and thus rightly per-
ceived, that Quatremère’s reception of guarini was influenced by Milizia’s 
remarks.5 at the same time, however, she seems not to have realized the 
more precise nature of this influence.
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Milizia’s influence on Quatremère is more apparent if, instead of comparing 
Quatremère’s text with the original Italian edition of Milizia’s Vite, as bordini 
did, we compare it with the French translation of Milizia’s text. the line of 
particular interest is translated from the Italian, ‘se vi è stato mai architetto 
che abbia portato all’ecesso le stravaganze borrominesche, è certamente 
il P. guarino guarini’, to the French, ‘de tous les architectes qui ont adopté 
le style bizarre de borromini, il n’en est aucun qui ait donné dans tant 
d’exèsque le pere guarino guarini’.6 the idea of guarini being an architect 
who took borromini’s extravagance to excess in the Italian edition is trans-
formed in the French into the idea that guarini, of all the architects who took 
up borromini’s bizarre style, was the one who took it to the greatest excess. 
two important shifts take place in this act of translation: borromini moves 
from being extravagant to being bizarre and guarini goes from being simply 
one example of a follower of borromini’s who took his faults to excess to 
being the example, of all of borromini’s followers, who took his faults to the 
greatest excess. the idea of bizarreness taken to an extreme, or its super-
lative form, the association of borromini with bizarreness, and the example 
of guarini as the architect who took borromini’s bizarreness to an extreme 
reappear in Quatremère’s definition of ‘baroque’. the relevant parts of his 
definition are as follows:

le baroque, en architecture, est une nuance du bizarre, il en est, si 
on veut, le rafinement, ou, s’il étoit [sic] possible de le dire, l’abus. ce 
que la sévérité est à la sagesse ou goût, le baroque l’est au bizarre, 
c’est-à-dire qu’il en est le superlatif. [...] borromini a donné les plus 
grands modèles de bizarrerie. guarini peut passer pour le maître du 
baroque.7

Quatremère’s ‘baroque’ thus embodied elements of a pre-existing concept in 
architectural discourse, this portrayal of guarini as a model of a follower of 
borromini as presented by Milizia. to this pre-existing concept, Quatremère 
applied the term ‘baroque’. the term, as we know, was already in use in 
architectural discourse at the time and had already been defined in an archi-
tectural dictionary, but Quatremère’s ‘baroque’ clearly diverged from earlier 
usage: prior to Quatremère’s definition, the term ‘baroque’ in architectural 
discourse did not have a clear association with the term ‘bizarre’ and, even 
while it was associated with the term ‘bizarre’ in more general parlance, 
it was defined as one of its synonyms, not its superlative.8 Moreover, the 
term had not been applied to guarini in this way that bound its meaning to 
guarini’s relation to borromini.9 by constructing a particular semantic rela-
tion between ‘baroque’ and ‘bizarre’ and by using guarini’s relationship to 

borromini to illustrate this relation, Quatremère, on the one hand, created 
something that was strikingly new in terms of the meaning of the ‘baroque’ 
in architecture and yet, on the other hand, in part, simply reframed and al-
lotted a term to a pre-existing concept. 
If we accept Milizia’s, or, more precisely, his translator’s, portrayal of gua-
rini as a source for Quatremère’s ‘baroque’, we must also acknowledge 
that this portrayal of guarini was not itself either entirely original or unique. 
before the publication of Milizia’s Vite, a number of French writers had 
identified guarini as an architect who followed or created work in the style 
of borromini.10 Moreover, the idea that guarini’s work embodied that which 
was particularly bad about borromini’s had also been voiced: in his Cours 
d’architecture (1683), for example, François blondel claimed that guarini 
not only wanted to follow borromini, but that he had ‘choisi ce qu’il y avoit de 
plus extravagant dans ses [borromini’s] pratiques’ as well.11 although Miliz-
ia’s critique clearly differs from these others in its specification that guarini 
took borromini’s faults to excess, it nonetheless certainly grew out of such 
criticisms. the idea that guarini had taken borromini’s faults to excess was, 
however, no longer unique to Milizia by the time of Quatremère’s publication. 
In fact, the idea circulated in French texts in the years following the publica-
tion of Milizia’s Vite: one writer, for example, claimed that guarini ‘adopta la 
maniere du borromini, & en chérit sur sa bizarrerie’ and another that, ‘avec 
moins génie que le boromini [sic], il [guarini] a beaucoup renchéri sur tous 
les défauts qu’on lui reproche’.12 thus, while particular terms and semantic 
relations of Quatremère’s definition of ‘baroque’ seem to come directly from 
Milizia, the ideas about guarini that Quatremère’s term embodied belonged 
to more long-standing and widespread perceptions of guarini as a follower 
of borromini’s.
recognizing the link between Quatremère’s definition of ‘baroque’ and the 
history of the reception of guarini is significant in two ways. First, for our un-
derstanding of guarini’s early reception, it underscores that he was viewed 
as exceptional by eighteenth-century critics, albeit for his failings rather than 
his merits. second, in terms of our understanding of eighteenth-century ar-
chitectural theory more generally, recognizing the link between Quatremère 
and guarini’s reception shifts the context within which we understand Qua-
tremère’s concept of the ‘baroque’. early studies of the development of the 
broader concept of ‘baroque’ treated Quatremère’s definition as just one 
of many examples of the etymology and usage of the term, and in so do-
ing created what became a standard framework within which his definition 
was understood.13 Perhaps as a result, subsequent scholars have failed to 
recognize that Quatremère did not simply absorb the meaning of ‘baroque’ 
from general parlance into architectural discourse. rather, he created a 
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new meaning of ‘baroque’ that was specific to architecture and, moreover, 
he did so by endowing it with an idea that was current in architectural dis-
course, yet for which there was no specific term. In particular, Quatremère 
created terminology that described architecture that was perceived as imi-
tative of and worse than that of borromini, a broader phenomenon of which 
guarini was a prime example.
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1.2.3 the Multifaceted uses of guarini’s Architettura 
Civile in 1968

MartIjn van beeK
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Netherlands

abstract
In 1968 the conference Guarino Guarini e l’Internazionalità del Barocco 
took place in turin. the conference papers published in 1970 show the 
various ways in which the presenters had found arguments in the text of 
guarini’s treatise Architettura Civile, for instance to draw philosophical and 
symbolical conclusions from the comparative analysis of his drawings, or to 
deconstruct guarini’s supposed knowledge of stereotomy by a close-reading 
of Trattato IV. the way in which the treatise was applied for the 1968 con-
ference contributions echoes the influence of sigfried giedion in the histori-
ography of guarini. In his search for a theoretical foundation for modern ar-
chitecture, giedion pointed at the work by the baroque architects in general 
and by guarini in particular. after all, guarini was the author of an extensive 
theoretical text on architecture in the baroque period. by doing so, giedion 
promoted guarini as an architect and scientist combined in one person, 
connecting his artistic genius with his theoretical abilities, and his buildings 
with his text. It is interesting to evaluate the application of the treatise in 
the conference contributions of 1968 in order to question the handling of 
treatises in architectural historiography in general. this paper will present 
an analysis of the argumentative uses of Architettura Civile in the 1968 
conference papers. the hypothesis that forms the basis of the analysis is 
Manfredo tafuri’s distinction of the operative architect and the critical ar-
chitectural historian, an idea expressed in 1968 as well. Is this distinction 
visible in the argumentative uses of guarini’s treatise? and in which way has 
the existence of the treatise influenced guarini historiography?

Keywords 
guarini, Baroque, treatise, methodology, tafuri
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In his life of alberti, vasari wrote that the architect’s books did not contain 
lies, and that he was known rather for his books than his buildings.1this 
remark is an early example of the role and utility of treatises, more than 
the buildings themselves, in art and architectural history. ego-documents 
are common sources in architectural history, and therefore the study of 
guarino guarini’s architectural treatise Architettura Civile is comprehensi-
ble. sigfried giedion’s presentation of the treatise in Space, Time & Archi-
tecture: the growth of a new tradition (1941) is well known. searching for a 
theoretical foundation for modern architecture, giedion highlighted work by 
baroque architects in general and guarini in particular because of his exten-
sive theoretical text. giedion promoted guarini as an architect and scientist 
combined in one person, connecting his artistic genius with his theoretical 
abilities, and his buildings with his text.
the 1968 conference Guarino Guarini e l’Internazionalità del Barocco re-
flected the status quo of guarini research, and as such also reflects the 
contemporary application of Architettura Civile. evaluating the application 
of the treatise in the conference contributions of 1968 serves to question 
the handling of treatises in architectural history in general. this paper ana-
lyzes the argumentative uses of Architettura Civile in the 1968 conference 
proceedings. the analysis rests on the hypothesis that Manfredo tafuri’s 
1968 call for a distinction between the operative architect and the critical 
architectural historian is connected to the contemporary state of guarini 
research in general and the argumentative uses of the treatise in particular. 
Importantly, rudolf Wittkower, the keynote speaker of the conference, 
had provided a large stage for guarini in his Art and Architecture in Italy 
1600-1750 (1958). although there is no explicit reference to giedion in 
the text,references, or bibliography, giedion’s ‘spirit’ is clearly present, for 
instance in the comparison with borromini, in his terminology, and in his 
elaboration of the relation between science and architecture.2 Wittkower, 
instead of copying giedion’s hypothesis of theoretical parallels between 
guarini and leibniz, introduces more specialized scientific comparisons with 
desargues, resulting in an even more thorough synthetic image of guarini. 
Wittkower was not only present at the conference in 1968 in person, but 
also in method, as we shall see.

the broad scope of the 1968 conference is reflected in the title and it was 
divided into six sessions, ordered by the methods selected to study guarini. 
the sessions are: the architectural works, guarini as theorist, guarini’s 
sources, interpretation of guarini, guarini and the diffusion of the baroque, 
and guarini as mathematician, philosopher and scientist. the conference 
title suggests a comparison of the work of guarini in international context, 

presuming a general baroque culture and the existence of a person repre-
sentative for it. the session divisions show two lines: study of the artefacts 
on one hand, and study of the afterlife on the other. I will analyse the use of 
the text and illustrations of the treatise per session, for the session’s theme 
is to a certain extent related to the quantity and quality of employing the 
treatise. not all papers refer to Architettura Civile, and when they do, it is 
not necessarily for argumentative means.

In the session focusing on guarini’s architecture two different uses of Ar-
chitettura Civile emerge. First, presenting Architettura Civile as a neces-
sary (or even better) instrument to understand the architecture.3 thus the 
treatise is considered a factual source – a conclusion that echoes vasari’s 
remark about alberti.4 and second, using exclusively Architettura Civile, es-
pecially the prints, for the composition of research questions.5 Passanti 
presents his conclusions visually in new drawings to elucidate obscurities in 
the prints in Architettura Civile.
the second session naturally refers primarily to the treatise. several re-
searchers use Architettura Civile to study guarini in a literary context, but 
their conclusions vary. the diachronic study of Architettura Civile in the line 
of vitruvian treatises bestows guarini with cultural and intellectual status.6 
but a more synchronic line considers the scientific modernity and accuracy 
of Architettura Civile, with less positive conclusions.7 these varying  literary 
approaches yield a method of considering Architettura Civile as a substan-
tive reflection of guarini’s other treatises, through which his whole written 
oeuvre can be considered unambiguous.8 this synthetic approach opens the 
way to describe Architettura Civile as representative for the author’s mind 
and personality.9

In the third session, on guarini’s sources, Architettura Civile is sometimes 
read as the diary of the architect, where his whereabouts are easy to de-
duce and his personal opinion is clearly described. For example, Architettura 
Civile is used to reconstruct guarini’s travels, and thus his possible inspira-
tions.10 Furthermore, treatise statementsare read as direct and truthful 
declarations of the architect’s personal choices.11 Importantly, the quotes 
from Architettura Civile are used both in and out of their treatise context. 
Marconi, however, chooses not to take Architettura Civile as a factual 
source, and pays attention to reconstructing context, a philological ap-
proach to the treatise.12

In session four, regarding the interpretation of guarini, the text of Architettu-
ra Civile is not explicitly presented as an argument, but the illustrations are 
regularly referred to. the representations are presented as arguments with 
the same validity as a factual text, incidentally next to images from other 
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treatises by guarini as well, synthesizing the illustrations from his entire 
oeuvre.13 the text of the treatise, and even the architecture itself, is here 
detached from the illustrations.
In the final two sessions, Architettura Civile is presented twice in order to 
debunk a myth about guarini, for which the argument originated from the 
treatise itself. In the first example the treatise is challenged to a test for 
mathematical correctness, with the conclusion that guarini’s mathematical 
knowledge did not enable his bold constructions, and should be regarded 
as ‘uno dei tanti miti destituiti di serio fondamento’.14 second, the text of 
Architettura Civile is used to contradict Wittkower’s notion of spatial infinity 
in guarini’s architecture.15

 
this analysis summarizes the ways in which a treatise can be used as an 
argument: occasionally legitimate, often divergent and inconsistent amongst 
themselves.the text is presented as a source of facts, and not; a represen-
tation of guarini’s (obviously complex) personality, and not; a source for a 
synthetic approach, and not. the illustrations are used as factual sources, 
and not.
Interestingly, the argumentative use of Architettura Civile is even fundamen-
tally problematic, since it was published 50 years after guarini’s death. the 
text was edited by bernardo vittone, who had broken with guarini’s formal 
tradition and had written ambiguously that he found guarini’s cupolas ob-
scure.16 It remains unknown what kind of manuscript guarini had left behind 
and what was added or altered by vittone – it is only stated that he cleaned 
and reassembled the material, but the details remain vague.17 the 1968 
authors even mention that Architettura Civile, both text and illustrations, 
contains errors and traces of sloppiness.18 Why was this not taken into 
consideration in general in 1968?
remarks made by Manfredo tafuri illuminate these problems. he saw the 
state of guarini research as a reflection of the complex situation in which art 
criticism found itself and for which no solution was available – causing bor-
dini to write: ‘continuiamo, paradossalmente’.19 tafuri knew of the problems 
in guarini research. In Teorie e storia dell’architettura he criticizes guarini 
research for its inability to draw logical conclusions, especially because of its 
treatment of images.20 his solution proposes a rigid separation in contem-
porary architectural culture, namely between architects, who are allowed to 
look forward, and historians, who are allowed to critically look at the past.21 
In that way historians are allowed to set their utopian ideas aside and have 
scope to create a more nuanced impression of history, focusing on the 
problem instead of the object.22 thus, for guarini, a synthetic image may be 
created, but more mannerist than classicist in character – tafuri proposes 

a methodological concordia discors instead of concinnitas.23 he takes the 
first step in showing that baroque treatises, including Architettura Civile, 
are not equivalent, but can be divided into different categories.24 tafuri ad-
dressed a bigger problem, also exemplified in the case of guarini research, 
yet even more problematic than he describes in Teorie e storia, because the 
authority of the architectural treatise wasn’t reconsidered per se.

the 1968 presentation of guarini illustrates the methodologies used to study 
the architect, and is also reflected in the argumentative use of Architettura 
Civile. bordini sums it up: ‘guarini viene studiato e gradualmente riscoperto 
per via indiretta’.25 as I have shown, Architettura Civile is regularly tenden-
tiously used as an argument in 1968, despite cautionary signals; moreover 
it is fundamentally untrustworthy as a source. the argumentative use of 
Architettura Civile subsequently is visible at two levels: directly and indirectly, 
in the latter case responsible for the creation of myths built on a weak foun-
dation. If Architettura Civile remains the ‘bible’ of guarini research, we must 
pay more attention to its process of canonization, and need to know more 
about the way in which the publication of 1737 came into being. If we can-
not get that part clear, we must reconsider the orthodox use of it.

1 anna Maria brizio (ed.), Vite scelte di 
Giorgio Vasari (torino: utet, 1969), 228. 
thanks to Konrad ottenheym for pointing 
this quote out to me.
2 rudolf Wittkower, Art and architecture 
in Italy 1600 to 1750 (harmondsworth, 
Middlesex: Penguin books, 1958), 268-
75. on this topic I would like to refer to 
my own publication “the limits of infinity. 
sigfried giedion and the evolution of the re-
ception of guarino guarini/de grenzen van 
oneindigheid. sigfried giedion en de recep-
tiegeschiedenis van guarino guarini,”OASE 
86 (2011), 34-47.
3 vittorio viale (ed.), Guarino Guarini e 
l’internazionalità del Barocco, vol. 1 (torino: 
accademia delle scienze, 1970), 36, 41, 
401-2. an example in session two: viale, 
Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 475. For my analy-
sis in this paper I have looked primarily 
to the use of Architettura Civile as it was 

published in 1737, and not to the publi-
cation of prints of guarini’s designs under 
the title Dissegni d’architettura civile […] in 
1686. It is noted though that many of these 
prints were also used for the 1737 publica-
tion. guarino guarini, nino carboneri, and  
bianca tavassi la greca, Architettura Civile 
(Milano: Il Polifilo, 1968), xvIII.
4 viale, Guarino Guarini, 49. In session 
four Fagiolo refers to the texts of guarini’s 
treatises as a ‘sussidio […] [con un] crisma 
di una certezza causale assoluta’. vittorio 
viale (ed.), Guarino Guarini, vol. 2, 205.on 
the subject of authorial genius, see: dana 
arnold, “the authority of the author. biog-
raphy and the reconstruction of the canon,” 
Reading Architectural History (london, new 
york: routledge, 2002), 35-82.
5 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 422, 425-
48. In session four: viale, Guarino Guarini, 
vol. 2, 290.
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6 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 451-2.
7 Ibidem, 535.
8 Ibidem, 558. In session four: viale, Gua-
rino Guarini, vol. 2, 126, 180.
9 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 564, 508. 
Ibidem, 25.
10 Ibidem, 622, 706.
11 Ibidem, 685.
12 Ibidem, 617, 624. In session two: viale, 
Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 574-85.
13 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 2, 117, 
195, 204, 206-7.
14 Ibidem, 556-7.
15 Ibidem, 593.
16 Ibidem, 284, 356.
17 guarini, Architettura Civile, xvIII-xx, 5.
18 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 50, 91, 
438, 533-5, 563. viale, Guarino Guarini, 
vol. 2, 554-6.

19 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 2, 305.
20 Manfredo tafuri, Theories and history 
of architecture (new york: harper & row, 
1980), 116.
21 andrew leach, “choosing history: ta-
furi, criticality and the limits of architec-
ture,” The Journal of Architecture 10, n. 
3 (2005), 235-6. In doing so, tafuri criti-
cized the method of among others sigfried 
giedion.
22 Maristella casciato, “the Italian Mosaic: 
the architect as historian,” Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 62, n. 1 
(2003), 98.
23 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 1, 671, 
674.
24 tafuri, Theories, 137.
25 viale, Guarino Guarini, vol. 2, 289.

1.2.4 Idealism and realism: augusto Cavallari Murat

elena gIanasso
Politecnico di Torino, Italy

abstract

In the late 1960s, when andreina griseri and richard Pommer published their 
works on Piedmontese baroque architecture, Forma urbana e architettura 
nella Torino barocca. Dalle premesse classiche alle conclusioni neoclassiche 
(1968) was published in turin, the outcome of national research projects 
coordinated by augusto cavallari Murat since 1962. an engineer who gra- 
duated from the Politecnico di torino, then professor and director of the 
Istituto di architettura tecnica at the same university, cavallari Murat pro-
duced many publications now included among the milestones of architec-
tural history and restoration. Forma urbana chose turin, in particular the 
space bounded by city walls considered the historic centre, as a case study 
to introduce and explore an approach to the built environment. the method 
presents its results in a conjectural philological survey, a tool to provide 
a unified configuration of the historical urban center, after it merged into 
the unI standard. the author examines the baroque period in depth (sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries), because it ‘gets to the roots of the 
appearance and of the concrete planning more distant in time, all the way 
to the prior operations of tracing out by roman colonization […] and to the 
subsequent uses of theoretical principles and practical operating modes of 
the city’s architecture’ in the nineteenth century.
the paper highlights the methodology of research undertaken by scholars 
from the Politecnico di torino in the 1960s, likening it with the scholarly 
literature produced during the same period on Piedmontese baroque ar-
chitecture. the comparison between these contemporaneous studies high-
lights cavallari Murat’s position, today perhaps idealistic, regarding the con-
cepts of ‘historic centre’ and ‘monument’. however, the historical research 
method applied by cavallari Murat and his survey technique still crop up as 
an emblematic reference for ‘making history’ today. thus, Forma Urbana, 
almost 50 years after its publication, remains relevant.

keywords

Cavallari Murat, method, research, survey, Baroque, torino
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In the late 1960s, when andreina gri-
seri and richard Pommer published their 
works on Piedmontese baroque architec-
ture, Forma urbana e architettura nella 
Torino barocca (dalle premesse classiche 
alle conclusioni neoclassiche) (1968) was 
published in turin, the outcome of national 
research projects coordinated by augusto 
cavallari Murat since the beginning of the 
decade. cavallari Murat was born in chia-
venna (sondrio) in 1911. he graduated 
in civil engineering from the Politecnico di 
torino in 1934 where giuseppe albenga 
was his teacher. In the 1950s, he be-
came a lecturer on campus in turin and 
then professor of technical architecture 
at the university of cagliari. a regular 
teacher in Padua, he came back to tu-
rin in 1961 where – as a full professor 
from 1962 – he taught technical archi-
tecture, architectural documentation, ar-
chitecture and architectural composition 
until 1976. he was the founder and the 
director of the Istituto di architettura te- 
cnica at the Politecnico di torino. based on 
various didactic experiences and research 
projects, he introduced a new method for 
analyzing an area with a multidisciplinary 
perspective. Fellow of important cultural 
associations, a well-known engineer, histo-
rian and critic, he died in turin in 1989.1

cavallari Murat produced many publica-
tions now included among the milestones 
of architectural history and restoration. 
he wrote in the same period during which 
the objectives of new disciplines that ex-
plored urban history, the history of the 
city and regional history were outlined. 
Forma urbana e Architettura nella Torino 
barocca, a great scientific publication of 
nearly 1500 pages, is the outcome of a 

work that involved an important team of researchers - Pier giovanni bardel-
li, vincenzo borasi, gualtiero borelli, luigi cappa bava, secondino coppo, 
Mario FIameni, Mario oreglia, giovanni Picco, Paolo scarzella, adele scriba-
ni - who also wrote some sections of the study.2 the publication is divided in 
two volumes, opening with a dedication to carlo Promis, the first teacher of 
architecture at the regia scuola di applicazione per gli ingegneri in torino, 
which later merged with the regio museo industriale, Politecnico di torino. 
the first volume, in two books, treats “Method and the critical text” and the 
second integrates the theoretical framework with “Maps and regulations”, 
essential reference for scientific research. beginning with the first chapter 
of the book, he inquired into the history of city planning and its purposes. 
he wrote the new discipline had to identify ‘the range of phenomena of ag-
gregation and composition that was needed to serve the activities of some 
characteristic cultural operators’.3 the history of the city is considered as ‘a 
multifaceted cultural event’4 that, to be understood, had to be studied by re-
searchers with different competencies in history, geography, art, economy 
and city planning, and who exchanged views amongst themselves.
Forma urbana chose turin, in particular the space bounded by the city walls 
considered the historic centre, as a case study to introduce and explore 
an approach to these new branches of knowledge and the built environ-
ment. the method presents its results in a conjectural philological survey, 
a tool to provide a unified configuration of the historical urban centre in two 
and three-dimensions, then merged into the unI standard rule 7310/74. 
determining methods of description and classification of blocks, the study 
presents ideograms documenting the volume of the buildings, others distin-
guishing the type of space and its characteristics, still others representing 
cartographic symbols. 
In 1968 cavallari Murat published the two volumes presenting the survey of 
turin, considering only the area built within city walls during baroque period 
and built above the line of the baroque additions in the nineteenth century, 
thus emphasizing the value of seventeenth and eighteenth-century culture. 
the author examines the baroque period in depth because – he writes in 
the preface – ‘it goes to the roots of the appearance and of the concrete 
planning more distant in time, all the way to the prior operations of tracing 
out by roman colonization […] and to the subsequent uses of theoretical 
principles and practical operating modes of the city’s architecture’5 in the 
nineteenth century. In later years he published Antologia monumentale di 
Chieri (1968-9), Lungo la Stura di Lanzo (1972), Tra Serra d’Ivrea, Orco e 
Po (1976) and many essays gathered in Come carena viva (1982), a com-
pendium of his studies, which included some research regarding the conjec-
tural philological survey. the writings show cavallari’s ‘ability to investigate 

augusto cavallari Murat, in vittorio 
Marchis (ed.), Progetto cultura soci-
età. La scuola politecnica torinese e i 
suoi allievi (turin: associazione Ingeg-
neri e architetti ex-allievi del Politec-
nico di torino, 2010), 162.

title page, Istituto di architettura tec-
nica del Politecnico di torino, Forma 
urbana e architettura nella Torino 
barocca (dalle premesse classiche 
alle conclusioni neoclassiche) (torino: 
unione tipografico editrice torinese, 
1968).



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

118 119

technical and scientific phenomena with a historian’s methods’.6 
the study of documents, in addition to the survey itself, is essential for the 
research project; the material - illustrated or not, belonging to public or 
private archives - was analyzed with scientific methods, realistic and meticu-
lous, still employed today. his works, likening them to the scholarly literature 
on Piedmontese baroque architecture produced during the same period, 
for example by Mario Passanti or nino carboneri, show cavallari Murat 
proposing a similar methodology of historical research, but present the dif-
ferences between his survey and multidisciplinary perspective in contrast 
with other modes of studying. For example, when cavallari studies turin’s 
southward expansion, the first expansion of the city founded on the choice 
of structural integration with the existing one, he draws a pattern based on 
critical historical cartography in which the main street, the contrada nuova, 
and the main square, Piazza san carlo, are the centre of land management 
at the beginning of seventeenth century. cavallari examines the main axes 
of the project and then he writes about (and he draws) each parcel and its 
shape. therefore he considers each palazzo in its architectural composi-
tion, comparing historical documents – quoted in the footnotes - with the 
existing buildings and with the first schemes of survey, thus integrated with 
new information. When Passanti, in his Architettura in Piemonte, studies 
the same area, he also writes about the three expansions of the city and 
he prints a fundamental scheme of them too. however, the perspective is 
completely different: Passanti, in fact, does not draw a critical survey of the 
parcels, but he draws and writes about each building with an historical and 
mathematical approach. a complete, complex comparison of approaches is 
beyond the scope of this paper.  now it will suffice to emphasize that both re-
searchers (and Politecnico teachers) wrote, and taught, with the same pur-
pose: to propose a method for analyzing the buildings in order to understand 
architecture and, then, design. both left their marks on the school of turin. 
cavallari Murat immediately became an important reference for insights not 
only about local culture. his method, applied to the baroque city, became 
fundamental for the research of many scholars at the Politecnico di torino 
like vera comoli, among others. she published Torino, in the series “la città 
nella storia d’Italia”, and further studies about ‘bene culturale’, ‘bene ambi-
entale’ and landscape. comoli wrote about ‘the unnecessary debate about 
the historic centre […] instead to agree to a policy more constructive and 
more culturally correct, introducing analysis not addressed to “the structure 
of the historic city”, but to the “historical structure of the city”’.7

In cavallari’s works, the ‘structure’ is the ‘urban scape’, understood as a 
‘feeling of artistic totality’,8 as a scene with unbounded limits that it binds ‘to 
the times of the premises and to the time of the subsequent evolution and 

future’.9 the result is a reading of the ‘whole’, placed in a historical periodiza-
tion, in which the historic centre, already defined in 1958 by the engineer as 
like a ‘flap of existing urban fabric’ in which you recognize ‘historical, cultural 
and artistic statements’,10 is linked to newer parts of the city. the city, in 
fact, is no longer read through the stories of individual monuments, but 
through looking at the same ‘whole’. 
the concepts of monument and historic centre, however, state an idealistic 
and abstract position, today they are only elements for studying the his-
torical structure of the city. nevertheless, the historical research method 
applied by cavallari Murat and his survey technique still crop up as an em-
blematic reference for ‘making history’ today. thus, cavallari’s method, up-
dated with contemporary studies and modern information technologies, is 
the same historical research method in use today and his writings, almost 
fifty years after their publication, still remain relevant.

1 riccardo nelva, “augusto cavallari Mu-
rat,” in vittorio Marchis (ed.), Progetto cul-
tura società. La scuola politecnica torinese 
e i suoi allievi (turin: associazione ingegneri 
e architetti ex-allievi del Politecnico di tori-
no, 2010), 162-3.
2 the researchers worked with augusto 
cavallari Murat ‘under the auspices’ of the 
consiglio nazionale delle ricerche (cnr). 
(Istituto di architettura tecnica del Politec-
nico di torino, Forma urbana e architettura 
nella Torino barocca (dalle premesse clas-
siche alle conclusioni neoclassiche), turin: 
utet, 1968), xII.
3 ‘gamma dei fenomeni aggregativi e com-
positivi che serve alle attività di alcuni tipici 
operatori culturali’. augusto cavallari Mu-
rat, “Il compito restaurativo nel paese stabi-
lizzato e l’equivoco del falso storico,” in Isti-
tuto di architettura tecnica del Politecnico 
di torino, Forma urbana e architettura, 6.
4 ‘un fatto culturale poliedrico’, Ibidem, 10.
5 ‘affonda radici negli aspetti e nella concre-
tezza urbanistica più lontani nel tempo sino 

alle antecedenti operazioni di tracciamento 
delle romane colonizzazioni […] e sino alle 
successive utilizzazioni di principi teorici e di 
modi operativi pratici dell’architettura della 
città,’ Ibidem, xIII.
6 ‘capacità di indagare le fenomenologie 
tecniche e scientifiche, con metodo storico.’ 
roberto gabetti, “augusto cavallari Murat: 
commemorazione letta dal socio corrispon-
dente roberto gabetti nell’adunanza del 15 
novembre 1989,” Atti della Accademia del-
le Scienze di Torino 124 (1990), 121-5, in 
“roberto gabetti. scritti per atti e rasseg-
na tecnica”, Atti e Rassegna tecnica della 
Società degli Ingegneri e degli Architetti in 
Torino lv-3 (2001), 91.
7 ‘l’inutile dibattito sui centri antichi […] per 
aderire invece a un criterio più costruttivo 
e più corretto culturalmente, introducendo 
analisi rivolte non alla “struttura della città 
storica”, ma alla “struttura storica della ci-
ttà”’. costanza roggero bardelli, “architet-
tura e storia per il progetto: vera comoli 
Mandracci, ” in “vicende e dibattiti torinesi,” 
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Atti e Rassegna tecnica della Società degli 
Ingegneri e degli Architetti in Torino lxI-1 
(2007), 28.
8 ‘sensazione di totalità artistica’. augusto 
cavallari Murat, “Il compito restaurativo nel 
paese stabilizzato e l’equivoco del falso sto-
rico,” in Istituto di architettura tecnica del 
Politecnico di torino, Forma urbana 10.
9 ‘si lega ai tempi delle premesse ed ai 
tempi delle evoluzioni successive e future.’ 

augusto cavallari Murat, “Il compito re-stau-
rativo nel paese stabilizzato e l’equivoco del 
falso storico,” Ibidem.
10 ‘ “lembo di tessuto urbano preesistente” 
in cui si riconoscono “testimonianze stori-
che, culturali ed artistiche.” ’ augusto ca-
vallari Murat, “centro storico e città moder-
na,” Atti e Rassegna tecnica della Società 
degli Ingegneri e degli Architetti in Torino 
xII-4 (1958), 116-8.

1.2.5 a regional artistic Identity? three Exhibitions in 
Comparison

gIusePPe dardanello
Università degli Studi di Torino, Italy

the Mostra del Barocco Piemontese organized by vittorio viale in 1963 sug-
gested the recognition of a strong architectural identity in the historical experi-
ence of Piedmont. the exhibition inspired major initiatives of study that led an 
international contingent of art and architectural historians to wonder about the 
personality and work of artists such as guarino guarini, Filippo juvarra and 
bernardo vittone. subsequent research shifted the interest to urbanism and 
history of the city, while the exhibition Diana Trionfatrice. Arte di corte nel Pie-
monte del Seicento (turin 1989) recognized the engine of the artistic develop-
ment in the dialectical relationship centre-periphery between the provincial ar-
eas and the capital of savoy. the exhibition I Trionfi del Barocco. Architettura in 
Europa 1600-1750 (stupinigi 1999) intended to illustrate the development of 
architectural types in seventeenth and eighteenth-century europe, and pointed 
out the innovative role played by Piedmontese architecture in the development 
of exemplary models. this discussion position critically compares the results 
obtained by these three exhibitions in outlining the research issues that still 
need to be addressed. 



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

122 123

1.2.6 Wittkower’s ‘gothic’ Baroque: Piedmontese 
Buildings as Seen around 1960

cornelIa jÖchner
Ruhr-Universität Bochum, Germany

abstract

In his review of albert erich brinckmann’s Theatrum Novum Pedemontii 
(1931), giulio carlo argan (1932) considered the reasons why architects 
like guarini and juvarra seemed to be interesting for Piedmont. this was 
in contrast to brinckmann’s perspective on Piedmont as a certain area 
(‘boden’) which made it possible to attract these artists from outside. In-
stead of such an idealistic model of Kunstlandschaft the young argan want-
ed to establish critical-historical methods to identify the characteristics of 
Piedmontese architecture. Postwar studies in architecture, particularly 
rudolf Wittkower’s chapter “architecture in Piedmont” (1958) are based 
on this critique by integrating the ‘rapid political development’ (Wittkower) 
of Piedmont in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. While Wittkower 
saw no tradition established between juvarra’s architecture and that of 
guarini, richard Pommer (1967) arrived at opposite conclusions: for him, 
the connection of an “open structure” as described by vittone at the end of 
the eighteenth century is visible already in guarini’s s. lorenzo, turin. here 
Piedmont again becomes a Kunstlandschaft that creates a long tradition of 
architecture, but now within the focus of an individual form. at the same 
time, the geographical frame regarding the city was altered by the cavallari 
Murat school into the productive term of ‘territory’. Form was now often 
brought into the order of typologies.
My contribution will focus on the relationship between architectural form 
and political space, exploring how this relationship was shaped in a new 
way during the 1960s against the background of the 1930s. after the war, 
form and style were intellectually brought into a kind of ‘service’ for the ruling 
dynasties, which has been an iconographic paradigm up to now. Instead of 
separating political history and architecture, today it seems more productive 
to examine spaces which are built both by architecture as well as by politics. 

keywords

architectural history, Baroque, Piedmont, Wittkower, Brinckmann, 
space

‘se vogliamo comprendere il significato delle immagini barocche come “stori-
ci” – se cioè consideriamo come nostro compito di svelare lo spirito nel 
quale queste immagini furono create, quali processi di pensiero ne sono il 
presupposto (…).’1 these programmatic sentences were delivered by rudolf 
Wittkower in 1960 at the international congress ‘Manierismo, barocco, 
rococò’ in rome where he provided an outline of the current tasks of re-
search into the baroque. he distinguished three phases of research: first, 
the pioneers after 1887; second, the inter-war period; and third, what he 
perceived as a flood of new studies undertaken from 1940 onwards. at the 
time, Wittkower – who had emigrated to great britain in 1933 and taught in 
the united states since 1954 – was the most notable international protago-
nist of research into the seventeenth and eighteenth-century architecture of 
Piedmont. his rome lecture formed a kind of epilogue to his most important 
book Art and Architecture in Italy 1600 to 1750, published two years previ-
ously in the series “the Pelican history of art”.
the book’s chapter on Piedmont emphasised the role of architecture which 
Wittkower saw as unfairly overshadowed by painting. In his approach, the 
author employed the nineteenth-century developmental model of ‘early’, 
‘high’, and ‘late’, complemented by a category he dubbed ‘high baroque 
classicism’.2 Wittkower’s high esteem for the architecture in northwestern 
Italy is demonstrated by his travelling in the region.3 the foreword to his 
book made his view explicit: as bernini’s statuary, borromini’s buildings, or 
cortona’s architecture and decoration, the architectural works by guarini, 
juvarra and vittone are without peers. even in the period after World War 
II, this high regard for the architecture of Piedmont formed a stark contrast 
to its lack of familiarity outside Italy.4 In the preface to his Cicerone of 1855, 
jacob burckhardt had frankly confessed to have omitted turin and the whole 
of Piedmont; in the ensuing decades, the architecture of northwestern Italy 
was a field that especially attracted the interest of german scholars, no-
tably cornelius gurlitt (1887) and in particular albert erich brinckmann to 
whom I shall return presently. after 1945, Wittkower perceived himself as 
an advocate of these buildings, as becomes obvious from his 1972 reminis-
cences: ‘In my student days, back in the early 1920’s, guarini’s name was 
completely unknown.’5

Art and Architecture in Italy is characterized by a combination of topogra-
phy, chronology and themes as well as currents of artistic production which 
was inspiring for the historiography on seventeenth and eighteenth-century 
art and architectural history. the 1963 turin exhibition catalogue Mostra 
del Barocco Piemontese conceived by vittorio viale is also distinguished by 
an advanced level of stylistic criticism.6 Wittkower’s 1960 lecture clarified 
that a term such as ‘classicismo tardo barocco bolognese’ was not self-
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sufficient. rather, he was ultimately concerned with the so-called problem of 
contents which he understood not simply as iconographic meaning but as a 
reciprocal interaction between ‘contents’ and style germane to every work 
of art and inseparable from it.7 such a ‘symbolic’, Warburgian interpreta-
tion – Wittkower argued – had thus far rarely been applied to the baroque, 
a criticism he explicitly also turned against his own recent ‘Pelican history 
of art’ volume.8

Internationally, Wittkower was not the first scholar to be intrigued by the 
baroque architecture of Piedmont. as early as 1924, albert erich brinck-
mann had written – in the fifth edition of his Baukunst des 17. und 18. 
Jahrhunderts in den romanischen Ländern – that Piedmontese architecture 
in particular offered uncharted territory (Neuland) which had wrongly been 
overlooked by specialists on baroque art, as Italian architecture only came 
to its full completion in Piedmont where the crucial link in the artistic chain 
linking rome to austria and southern germany was to be found.9 brinck-
mann had initially edited the Theatrum Novum Pedemontii (1931), a col-
lection of designs and buildings by guarini, juvarra, vittone and other early 
modern Piedmontese architects. together with vittorio viale and lorenzo 
rovere, he formed part of the team of scholars working in 1937 under the 
patronage of crown Prince umberto of savoy on the first volume of the cata-
logue of Filippo juvarra’s oeuvre, with brinckmann focusing on the drawings. 
I have not yet been able to clarify whether any contacts brinckmann might 
have had to Italian Fascism played a role in this context.10 It is quite unlikely 
that the emigré scholar Wittkower would have been unaware of brinck-
mann’s international role as representative of the so-called ‘new germany’ 
during the nazi period.11 yet the esteem in which brinckmann was held as 
an academic is demonstrated by Wittkower’s quotations from the former’s 
publications and his characterization of the 1937 Corpus Juvarrianumas a 
‘standard work’.12

the distance to brinckmann ultimately rested on methodological differenc-
es. Wittkower noted that brinckmann’s Baukunst des 17. und 18. Jahrhun-
derts in den romanischen Ländern of 1915 was ‘stimulating, but difficult 
to digest’.13 this survey, forming part of the multi-volume Handbuch der 
Kunstwissenschaft, is arranged according to formal elements and types 
rather than chronology. this formalistic approach was diametrically opposed 
to Wittkower’s historical and positivist way of thinking. he aimed to expand 
the data on individual works of art and architecture by integrating the history 
of artists as much as possible with references to artistic theory or cultural 
history. nevertheless, Wittkower’s Piedmont chapter is subdivided into the 
same trio of architects – guarini, juvarra, vittone – as employed in brinck-
mann’s publications. yet the way in which these architects are approached 

clearly demonstrates the differences between the two pre- and post-war 
art-historical generations. Writing in the tradition of the geography of art 
(Kunstgeographie) of the 1920s, brinckmann perceived Piedmont as an 
‘artistic landscape’ (Kunstlandschaft),14 forming simultaneously a regional 
as well as a european culture – the latter because of the architects’ origins 
beyond the region. the encounter taking place in Piedmont was transfigured 
enigmatically by brinckmann’s rhetoric, yet without making further ideologi-
cal claims: ‘It was only on Piedmontese soil, in its special atmosphere, that 
the forces could unfold and lead to wonderful success’.15 In contrast to such 
spatial concepts – denoting ‘landscape’ as an entity – Wittkower did not even 
pose the question of Piedmont as a region. he gave a concise sketch of the 
city of turin as setting of historical protagonists – courtly patrons on the one 
side, architects on the other – provided a short outline of the architects’ 
lives and a largely stylistic discussion, before focusing on individual works of 
architecture.
What is particularly notable is the way in which Wittkower saw the inter-
relation between the Piedmontese baroque and the architecture of north-
ern europe. In this regard he did not address the design of palaces, as 
we might expect, as France had long been in the vanguard of european 
architecture in this field. rather, Wittkower is concerned with the funda-
mental question as to the role exerted by early modern articulations in 
the vitruvian tradition on the design of seventeenth and eighteenth-century 
interior spaces. Wittkower disagreed with earlier formalist interpretations16 
which perceived articulation as visualisation of the architectural formation of 
space. the articulations’‘surface structure’ and pictorial use contrasted with 
Wittkower’s understanding of architecture that had been formed under the 
strong impact of modernism:17he was primarily interested in the typology 
of ground plans, geometrical proportions and the volumetric appearance of 
architecture.18

these interests derived from the work on his book Architectural Principles 
in the Age of Humanism (1949) and could be applied particularly suitably to 
the centralized buildings of the Piedmontese baroque. For him, the vitruvian 
articulations – which maintained their relevance until the late eighteenth cen-
tury – acted primarily as iconographic signs yet did not form factors which 
generated interior space through proportion and rhythm. this explains why 
he essentially perceived a ‘skeleton structure’ in the oeuvre of the three 
great architects building in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Piedmont. 
according to Wittkower, this skeleton structure consistently bore gothic 
traits, the origins of which he located in the german architectural tradition: 
in the case of guarini, these are embodied in the translucent domes;19 in the 
case of juvarra, they are manifested in reducing the relevance of walls in 



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

126 127

favour of piers (s. Maria del carmine, 1732-35; superga, 1716-31) (Figure 
1)20; in the case of vittone, they become obvious in the penetration of the 
zone of the dome (s. chiara, brà, 1741-2) (Figure 2).21

Wittkower interpreted such complex vaults and wall reliefs not as a re-
shaping of the vitruvian articulations but rather as a conscious break with 
the Italian tradition – a break attributed primarily to juvarra and taken on by 
vittone. as mentioned earlier, Wittkower did not offer the kind of ‘symbolic’ 
analysis for the Piedmontese churches which he himself was to undertake 
in his 1963 study of s. Maria della salute in venice, a church he interpreted 
as ‘heavenly crown’ of the virgin.22 In the case of Piedmont, however, we can 
observe that Wittkower, too, inevitably arrived at the construct of a continu-
ous tradition by postulating the ‘skeleton structure’ as decisive architectural 
feature. yet the cultural entity thus constructed was not generated by the 
mysterious ‘soil’ as claimed by brinckmann but by the architects working in 
the region. around 1960, the paradigm of space had been replaced by that 
of time.
translation: andreas Puth

Figure 2. bernardo vit-
tone, s. chiara (1741-
2), bra. dome. Source: 
rudolf Wittkower, Vit-
tone’s Domes, 1972.

Figure 1. Filippo juvarra, superga (1716-31), turin. crossing pier. Source: photograph by 
uwe harry rüdenburg

1 rudolf Wittkower, “Il barocco in Italia,” 
in accademia nazionale dei lincei (ed.), 
Manierismo, Barocco, Rococò: concetti e 
termini (rome: accademia nazionale dei 
lincei, 1962), 321.
2 In the book’s preface, he extends these 
subdivisions of the index even further: ‘(…) 
but it became necessary to expand the “pri-
mary” terminology by such terms as “tran-
sitional style”, “high” and “late baroque 
classicism”, “archaizing classicism”, “cryp-
to-romanticism”, “Italian rococo”, and “clas-
sicist rococo”, all of which will be explained 
in their proper place’. rudolf Wittkower, 
Art and Architecture in Italy 1600 to 1750 
(harmondsworth/baltimore/victoria: Pen-
guin books, 1958), x-xII.
3 joseph connors and jennifer Montagu: 
“Introduction to the new edition,” in rudolf 
Wittkower, Art and Architecture in Italy 
1600-1850, 3 vols., (new haven ct: yale 
univ. Press, 1999), xII.

4 In their preface to the revised 1999 edi-
tion, connors and Montagu comment on 
this aspect: ‘When [anthony] blunt asked 
Wittkower to lecture at the courtauld Insti-
tute in 1946 and Wittkower proposed as 
his topic the architecture of vittone, blunt 
thought he was surely joking and had made 
the name up.’ Ibidem.
5 rudolf Wittkower, “guarini the Man,” in 
Id. (ed.), Studies in the Italian Baroque (lon-
don: thames and hudson, 1975), 177.
6 città di torino (ed.), Mostra del Barocco 
Piemontese, 3 vols. (turin, 1963).
7 ‘(…) che alla fine il coMe ed il cosa non 
si possono separare senza violare l’unità 
dell’opera d’arte e che, se non si riconosce 
questo postulato essenziale, qualsiasi ten-
tativo di rispondere al PerchÉ è destinato 
a rimanere frammentario.’ Wittkower “Il 
barocco in Italia,” 325.
8 Ibidem, 326.
9 ‘sie erst ist abschluß der italienischen 
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baukunst und bildet die Kette, die von 
rom nach Österreich und süddeutschland 
reicht.’ albert erich brinckmann, Die Bau-
kunst des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts in den 
romanischen Ländern, (atheneion: berlin-
neubabelsberg, 1924).
10 the preface by the minister for educa-
tion, cesare Maria de vecchi di val cismon, 
links turin (and thus implicitly juvarra) not 
only with the risorgimento but also with 
the Fascist state: ‘Il domain di torino è in 
una incrollabile unità quello stesso d’Italia. 
domani fascista, domain imperial in un nuo-
vo ciclo di storia…’ city of turin (ed.), Filippo 
Juvarra, contributors l. rovere and v. viale 
(regesto della vita e delle opere) and a.e. 
brinckmann (I disegni), comitato per le 
onoranze a Filippo juvarra sotto l’alto Pa-
tronato di s. a. r. Il Principe di Piemonte 
(Milan: Zucchi, 1937), 22.
11 sabine arend, “albert erich brinckmann 
(1881-1958),” in jutta held and Martin 
Papenbrock (eds.), Schwerpunkt: Kunstge-
schichte an den Universität im Nationalsozi-
alismus (göttingen: v& r unipress, 2003), 
127; for brinckmann’s activity during World 
War I, see also evonne levy, “the german 
art historians of World War I: grautoff, 
Wichert, Weisbach and brinckmann and 
the activities of the Zentralstelle für aus-
landsdienst,” in Zeitschrift für Kunstge-
schichte 74 (2011), 373-400.
12 the full comment is as follows: ‘stan-
dard work; full bibliography’ see Wittkower 
Art and Architecture in Italy, 402.
13 Ibidem, 392. In their preface to the 6th 
edition (as in n. 7), connors and Montagu 
note: ‘aside from the sensitive pages in 
brinckmann’s books of the 1930’s, Pied-
montese baroque was uncharted territory,’ 
xII. a similarly positive evaluation can be 
found in henry a. Millon, Drawings from 
the Roman period 1704-1714, corpus ju-
varianum, 1 (rome: edizione dell’elefante, 
1982): ‘the volume also included brinck-
mann’s illuminating discussion of juvarra’s 
drawings for religious and secular struc-
tures, theater and scene designs, architec-
tural fantasies, and urban design,’ xIII.
14 For a fundamental discussion of the 

term Kunstlandschaft (‘artistic landscape’), 
see herbert beck and horst bredekamp, 
“die mittelrheinische Kunst um 1400, I: 
der Mittelrhein als Kunstlandschaft,” in 
Kunst um 1400 am Mittelrhein. Ein Teil der 
Wirklichkeit (liebieghaus: Frankfurt/Main, 
1975), 30f; also haussherr, reiner “Kunst-
geographie und Kunstlandschaft,” in Kunst 
in Hessen und am Mittelrhein 9 (1969) 
(beiheft), 38-44. the recent ‘geography of 
art’ attempts to reassess, and re-engage 
with, these earlier concepts; seethomas 
dacosta Kaufmann, Toward a geography of 
art (university of chicago Press: chicago/
london, 2004), 68-104.
15 the full quotation: ‘In its great achieve-
ments, art within europe will not merely be 
rooted to the soil; likewise, it is collector 
and disseminator of general european cul-
ture. In its highest achievements, however, 
it augments the entirety of the heritage 
and assumes in turn the individual charac-
ter of the unsurpassable. this applies to 
the Piedmontese architecture of the high 
baroque. It has not grown from any native 
baroque. Manifold influences from abroad 
have contributed considerably to generate 
the style. yet it was only on Piedmontese 
soil and in its special atmosphere that the 
forces could unfold and lead to wonder-
ful success. If all the highest architectural 
achievements of the european eighteenth 
century bear a feudalist character, Italy too 
needed a political-feudalistic centre of pow-
er in order to provide the necessary impact 
to cluster what was dispersed and make it 
subservient to creative will which was simul-
taneously and similarly alive in architect and 
patron.’ ‘In großen leistungen wird Kunst 
innerhalb europas nicht nur bodenständig 
sein; ebenso ist sie sammlerin und verb-
reiterin allgemeiner europäischer Kultur. In 
ihren höchsten leistungen aber mehrt sie 
das gesamterbe und gewinnt wiederum 
den individuellen charakter des unübertref-
flichen. solchen besitzt die piemontesische 
baukunst des hochbarocks. sie ist keinem 
heimischen barock entwachsen. einflüsse 
vielfältig von außerhalb haben beträchtli-
chen anteil am Werden des stils. doch 

nur auf piemontesischem boden, in seiner 
besonderen atmosphäre konnten sich die 
Kräfte entfalten und zu wundervollem erfolg 
führen. Wenn alle architektonischen höch-
stleistungen des europäischen achtzehnten 
jahrhunderts feudalistischen charakter tra-
gen, so mußte auch für Italien ein politisch-
feudalistisches Machtzentrum notwendige 
antriebe geben, um Zerstreutes zu bündeln 
und schöpferischem Willen, gleichzeitig und 
gleichartig lebendig in architekt und bauher-
rn, dienstbar zu machen.’ albert erich 
brinckmann, Theatrum Novum Pedemontii. 
Ideen, Entwürfe und Bauten von Guarini, 
Juvarra, Vittone wie anderen bedeutenden 
Architekten des piemontesischen Hoch-
barocks (schwann: düsseldorf, 1931), 9.
16 hans Kauffmann, ‘Über “rinascere”, 
“rinascità” und einige stilmerkmale der 
Quattrocentobaukunst,’ in Concordia De-
cennalis. Deutsche Italienforschungen. 
Festschrift der Universität Köln zum 
zehnjährigen Bestehen des Deutsch-It-
alienischen Kulturinstituts Petrarcahaus 
1941 (cologne: 1941), 123-46.
17 alina Payne, “rudolf Wittkower (1901-
1971),” in ulrich Pfisterer (ed.), Klassiker 
der Kunstgeschichte, vol. 2 (München 
2007-2008); Von Panofsky bis Greenberg 
(Munich: beck, 2008), 112-3.
18 this interest in centralized buildings 
probably derives primarily from his book 

Architectural Principles in the Age of Hu-
manism (1949) which contains a chapter 
on centrally-planned structures of the re-
naissance.
19 ‘he maintained that in contrast to the 
qualities of strength and solidity aimed 
at by roman architects, gothic builders 
wanted their churches to appear structur-
ally weak so that it should seem miraculous 
how they could stand at all. gothic builders 
– he writes – erected arches’ which seem 
to hang in the air; completely perforated 
towers crowned by pointed pyramids; enor-
mously high windows and vaults without the 
support of walls.’ Wittkower, Art and Archi-
tecture in Italy, 274.
20 s. Maria del carmine, turin: ‘(…) the 
wall as a boundary of the nave has been re-
placed by a skeleton of high pillars.’ Ibidem, 
277. For the architecture of the superga, 
see my forthcoming book Gebaute Entfes-
tigung. Architekturen der Öffnung im Turin 
des frühen 18. und 19. Jahrhunderts, to 
be published 2014 in the series Studien 
aus dem Warburg-Haus (berlin: akademie-
verlag).
21 rudolf Wittkower, “vittone’s domes,” in 
Id. 1975 (as in n. 5), 212-22, here 217.
22 rudolf Wittkower, “santa Maria della 
salute”, in Id. (ed.), Studies in the Italian Ba-
roque, 125-52.



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

130 131

1.3 on the Way to Early Modern: Issues 
of Memory, Identity and Practice

OPEN SESSION CHAIR: 
valÉrIe nègre
École Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture Paris-La Villette, France

1.3.1. Quadrature and drawing in Early Modern 
architecture

lydIa M. soo
University of Michigan, USA

abstract

late fifteenth-century treatises (e.g. roriczer, 1486; Francesco di giorgio, 
1489-92) demonstrate the use of the rotation of the square or ‘quadrature’ 
in design (this term, along with ad quadratum, is also applied to the use of a 
square or grid). recent scholars have revealed the probable use of this de-
sign method in specific buildings, some dating from late antiquity, by overlay-
ing rotated squares onto plans. What has not been given much attention is 
the step-by-step drawing process that quadrature involves, beginning with the 
tracing of a line and circle using pencil, rule, and compass. how did the archi-
tect use these drawing tools, the only ones available, to rotate the square as 
well as draw other geometries as the basis for plans and, most importantly, 
three-dimensional spaces?
using the same instruments, this paper revisits some plans where schol-
ars have found quadrature: the teatro Marittimo, Francesco di giorgio’s san 
bernardino degli Zoccolanti as well as bramante’s s. Peter’s and tempietto. 
When speculating on the ‘moves’ used to generate a plan, it quickly becomes 
clear that economy was a desideratum: faced with the different possible 
steps for generating a particular form, the architect would tend towards the 
smallest number. Furthermore, the rotation of the square efficiently gener-
ates an ever increasing and diminishing series of proportionally related parts, 
enabling the architect to simultaneously design from the outside in as well as 
the inside out.
Quadrature, along with the rotation of the triangle, provided architects with a 
simple yet powerful tool for generating centralized plans based on the circle, 
square, octagon, and hexagon, as can be demonstrated in villa rotonda, 
sant’Ivo, and san lorenzo in turin. the method, however, was not implement-
ed blindly. rather, the architect envisioned spatial volumes, including complex 
domes, and then used quadrature to interrogate them and make them real.

keywords

Quadrature, ad quadratum, drawing, geometry, Baroque architecture, 
renaissance architecture
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1.3.2 Some observations on andrea Palladio, Silvio Belli 
and the theory of Proportion

MarIa crIstIna loI
Politecnico di Milano, Italy

abstract

james ackerman observed that the influence of the Quattro Libri lies mainly 
in its structure and conciseness, through which andrea Palladio was able to 
lay out a system based on exact and universal laws, described by images and 
text.
a crucial element in Palladio’s thought was the value given to the theory of 
proportions. by basing his dissertation on this subject, he satisfied the need 
to simplify and reduce any structure into a clear-cut one, and turning it into a 
more consistent system.
however, there is no evidence that he was an expert in mathematics. acker-
man suggests that it is possible that he used ready-made tables while writing 
the treatise. by doing so, he turned theory into practice. Palladio discussed 
the theory of proportions with silvio belli, a mathematician, engineer and 
member of the accademia olimpica. his writings, particularly Della Propor-
tione, et Proportionalità (1573), were crucial for Palladio as they provided the 
mathematical bases for his system.
both Palladio and belli transformed the body of knowledge transmitted by 
archimedes, euclid and vitruvius into a rational framework upon which archi-
tecture could be based (s. Montecchio, 1573).
the purpose of this research is to analyze belli’s influence on Palladio’s theo-
ries and their practical applications, as well as some key-examples in order to 
discuss the strong impact of the method introduced in the Quattro Libri, and 
eventually of Palladianism.
Palladio’s influence was enormous, especially in the anglo-saxon world, not 
only for his own works, but also for the large number of models of antiquity 
clearly described and ‘decodified’ in his treatise. In the course of time, how-
ever, modified versions of it were largely diffused. therefore, a theory once in-
dissolubly linked to practice was often misunderstood and reduced to a mere 
set of rules for builders, thus losing the very essence of its original meaning.

keywords

Palladio, Belli, ratio, proportion, treatises, renaissance

In his fundamental work on andrea Palladio of 1966, james ackerman 
observes that his architecture is based on the interrelation of all the parts 
of a building, and therefore the design is ‘tightly knit as an organism’ and 
‘the evolution of this truly three-dimensional approach to design is related 
to contemporary developments in mathematics’. In Palladio’s aesthetic, con-
tinues ackerman, proportion plays a fundamental role in the attainment of 
beauty, and he gives ‘much more importance to proportional relationships 
than those of earlier renaissance architects’.1 here, he effectively encapsu-
lates one of the most important aspects of andrea Palladio’s work. as we 
know, several, thorough studies have shown the detailed system regulating 
and guiding his method of composition for his buildings, both in plan and 
elevation; a system that improved on and completed the experiments of the 
first renaissance artists.
among the many and important studies that have contributed to the under-
standing of Palladio’s opera are the researches that followed the publication 
of Wittkower’s analysis, the conference dedicated to la divina Proporzione 
which took place at the triennale of Milan in 1951,2 as well as the countless 
in-depth studies on Palladio that followed ackerman’s monograph.3

the study of proportions in the renaissance, to which Palladio is central, has 
been one of the most debated issues for almost a century now, especially 
following rudolph Wittkower’s brilliant intuitions. the value attributed to the 
theory of proportions is a crucial element in the Palladian vision, however it 
is important to distinguish between the application of proportional principles 
to the projects that were actually executed, and those discussed in I Quattro 
Libri dell’Architettura. this discrepancy is a recurrent theme in the works of 
renaissance architects and treatise writers, and it becomes a determining 
factor in the case of andrea Palladio, since his influence is more strongly 
connected to his treatise than to his realized works.4 the sometimes very 
evident divergence between the executed works and their literary and figura-
tive descriptions shows a different attitude towards the potential application 
of a rigid and immutable system. this is one of the major areas of interest 
within Palladian studies, and it is even more valuable as it determines the 
development of the phenomenon we call ‘Palladianism’.
scholars unanimously agree that both in his actual projects and in those 
illustrated in the treatise he used the theories of proportions known at the 
time; however there is no proof that his skills in Mathematics were particu-
larly advanced, and there is no evidence that he studied the subject at any 
point. ackerman suggests that he might have consulted the mathematician 
and engineer silvio belli, whose name is often mentioned along with Palla-
dio’s from the sixteenth century on. belli was also the author of a treatise 
that offered a simplified version of the theories of ratio and proportion.
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this research proposes a further reflection upon the subject. there are 
three interrelated aspects that will be taken into particular consideration. 
First of all, there are the above-mentioned differences between Palladio’s 
realized architecture and the plates of the treatise. then, there is his design 
method more mathematico,5 that can be summed up as a sequence sketch-
project-realization-treatise, where he starts with more ‘emotional’ sketches 
and studies, and gradually achieves a complete, conclusive form that suited 
the needs of a treatise. Finally, we will look at the notion of reduction and 
simplification as a possible guiding principle for both belli and Palladio.

the definition of a method: the project between practice 
and theory

giulio carlo argan writes that

since [Palladio] did not have an actual ‘scuola’… in the beginning of his 
old age he decided to give the core of his teachings to an illustrated 
and written book, I Quattro libri dell’architettura, published in 1570. 
this is neither a treatise like that of serlio, nor vignola’s regola, but 
the account of a life of study and experience, a critical re-reading…6

howard burns too highlights the personal approach in the work, and talks 
about it as an ‘autobiography’. he also adds that many of the plates in the 
treatise feature drawings completed after the planning phase and the real-
ization of the project.7

even in his own works, Palladio seems to apply the same method he had 
used while drawing ancient monuments, in which he organizes an inventory 
of exempla of architectural types – not models! – for use by future genera-
tions.8 In his many studies on ancient architecture, carried out during his 
travels to rome, Palladio alternates between quick sketches, full of informa-
tion, and more complete and analytical drawings, which ackerman defines 
as ‘proto archeological and documentary’.9 Many of these drawings would 
eventually be incorporated into barbaro’s edition of vitruvius and then into 
his own treatise.10 some of the ancient buildings he was studying were al-
ready partially in ruins during the renaissance. It was therefore necessary 
to find a way to draw them, possibly after comparing them with drawings 
from other architects. In order to give them a complete form, he needed 
to reinvent them, and to do so, they had to be simplified, by referring back 
to some general principle.11 he completed buildings by adding the miss-
ing parts; he integrated original elements into them, through application 
of general proportional principles, such as the symmetrical dispositions of 

similar spaces about an axis. this way, he highlighted rules and proportional 
relations, especially emphasizing the logic of the composition and of the lan-
guage. despite his interest in materials and other aspects of construction, 
neither these, nor the adjustments required by contingent issues, such as 
the presence of preexisting structures, and economic or temporal circum-
stances were taken into account in his drawings.12

then there were the so-called capricci, where Palladio overlaid several lev-
els of study – in-depth analysis, redesign and reinvention – and created a 
sequence in which many different phases of the drawing were intertwined 
and woven together. examples of this are the reconstructive drawings of the 
Palestrina temple of Fortune, which might have inspired the two centralized 
plans of the villa rotonda and the villa trissino.13

While relatively obvious, these observations are of great importance: his 
transition from practice to theory – and not the opposite, at least most of 
the time – is what influenced Palladio’s imitators most strongly.14

Incongruences between the buildings represented in the treatise and those 
actually realized can be found all through I Quattro Libri, most of all in the 
villas and in his first works. an example is villa godi,15 where we notice a 
fundamental difference in intent between the actual edifice and the drawings 
in the treatise: the latter highlight a sort of circular motion that connects 
each room. likewise, the unfinished ‘Malcontenta’ reveals the existence of 
two parallel projects, one on paper and the other one made of brick and 
stone.16 the case of the Palladian villas – one of the most popular subjects 
of research within renaissance architecture – is very unique: not many 
other architects came back to the same typology so often and over such a 
long period of time, but this provided Palladio with the opportunity to develop 
different solutions to the same problem.17

at the time of the preparation of the drawings for the plates of I Quattro 
Libri, Palladio completed and perfected them using the same process he 
had applied to ancient buildings. however, as howard burns points out, we 
must not forget that many of the choices made in the treatise were dic-
tated by particular contingencies, such as time constraints, the wish to pay 
homage to a certain family by publishing their villa or city building (whether 
or not it had been built), by editorial requirements, and, last but not least, 
Palladio’s own entrepreneurial and self-promotional impulse. howard burns 
writes:

each building is introduced by the name of the owner or owners. In 
the case of the villas of vicentines, Palladio sometimes praises the 
owner or mentions his father. It was not always, one can conjecture, 
the quality of the building or of the design which lead to the inclusion 
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or exclusion of a work: often it must have been the status, reputation 
and relation of the owner to Palladio himself.18

In terms of the relationship between the actual building and its representa-
tion, the comparison between the execution of the loggias of the Basilica of 
vicenza and the plates illustrating it in the treatise is also emblematic. In 
this project Palladio explored new issues, especially in the use of stone and 
structural calculations.19

james ackerman points out that the influence of the Quattro Libri lies mainly 
in its structure and conciseness, through which andrea Palladio was able to 
lay out a system of exact and universal laws, described by images and text. 
by basing his dissertation on the theory of proportions Palladio satisfied the 
need to simplify and reduce existing structures into one clear-cut, consis-
tent system. Mathematics plays a fundamental role in the elaboration of the 
theory expressed in the treatise. although there is no evidence that Palladio 
was expert in mathematics, it is possible, ackerman suggests, that he took 
his numbers from ready-made tables in order to come to his conclusions in 
the treatise.20 Palladio may have discussed the theory of proportions with 
silvio belli, one of the founders of the accademia olimpica, who was pres-
ent on the construction site of the basilica of vicenza. his studies may have 
influenced Palladio as they corresponded to the mathematical bases for his 
system. even though not much is known about silvio belli, a few facts about 
his life are certain. sebastiano Montecchio mentions his name along with 
Palladio’s in 1574, and in Memorie intorno alla Vita e Alle Opere di Andrea 
Palladio (1843), antonio Magrini mentions belli and the several occasions 
that his name was cited next to Palladio’s.21 Palladio himself, in a letter to 
Martino bassi, refers to belli as ‘the most excellent surveyor’ of the veneto 
and of the time: ‘silvio de belli vicentino geometra il più eccellente di queste 
nostre parti’.22

belli published two works on mathematics: the Libro del misurar con la vista 
(venezia: nicolini, 1565, other editions in 1566 and 1570), and the trea-
tise Della Proportione et Proportionalita, I-III (venezia: Franceschi, 1573-
1595). although belli’s treatise on proportion did not contribute in any sub-
stantial way to the progress of mathematics at the time, and recent studies 
show that he only partially understood euclidean theories, these same new 
studies have highlighted the influence of his treatise in the second half of the 
sixteenth century:

belli almost certainly thought that he had something to offer to the 
growing body of knowledge… [he] lacked mathematical prowess, by to-

day standards at least… even given belli’s misunderstanding of euclid, 
however, his treatise give us an important view of the understanding 
and appreciation of ratio and proportion as it existed at the olympic 
academy during Palladio’s lifetime.23

In the treatise belli opens the third book with a definition of proportion as 
‘the equality of ratios’, and then continues with the definitions of ‘arithme-
tic’, ‘geometric’, ‘harmonic’ and ‘contraharmonic’ proportions, upon which 
all of Palladio’s theory in the Quattro Libri is based (Figure 1). In turn, that 
establishes a direct link to the definition of proportion proposed by vitruvius 
in book III, chapter I:

Proportion is a correspondence among the measures of an entire 
work, and of the whole to a certain part selected by standard. From 
this result the principles of symmetry. Without symmetry and propor-
tion there can be no principles in the design of any temple; that is, if 
there is no precise relation between its numbers, as in the case of 
those of a well-shaped man.24

Palladio too recalls this 
definition in the First 
book, and describes ra-
tio and proportion as ‘the 
relationship of the whole 
to the parts, and of the 
parts along themselves 
and to the whole’, and 
lists seven types of ‘ideal’ 
spaces: ‘the circle, the 
square, and rectangles 
with the following length-
to-width ratios: 1:1; 4:3; 
3:2; 5:3; 2:1’.25

there have been studies 
of many concrete exam-
ples of the use of these 
relations, amongst them 
the analyses of the villa 
barbaro, the villa emo, 
the rotonda, and the 
Palazzo antonini.26 Palla-

Figure 1. silvio belli, ‘tavola della Proportione’, Della 
Proportione et Proportionalità, venezia, 1573, libro 
secondo, 14 verso 
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dio was definitely under the influence of daniele barbaro who, in his Dedica 
ai Lettori in the 1556 edition of vitruvius, illustrated by Palladio, maintained 
that the use of mathematics dignifies the arts and their underlying theories. 
In their written works, belli and Palladio share the same interests and in-
tentions, which are expressed through the notion of usefulness and clarity. 
their systems both aim to achieve simplification through the attainment 
of a new, more immediate language.27 In the dedication of his treatise to 
cardinal alessandro Farnese, belli explicitly expresses the need for simplic-
ity and clarity, drawing a comparison between geometry and Mathematics, 
emphasizing the difficulties in explaining them in classical texts, and glorify-
ing mathematical disciplines: ‘the Mathematical disciplines gladden, excite, 
exalt, press and convert reason, understanding and contemplation to the 
truth…’.28

likewise, Palladio states that he intends to provide the reader with a clear 
system that can be easily applied: ‘mi è parso cosa degna di huomo; il quale 
non solo a se stesso deve essere nato, ma ad “utilità” ancho de gli altri; il 
dare in luce i disegni di quegli edificij che in tanto tempo; e con tanti miei 
pericoli ho raccolti, e ponere brevemente ciò che in essi m’è parso più deg-
no di consideratione; e oltre a ciò quelle regole, che nel fabbricare ho osser-
vate e osservo’. he then addresses the importance of clarity in language: 
‘et in tutti questi libri io fuggirò la lunghezza delle parole, e semplicemente 
darò quelle avvertenze, che mi parranno più necessarie; e mi servirò di quei 
nomi, che gli artefici hoggidì communemente usano’ [italics by the author].29

looking at Palladio’s education, it seems impossible to find a time when he 
might have dedicated himself to the study of Mathematics (in its extended, 
renaissance meaning); however we can definitely trace his interest in arith-
metic, geometry and the system of proportions, which he shared with all 
major architects of his time.30 In the sixteenth-century context, and in the 
evolution of his own poetics, he could not have disregarded this body of 
knowledge, however limited his understanding, and it guided him through 
all of his work, becoming especially necessary when he had to reorganize 
for the printed book all the knowledge he had accumulated over the years. 
the roman antiquities he had studied, measured and reinvented in his 
drawings-redrawings-reprojects during his frequent trips to rome, the en-
tire system of architectural orders, vitruvius’s teaching, all of this had to be 
translated into an immediate form, easily understandable and concise. he 
resorted to a formula of text and plates already used by others, but by him 
given an innovative, systematic and authoritative shape (Figure 2). the trea-
tise was successful because everything was reduced to a simple formula, 
to a logical system connecting each single part to the whole. Palladio was 
also aware of the fact that he was providing a set of frameworks applicable 

to different solutions: types 
rather than models, schemes 
rather than overelaborated ex-
empla.31

If belli’s work was influential, it 
was more on a practical level 
than on a mathematical one: 
that is, it is likely that Palla-
dio could have been inspired 
by belli in his attempt to find 
a method for simplifying and 
making intelligible the complex-
ity represented by ancient ar-
chitecture. Palladio could have 
drawn from belli’s frameworks 
and made use of his methods 
in his own more practical con-
text.32

these observations lead to 
more direct reflections upon 
the treatise and the meaning 
and reasons behind its great 
diffusion. Palladio wanted the 

treatise to be an instrument of dissemination, immediate and clear. It was 
a vehicle for knowledge, that propagated a new approach to architecture 
which spread from 1570s venice to the rest of the world over two centu-
ries, thus generating the phenomenon of ‘Palladianism’.33

Palladio’s language and method of exposition were, says ackerman, espe-
cially suited to the anglo-saxon world.
according to tafuri, Inigo jones considered Palladio a ‘starting point’ to-
wards new and original interpretations, and considered his work to be a ‘sys-
tem of certainties, equipped with a sufficiently wide range of variations’.34

but the wealth of solutions suggested by the treatise was not noticed by 
all of his readers, many of who saw it as rigid, although this was in part 
because of the partial and distorted later editions of the Quattro Libri pro-
duced out of misunderstandings of Palladio’s architecture.
both Palladio and belli transformed the body of knowledge transmitted from 
archimedes, euclid and vitruvius into a rational framework upon which ar-
chitecture could be based (s. Montecchio, 1573). all of this accounts for 
the impact of Palladio and Palladianism in the anglo-saxon world, where 

Figure 2. andrea Palladio, villa godi, lonedo. 
Source: I Quattro Libri dell’Architettura (1570), 65
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simplified versions of his architecture were diffused through a series of 
books that often became pattern books for builders. as a result, a theory 
that had once been indissolubly linked to practice was often misunderstood 
and reduced to a mere set of rules for builders and constructors.
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the treatise as the ‘arithmetical companion 
to barbaro’s commentary on vitruvius book 
III’. lionel March, Architectonics of Human-
ism, 8.
24 this translation of vitruvius, De Archi-
tectura, libro III, capitolo 1, is from: vitru-
vius, The Ten Books of Architecture (new 
york: dover Publications, 1960).
25 andrea Palladio, I Quattro Libri, quoted 
in Wassel and Williams, Silvio Belli, 20.
26 In this respect, see for instance the 
essays published in the issue of the maga-
zine Nexus dedicated to andrea Palladio in 
the year of the fifth centenary; in particu-
lar: stephen r. Wassel, “andrea Palladio 
(1508-1580),” 213-24; lionel March, 
“Palladio, Pythagoreanism and renaissance 
mathematics,” 227-43; tomas garcia-sal-
gado, “a Perspective analysis of the Propor-
tions of Palladio’s villa rotonda: Making the 
Invisible visible,” 269-82, Nexus Network 
Journal. Architecture and Mathematics 10, 
n. 2 (2008).
27 howard burns has also raised the ques-
tion of the paternity of the final version of 
the texts for the treatise. burns, op. cit.
28 ‘there are, oh Most Illustrious and Most 
reverend sir, some rules of numbers, of 
lines, of surfaces, of angles and of figures 
that open the true way to an easy and cer-
tain understanding of all the sciences, and 
the arts; the ancients called these the ele-
ments. among these items there are the 
so called elements of geometry… but they 
are treated in such a difficult way that even 
after many years of study only a few reach 
an understanding of them. thus it came to 
be that almost everyone moves to the other 
sciences and the arts without the aforesaid 
rules… however, as said Plato in this re-
gard, through the person of socrates, in 
the books of the republic, the mind’s eye 

that becomes blinded by all other study, 
or is even plucked out altogether, can only 
be recreated, and awakened, through the 
discipline of Mathematics, and elsewhere 
Plato himself said as much. the Mathemati-
cal disciplines gladden, excite, exalt, press 
and convert reason, understanding and 
contemplation to the truth…’, Wassel and 
Williams, Silvio Belli, 33.
29 andrea Palladio, I Quattro Libri 
dell’Architettura, libro I, 5-6.
30 lionel March, “Palladio, Pythagorean-
ism”; giovanni Ferraro, “bernardino baldi, le 
matematiche, l’architettura,” in Francesco 
P. di teodoro (ed.), Saggi di letteratura ar-
chitettonica da Vitruvio a Winckelmann, vol. 
1, (Florence: olschei, 2009), 207-20.
31 giulio carlo argan writes that in the 
treatise Palladio offers examples that could 
be adapted to a wide range of different 
situations, a series of architectural typolo-
gies, rather than models to copy in whole. 
argan also remarks that in the treatise all 
xylographies have the same characteristics: 
they all present orthogonal projections of 
the edifices, and are all represented under 
the same type of light. In the Quattro Libri 
Palladio doesn’t aim to present immutable 
models, but rather variable architectonic 
typologies… and images must not just be 
uncritically copied, but a way to stimulate the 
architect’s imagination and creativity. on the 
issue of type and typology see giulio carlo 
argan, tipologia, ad vocem, enciclopedia 
universale dell’arte, then published in giulio 
carlo argan, Progetto e Destino (Milano: Il 
saggiatore, 1965) and rafael Moneo, “on 
typology,” Opposition, 13 (1978), 22-45, 
with references to the previous debate on 
the issue.

32 Moreover, burns writes that Palladio 
devoted himself ‘on the one hand to a ca-
reer as a working architect attentive to the 
practical aspects on building and on the 
other to developing general ideas about 
architecture and design in the form of an 
architectural treatise…’ howard burns, 
‘ornamenti and ornamentation in Palladio’s 
architectural theory and Practice,’ in horse 
bredekamp and arnold nesselrath (eds.), 
Pegasus. Census of Antique Works of Art 
and Architecture Known in the Renaissance 
11 (berlin-brandenburgische akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2009), 37-84.
33 For the influence of Palladio and the so-
called phenomenon of Palladianism, among 
the most important studies and their bibli-
ographies are: besides ackerman, Palladio;  
argan, Palladio e palladianismo, see also 
Margherita azzi visentini, Il palladianesimo 
in America e l’architettura della villa (Milano: 
edizioni Il Polifilo,1976); guido beltramini et 
al. (eds.), Palladio nel nord Europa: libri, vi-
aggiatori, architetti, catalogue of the exhibi-
tion, (Milan: skira, 1999); e. Forssman et 
al. (eds.), Palladio: la sua eredità nel mondo 
(Milan: electa, 1980); Werner oechslin, 
Palladianesimo. Teoria e prassi, (venezia: 
arsenale editrice, 2006); Manfredo tafuri, 
“alle origini del Palladianesimo. alessandro 
Farnese, jacques andreout du cerceau, 
Inigo jones,” in Storia dell’Arte 11 (1971); 
robert tavernor, Palladio e il Palladianesimo 
(Milano: rusconi, 1991); rudolf Wittkower, 
Palladio e il Palladianesimo (torino: einaudi, 
1984).
34 tafuri, Alle origini del Palladianesimo, 
156-7 and passim.
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1.3.3 Moralizing Money through Space in Early 
Modernity

lauren jacobI
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA

abstract

late Medieval and renaissance cultural attitudes towards money were 
deeply shaped by the christian sin of usury. contemporaneous bankers 
faced a serious issue: how to pacify questions about the legitimacy of their 
work while still exercising their trade, often making copious returns. this 
talk addresses how usury impacted the built cityscape, arguing that ideo-
logical contentions concerning the morality of money are witnessed in the 
bank building itself. the paper examines how, in the wake of Italy’s full-blown 
monetization, the bank building became critical to the reputation of banks , 
local and international alike, arguably because of issues concerning usury. 
through analyzing the spatio-structural form of late medieval and early mod-
ern Italian banks, the paper insists that spatial strategies, as well as how 
the body of the banker was managed within the bank, were mechanisms 
actively used to pacify usury and bolster the generation of profit.

keywords

renaissance, medieval, architecture, usury, banking, money

this paper has two chief concerns. the first focuses attention on the loca-
tion, places, and types of spaces that were used for banking in Italy in the 
wake of europe’s full-blown monetization. I will discuss the spatial location 
of bank buildings in rome and Florence comparatively, asking why com-
munities of merchant bankers topographically positioned their banks where 
they did during the late medieval and renaissance periods. In doing so, this 
paper makes the argument that there was what I will call an orchestrated, 
architectural-spatial system of banking in rome and Florence that became 
topographically concentrated over time. My interest here is in scrutiniz-
ing systems: urbanistic structures that were perhaps even more important 
than the lithic and wooden bank buildings themselves.
the second issue – a related one – involves considering how bankers and 
the civic body, interested in promoting christian capitalism, used spatial dy-
namics in their banks to actively combat accusations of usury, a sin against 
justice and charity. usury was a pressing concern for medieval and renais-
sance bankers. It was a deep-running spiritual offense that involved deriving 
personal benefit from charging interest. the accusation was that the banker 
was using god’s time – that is, the entire dimension of time – for private 
gain. rather than plowing a field or making a shoe, charging interest does 
not involve manual labor. according to theological arguments, charging in-
terest meant that money was made with time itself, something that god 
alone should control.
the institutions that I will discuss momentarily are local banks and interna-
tional mercantile operations. First, a quick review of terminology. economic 
historians group early modern banks into distinct categories: pawnbrokers 
and moneychangers, local banks, international merchant banks, and quasi-
public, charitable banks. local banks were facilities where one could ex-
change coins, collect wages, deposit funds, or make transfer payments.1 
by contrast, international merchant bankers had multiple operations in dis-
parate geographic areas. they were engaged in sophisticated trade across 
long distances though networks of branch banks and relationships with oth-
er large-scale banks. these international branch banks would specialize in a 
combination of monetary deposit and lending, foreign exchange, insurance 
sales, and monetary speculation. It should be acknowledged that these are 
generalizations. 
let us now turn to the topography of money in rome. In examining the city’s 
medieval banking system, there is a pattern of ‘temporal dispersion and 
then clustering’. rome’s post-antique banks show explicit tendencies of con-
centration in several areas throughout the city. the city’s statutes of 1363, 
which include rubrics governing bankers, indicate that mercantile bankers 
operated in multiple nodes in the city.2 they set up shops in front of the ba-
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silica of old s. Peter’s, on the Piazza di Ponte, by the Pantheon, around the 
campidoglio, and in the district of sant’angelo.3 
by the 1450s, however, many of rome’s mercantile banks began to gravi-
tate to a specific topographic area of the city: around the church of san 
celso on the Piazza di Ponte, a locale on the Pantheon and campidoglio 
side of the tiber, across from castel sant’angelo and the vatican. tax docu-
ments and other records show that many Florentine families had banks in 
rome on the Piazza di Ponte by the 1450s. roughly seventy-five years later, 
before the sack of rome in 1527, the rione di Ponte boasted close to thirty 
Florentine banks many of which operated on the canale di Ponte, the street 
leading from the Piazza di Ponte away from the vatican.4 
Probably in an effort to assert its interest in keeping the power of the bank-
ers on the canale di Ponte in check, and to further centralize the flow of 
capital, Pope julius II transferred the papal mint, or zecca, to one end of 
the canale di Ponte as early as 1505. this building was completed by an-
tonio da sangallo approximately twenty years later. the international branch 
banking presence on the canale di Ponte was strong enough for it to be 
termed the ‘Forum of the bankers’ on leonardo bufalini’s 1551 map of the 
city (Figure 1).
the density of banks on the canale di Ponte constructed a collective network 
of banks – this was particularly important because then (as now) banks did 
not necessarily have reserves of specie on hand to meet demand if a signifi-
cant portion of their creditors were to withdraw capital. confidence in the 
solvency of a bank was key to a firm’s credibility, and having a stronghold on 

the canale di Ponte could only have solidified a firm’s reputation by its as-
sociation with a defined physical marketplace. reputation was explicitly dis-
cussed as a chief concern amongst a discursive set of qualities that made a 
successful enterprise. according to a petition sent in 1605 to the venetians 
by the Florentine nation, ‘there is not any doubt that the merchant store-
keepers [principally bankers] have core need of three things: reputation, 
credit, and money; with which they govern and know every good effect.’5

likewise, the consolidation of banks was a system that drew upon social 
capital: the shared norms and information that are fostered by closely linked 
social networks. In these networks members interact with one another 
through multiple links that cross economic, social, political, and cultural 
bounds due to efficient and mutual benefit. often, however, at this time so-
cial binds were recursively iterated though high endogamy.6 
It should be said that the density of the roman branch banks exemplifies 
the idea of topographical organization based on horizontal contracting. In 
horizontal contracting, repeated interactions within the network generate 
social capital. social capital reduces cost below what it would be if the enti-
ties were regulated under government exchange. the spatial organization 
of the international branch banks that operated in rome, in other words, 
significantly enhanced capital accumulation.
let us now turn to a comparative consideration of the topography of money 
in Florence. Whereas Florence’s medieval local banks operated in disparate 
parts of the city, archival research that I have done shows that a dense ag-
glomeration of banks accreted around the piazza of Mercato nuovo by the 
early fifteenth century. using Florentine tax records I have determined that 
in 1427 – the first time that a general tax on income was instated – several 
of the men who list themselves either as a banker or member of the arte del 
cambio declared ownership of a bank.7 the guild tax returns also furnished 
data that has enabled me to establish where most of these banks were lo-
cated. Prior to this research, we had known vaguely that there were banks 
in the area of Mercato nuovo, however the siting of the shops had not 
been determined. I have schematically mapped the site locations of the nine 
banks listed in the 1427 general tax records. other archival research that 
I undertook reveals that by 1480 the number of local banks in the vicinity 
of Mercato nuovo increased. What emerges is a spatial network of banks.
the pattern of the bank clustering in rome and Florence brings to the fore 
questions about what benefits accrue when businesses that offer similar 
services are located in startling proximity to one another. this would seem 
irrational from the perspective of market competition. If multiple operations 
that offer similar services are located beside each other, centrifugal compet-
itive forces would arguably restrict the opportunity for price flexibility, thus 

Figure 1. leonardo bufalini, Map of rome, 1551, detail showing the canale di Ponte or 
the ‘Forum of the bankers’. Source: the author.
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constraining profit margins. In the case of pre-industrial lending companies, 
aggregation theoretically hampered the ability to maximize the interest rates 
charged. thus there must have been hidden advantages to the clustering, 
namely those of generating faith and trust in an abstract system of money 
itself.
undoubtedly, one of the key reasons for the density of banks in both rome 
and Florence – and such consolidation of types of trade in general – was that 
such a spatial pattern eased the transfer of information. the images on the 
screen show only a handful of the myriad types of specie that were used 
in Italy. With currency exchange rates fluctuating across time and space – 
not to mention the numerous other unpredictable aspects of pre-industrial 
trade that concerned merchant bankers – the bankers were particularly 
keen to have reliable information, a public good that economists term as 
non-excludable. this means that once information has been communicated 
it is difficult to resell. It is also non-rival – the supplier does not incur more 
cost if he provides information to others.
since it is difficult for the private individual or corporation to prosper from in-
formation collection and diffusion, economists have argued that institutions 
sometimes are most efficient at providing information. For the medieval and 
renaissance world guilds or corporate bodies formed to regulate trade exist 
primarily to ease information flows. the mercanzia, or merchant guild, of an 
Italian city provided a continuous flow of information on supplies of raw mate-
rials, prices, transport and general market conditions, both foreign and do-
mestic.8 such trade consortia, especially ones that have a broad bandwidth, 
are effective because they efficiently disseminate a reliable flow of data to 
their membership and also to clients. another way of thinking about this is 
that space was both localized and networked in a world-system structured 
by the circulation of specie. the urban cluster of late medieval and renais-
sance banks is thus entirely logical from the vantage point of producing a 
relatively unhindered capital market. It is important, then, to point out that 
these processes are not exclusive to post-industrialism. 
While there was no typology that distinguished local banks, I would like to 
suggest that there were several other components that made the topo-
graphical organization of banks not just a network, but rather an architec-
tural-spatial system. aside from the density of the banks themselves, there 
were several components of this system that I will discuss in turn. 
the fixed location of local banks was a significant component of this archi-
tectural-spatial system. banking happened at a place codified as such. one 
witnesses this, for example, on a wooden cover of a sienese biccherna, 
or a register made by financial magistrates.9 the arte del cambio prohib-
ited wandering around and exchanging money. unlicensed, itinerant bank-

ers were fined with substantial penalties.10 just as it was key to have a 
fixed place for banking, identifiable ownership of that property and its con-
tents was mandated: subletting one’s table was illegal, and such an offender 
risked being banned from guild membership.11 likewise, there were a series 
of material objects that helped to constitute a local bank. guild members 
were required to have a money pouch. Most bankers also kept a cash box, 
which was inspected every two months by a guild official. transactions were 
recorded in ledger books, like the ones pictured on the bicchierna cover. 
Indeed, account books, which traced monetary flow, were as much of a part 
of the capitalist system as was coined money itself.
at this point, it is worth remembering that usury, discussed at the outset 
of the paper, remained a biting issue, although tolerated in practice. For 
example, in a lenten sermon from the late fifteenth century, the mendicant 
preacher san bernardino da siena specifically targeted the bankers around 
Mercato nuovo as depraved, blood drinking sinners.
to offset charges of usury, bankers devised strategies to codify exchanging 
and collecting capital as licit activities. In other words, there were a number 
of ideological mechanisms actively used to counter the restriction of moral 
prohibitions on the generation of profit. the routine inspection of banks, as 
well as the careful documentation of monetary flow, are examples of two 
mechanism devised to combat usury. by means of such measures, the cir-
culation and compilation of capital was constructed as a positive, vital force.
through the configuration of spatial relationships in the bank, capital trans-
actions were made overt. they were asserted, rather than disguised, that 
is to say they were made to be legitimate. the regulation of the perfor-
mance of banking was an indexical measure of the desire to make monetary 
transactions explicit. Within the banks, transactions were regulated heavily. 
thus, the body of the banker was put under purposeful scrutiny. how he 
acted and even moved inside of his bank was subject to legal guild codes. 
statutes required that the head banker work at a table that was usually cov-
ered with a cloth.12 everything that he did literally had to be above the table. 
he and his partners and assistants stood, perhaps because standing was 
a protective stance, and enabled better scrutiny of exchange procedures. 
this woodcut of a local banking office from the 1490s is a visual corollary 
to guild mandates. 
I want conclude by touching on an issue that bears on the ideas that I have 
discussed to today: the polemical historiography of the origins of capitalism. 
Many economic historians still follow Max Weber, who argued that the ac-
celeration of the ‘spirit of capitalism’, as he termed it, was situated in the 
post-reformation period. he believed that it was with Protestantism when 
moneymaking became a constant end in itself. Weber viewed economic 
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change in sequential and progressive terms. he argued for seeing the de-
velopment of capitalism as a metamorphosis of institutional and total eco-
nomic systems – a movement from a medieval, manorial and self-sufficient 
economy to a commercial revolution that eventually would result in mecha-
nistic industrialization, several centuries later. For Weber, the geographical 
composition of national territories is deeply bound to the onset of capitalism.
Modernization has been characterized as the disembedding of time and 
space through mechanisms that structure activities into new organizational 
patterns. banking as a system involves monetary transactions that tran-
spire at disparate times and over extended geographic spaces, which re-
aligns social relationships.13 Money itself is a ‘symbolic token’ as it permits 
exchange between individuals and institutions. With the symbolic token of 
money – a medium of standardized value – localized spatial networks are 
fractured. Money enables transactions between parties that never meet, 
thus disembedding localization. by way of ending this paper, I would like to 
suggest, then, that under these terms, ‘modernization’ or ‘capitalism’, if we 
want to call it that, existed wholeheartedly as part of the spatio-structural 
systems and vast networks of banks in late Medieval and renaissance Flor-
ence and rome, as well as in many other urban concentrations.
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1.3.4 Staging War in Maghreb: architecture  
as a Weapon by the 1500s

jorge correIa
Universidade do Minho – Centro de História de Além-Mar, Portugal

abstract

the kingdom of Portugal held coastal positions in north africa from 1415 
to 1769. these enclaves resulted mainly from appropriations of former 
Muslim cities occurred until the early 1500s. not only did the arrival of a 
new power and faith imply a re-evaluation of the built urban space, but also it 
would represent an on-going laboratory for military architecture, for testing 
new techniques that were incorporating more and more gunpowder artil-
lery. beyond technological, urban and military innovations, the Portuguese 
presence was affirmed through a symbolic image that would often surpass 
the political occupation itself. It was during the turning of the fifteenth to six-
teenth century that architecture played a significant rhetorical role. the key 
issue revolves around the foundation of a new image of the city where not 
only churches or cathedrals evolved from former mosques, but late-gothic 
castles also effaced Muslim kasbahs in order to transmit a new message. 
the festive look given by several flags hoisted along recent fortified bastions 
reaffirms the political emphasis on the christian claim beyond the Mediter-
ranean upon the transition from late Medieval to early Modern times. this 
was the apparatus staged in azemmour where declarations of war came as 
architectural statements and ornament. this paper wishes to further elabo-
rate on questions such as image, appearance and performance applied to 
honorific keep towers in tangier’s lower castle, over asilah’s main sea gate 
or in safi’s sea castle. For that purpose, recent field studies and research 
will be used to comment or illustrate the argument through iconography, as 
well as up-to-date site surveys. altogether, they help recreate virtual battles 
taken five centuries ago through a rhetoric scenography of the physical oc-
cupation and answer how early Modern technical advancements were being 
compromised by retro medieval imagery.

keywords

Military architecture, Portugal, Maghreb, late-medieval, Early 
Modern

1.4 architects, Craftsmen and Interior 
ornament, 1400-1800

SESSION CHAIRS: 
chrIstIne casey
Trinity College Dublin, Ireland
conor lucey
University of Pennsylvania, USA – Trinity College Dublin, Ireland 

Is the study of interior ornament an integral part of architectural history? 
to date, the literature on architectural history has largely neglected the 
relationship between spatial form and interior ornament, resulting in the 
development of a sub-genre focused on interior design and decoration. 
given the scale of ornament in early modern architecture across europe, 
this separation of the building from its decoration militates against a holistic 
understanding of architecture and divides the vitruvian triad that lay at the 
centre of architectural education and practice: firmitas, utilitas and venus-
tas. For example, in the large literature on Palladianism there has been 
little and discrete coverage of the interior. Perhaps the multifaceted and 
complex nature of interiors, mediated as they were by patron, architect and 
craftsman, complicates overarching historical narratives? but this separa-
tion of architecture from ornament does not reflect the real experience of 
buildings. Is it time to reunite these realms? given the rehabilitation of craft 
in contemporary discourse, might interior ornament reclaim its place in ar-
chitectural history? appropriately, pioneering research on Filippo juvarra’s 
work in turin provides an exemplar for broader study of the relationship 
between architects and craftsmen in early modern europe. 
this session aims to explore the evidence for communication and creative 
collaboration between architects and craftsmen, including plasterers, carv-
ers and painters. While detailed written instructions are relatively rare, 
a range of other materials – such as drawings, models and building ac-
counts – illuminates the process. to what extent were architects equipped 
to design ornament, and to what extent did they rely on craftsmen for 
ornamental design? Papers are invited that consider these issues in broad 
or specific terms.
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1.4.1 architecture Before the architects: Building  
S. theodore’s Chapel of S. Mark’s Basilica in Venice, 
1486-93

MarIa bergaMo
Istituto Universitario di Architettura di Venezia, Italy 

abstract

the boundary separating a building’s interior from its exterior corresponds 
to the historical separation – theoretical, ideological – between architecture 
and ornament, the fine and applied arts, and between the architect and 
the craftsman. but this is far from the reality of the situation: in fact, the 
building yard and workshop were sites for the exchange of ideas concern-
ing the making of architecture, and places where the inventive skills of the 
artist merged with the technical expertise of the craftsman. In venice in the 
fifteenth century, the renaissance idea of architecture was not yet clearly 
defined, nor was the professional role of the architect: in fact, recent stud-
ies indicate that important names such as lombardo or codussi were more 
akin to the stonemason than to an intellectual figure like alberti. one site 
exemplifies this interaction: the building yard for the construction of a little-
known chapel dedicated to s. theodore, located in a corner of s. Mark’s 
basilica (adjacent to the sacristy). the entire building process (from 1486 
to 1492) charts the changing of the maestri and their swapping of work-
men via the records of payment and the ordering of materials. From these 
sources it is clear that the same master sculpted the main portal and the 
interior frames, that the same proto directed the yard and carved the floral 
frieze, and that the same painter frescoed both the façade and the interior 
decorations. It is also clear that craftsmen moved from one building yard to 
another, along the coast of the adriatic sea, fostering technical experimen-
tation and artistic innovation. this paper explores how architectural projects 
in this period relied on an intricate nexus of collaborations. 

keywords

San Marco, Venice, Spavento, stonemasons, building-yard, fifteenth 
century

the chapel of san teodoro, 
together with the new sacris-
ty, was constructed immedi-
ately behind san Marco from 
1486 to 1493, hemmed in 
by a canal, the Palazzo ducale 
and the Palazzo Patriarcale. 
battered by interventions 
over the centuries, its original 
design – from its foundations 
to the lost external dome – is 
only now beginning to be un-
derstood thanks to the dis-
covery of new documents, 
allowing us to appreciate its 
architectural and historical 
importance.1 (Figure 1) the 
sacristy is both a service 
space and an official recep-
tion room, and rich mosaics 
cover the low vault with its ex-
ceptional span. the adjacent 
san teodoro is about half the 
size, but despite its small di-

mensions it has considerable impact. built as the private chapel of the can-
ons of the basilica, it was later used as a tribunal of the Inquisition. It is a 
single room consisting of a squared, central space now covered by a cross 
vault – originally a dome – with two lateral barrel vaults in which four niches 
are inserted. three further radial niches enclose the space of the apse, 
creating a peculiar play of frames and corners. the proportions and rhythm 
give harmony to the space, while the lack of decoration creates a notion of 
refined abstraction. an interpretative reading of san teodoro suggests an 
elegant and conscious rationalization of a traditional space following human-
istic and geometric precepts, or, to use Manfredo tafuri’s description of the 
neo-byzantine style, ‘byzantine dispositio, albertian inventio’.2

the exterior has two façades, one overlooking an inner courtyard, the other 
rising above the canal and connecting the chapel and sacristy with imposing 
stone cladding. the design of the canal façade aims for an extreme purity of 
line: as john Mcandrew has noted, its form was ‘more severe than any im-
portant work yet built in early renaissance venice’.3 the other façade of the 
building, where the entrance is located, is also simple in design and its only 

Figure 1. chapel of san teodoro: interior view dur-
ing the 1961 restoration, when its original appear-
ance was restored. Source: archivio Procuratoria 
di san Marco.
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decorative element is the main portal in Istrian stone, finely carved with floral 
friezes. but – as we shall see – its original appearance was not so austere, 
and the facade of the courtyard was an important aspect of the building. the 
complex as a whole, including the chapel’s wood-and-lead dome, indicates 
that this was an expensive and ambitious project, one that the Procuratoria 
commissioned for one of the most exclusive sites in the vicinity of the basilica. 

the ‘architects’
In late-fifteenth century venice, the renaissance idea of architecture was not 
yet clearly defined, nor was the role of the architect. recent studies dem-
onstrate that preeminent names such as lombardo or codussi were more 
similar to a stonemason than to an intellectual architect like alberti, that a 
sculptor could also be a yard director, and that entire equipes of different art-
ists – painter, sculptors – moved together from one building yard to another.4 
by removing the ‘problem’ of attribution and its accompanying rhetoric, new 
avenues of research regarding buildings and their executors may open up. 
the execution of san teodoro was entrusted in its entirety to the proto of the 
Procurators of san Marco, giorgio spavento, described as ‘the least known 
of the paramount masters of architecture in early renaissance venice’.5 de-
spite the fact that his name appears in connection with the most important 
building projects of his time – from models for the rialto bridge and the bell 
tower of san Marco, to the Fondaco dei tedeschi and the church of san 
salvador – we have little reliable information on his activities. the sacristy 
was his first project and the only building that he ever supervised through to 
its completion. he was constantly on site and oversaw every aspect of this 
work. yet, there is no reference in related documents to models or drawings 
by him, and the only mention of the project occurs when spavento gives the 
stonemasons ‘forme et mexure’ (shapes and measures) for the chapel por-
tal. as a result, his skills as an architect are in question. his formation and 
network of relationships are unknown.
In historical scholarship, spavento’s work has been consistently linked to that 
of Mauro codussi, one of the most important protagonists of the venetian 
early renaissance. and yet, it would seem that codussi and spavento could 
not be more different: on the one hand, there is the figure of codussi, who 
‘appeared in venice as suddenly and brilliantly as a comet’ – an innovator, 
an intellectual architect who introduced the ‘albertian avant-garde’6 to the 
lagoon; on the other, there is giorgio spavento, the shadowy proto dei Procu-
ratori, part-engineer, part-administrator, possibly an architect – a singular 
figure who embedded himself in the ‘culture’ of construction sites and whose 
design skills were hidden by his institutional role.

this categorization is, however, completely outdated. a more profound in-
sight is required if we are to penetrate the real system of architectural 
production in renaissance venice. We must turn to primary sources that 
reveal entirely different narratives from those presented in the art-historical 
literature to date. our focus must be less on the celebrated names of archi-
tectural history and more on the often-anonymous workers.
In fact, a reading of the construction documents related to the sacristy 
and to san teodoro reveals that codussi’s only role was as the supplier of 
Istrian stone. this job was not considered in any way demeaning, for it was 
not unusual for the proto to be involved entrepreneurially in some way in the 
transportation of stone in addition to his other duties. In venice at the end 
of the fifteenth century, trade with Istria was organized particularly when the 
construction of a building of great importance was involved: the capomaistro 
(master mason) of the building yard went to Istria to choose the best mate-
rial in person, accompanied by a team of trusted quarryment and transport-
ers, all of whom were paid by the client.7 often the masters who went further 
afield returned with boats full of large quantities of stone to be sold through-
out venice. It was a commercial business much more financially rewarding 
than purely artistic work. all of this sheds light on the type of collaboration 
that could bind one construction site to another or one master to another.
already in 1486, codussi’s name appears in connection with some minor 
work in san Marco, mainly as a supplier of stone. the bills in the Procurators’ 
ledger make it clear that the commission was for spavento’s site and that 
codussi was directing the entire operation, from the quarrying to the trans-
portation. a whole team of people worked for him – quarrymen, masons, 
sailors – their names constantly recurring, and not just in connection with 
the sacristy and san teodoro. It is very important to highlight the fact that in 
these years codussi was involved in the construction of both the bell tower 
of san Pietro di castello (1482-90) and the prestigious convent and church 
of san Zaccaria (about 1483-91). For both fabriche (construction sites), 
the contract stipulated that he went in person to Istria in order to select the 
best stone. In fact, from 1483 to 1488, there are records of him and his 
brother bernardo making about two shipments a year to venice.8 From this 
information, it is clear that codussi and spavento collaborated; a link existed 
between their respective fabriche, even if it was only economic and commer-
cial in nature. but there is more. 

the stonemasons

In fact, from 1485 to 1487, the stonework was entrusted to giacomo 
lanza. lanza was not just any master, for, like giorgio spavento, he was paid 
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directly by the Procurators as official master of the stonemasons. at the be-
ginning, lanza was not only the supervisor, but also the executor. however, 
from 1487 to 1488 a significant change occurred, and it is this detail that 
allows us to infer just how codussi and spavento exchanged knowledge and 
how their building sites were connected.9

From 1488 – but only in the construction of the sacristy – lanza was re-
placed by two new master stonemasons named corradino and domenico, 
a father and son team who began to supply spavento’s site with stone. but 
corradino and domenico were involved not only in travelling back and forth 
across the adriatic sea, but also in the project itself. the remaining stone 
cladding of the canal façade is their work, as is the internal and external 
stonework.10 their names were certainly known in venice, for they were 
close collaborators of Mauro codussi. corradino worked on all of codussi’s 
major projects of the time, appearing in the documents among the artisans 
working at san Michele in Isola, the bell tower of san Pietro, the scuola di 
san Marco and the scuola di san Zaccaria. Pietro Paoletti says that ‘he 
was skilled only as squadratore’ (squarer), but he also records corradino’s 
constant participation resulting from his role as supervisor.11 domenico, his 
son, came directly from the san Zaccaria site. after his father’s death in 
1489, he continued the work in san teodoro. 
this movement of workers is extremely significant. It was certainly profitable 
for them from an economic point of view: but it is especially interesting to 
see that from the moment the decision was taken by the Procurators to 
supply the stone for spavento’s project directly from Istria, it was the two 
men trusted by codussi, corradino and his son domenico, who took charge. 
and with them, from 1489, went all the taiapiera (stonemasons) who were 
working on the sacristy and in san teodoro, as well as the team of Istrian 
quarrymen, even the transporters, all of whom were codussi’s men.
the relationship between Mauro codussi and giorgio spavento was such 
a connection, a bond that was not created in the privacy of a study or an 
erudite circle, but rather one that was deepened by the intellectual and 
practical skills of these craftsmen. It is easy to imagine that when spavento 
sought advice from codussi regarding the façade that flanks the canal and 
runs alongside the ducal Palace – a complex and institutional setting – co-
dussi didn’t send him a drawing or a design, but rather his own trusted men. 
the forms and style of the façade are close to some of codussi’s work, sug-
gesting that the façade’s design represents the result of the two architects 
sharing their experimentation with the compositional language of buildings. 
but it is characteristic that this sharing of ideas was not conceptual; rather, 
it occurred ‘physically’, in the handiwork of actual people.

the other maistri
the same inextricable connection between sites and the exchange of per-
sonnel can also be perceived in the payments for the main door of the 
chapel, as well as in those pertaining to the decorative details of the project. 
here it is noteworthy that there is no difference between the sculptural ele-
ments inside and outside the building. We have noted above that domenico 
was not a sculptor as such, but a skilful squadratore, who made all of the 
stone parts of the building, as demonstrated by the long list of tasks for 
which he was paid on the closure of the site: stone plates for facades, 
window frames, decorations for the interior were all included in the same 
payment.12 Instead, the more important differences exist in payments for 
sculpture: for the main portal spavento provided the measures, and two dif-
ferent stonemasons were called to realize the different parts. the capitals, 
frieze and the volto (arch-gable) were made by Matteo da valle, whereas 
the pillars were carved by a stonemason called sebastiano.13 It is important 
here to identify these masters as part of the history of venetian architec-
ture and sculpture, not only for the purpose of attribution, but because, as 
we shall see, through these names it is possible to better understand the 
artistic scene of the late-fifteenth century (Figure 2).
Matteo da valle was a stonemason of Istrian origin;14 he may be related to 
the workshop of giovanni buora, since his name appears in the building yard 
in san giorgio Maggiore, as his first assistant in 1495. In 1504, da valle 

Figure 2. Payments to Matteo da valle and sebastiano for the carving of the portal. 
Source: state archive in venice, Procuratori de supra, Quaderno, c.148sx.
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was commissioned to make the high altar of the scuola di sant’orsola, and 
in the same year was employed in the construction of the new monumental 
basilica of santa giustina in Padua, where he was first appointed as master 
builder, and then – on account of  various vicissitudes on the fabrica – as 
proto until his death in 1532. the consonance between the designs for 
santa giustina and san salvador has usually been explained by scholars as 
being related to their previous collaboration in st theodore. but the interest-
ing point is that da valle worked for codussi too: according to Paoletti, da 
valle was among the masons who worked on the facade of san Zaccaria 
between 1485 and 1486, particularly on the pillars, pilasters, entablature, 
and the three curvilinear gables of the upper facade. It confirms once again 
the strong link between sites and masters, placing Matteo da valle in a 
larger frame of reference.
the name of the other stonemason who carved the portal pillars in fuxaru-
olli and foiami (tapered pearl and vegetal decoration), maistro sebastiano, 
is even more difficult to document because he can so easily be confused 
with many stonemasons of the same name working in venice at that time. 
some studies however identify him with the artisan who carved the stone 
frame for the altarpiece by cima da conegliano in the church of san gio-
vanni in bragora around 1495.15 From the documents in the parish archive 
it emerges that around the stone altarpiece there was another framed 
fresco, painted by a tommaso de Zorzi pintor (painter).16 the subject of this 
fresco, lost in the seventeenth century after the altar transformation, is un-
known, but probably it was similar to the paintings still visible all around the 
church; that is, a red frieze with floral decoration in white and black. these 
decorations were discovered and restored in 1925, following the original 
traces.17 however, comparing information from the archives with the surviv-
ing traces of frescoes, I have been able to identify tommaso de Zorzi as the 
artist who painted the inner courtyard façade of san teodoro in 1492.18 
this is confirmed by some residual traces of old plaster with polychrome 
decoration visible to the naked eye: the largest fragment is hidden under 
the arch of the staircase leading to the upper sacristy. It is composed of a 
series of six cassettoni with a shield or patera in the inner circle. around the 
doorway and windows are still visible red backgrounds, straight black lines 
and a few hints of white painted decoration. literary sources are not helpful 
for understanding external pictorial decoration in early renaissance venice: 
however, as the paintings by vittore carpaccio and bellini show, this was the 
most common and representative pattern used in frescoed decorations in 
venice.19 but the material data confirms the words recorded in the ledger, 
and comparisons with other examples suggest that the fresco on the façade 
of san teodoro was probably very similar to that of san giovanni in bragora. 

tommaso worked with sebastiano on two occasions at two different building 
yards, executing painting and sculpture for both interiors and exteriors of 
venetian buildings. the pair constituted a sort of team, which moved around 
the city under the direction of other masters. What is more, tommaso him-
self frescoed another façade by spavento, that of santi Filippo e giacomo, 
whose main door was carved by domenico lanza, the brother of giacomo, 
who also made the beautiful portal of the church of the ospedale del gesù 
in castello, a project also directed by spavento.20 
all of these examples – little traces – reveal that the culture ‘before’ archi-
tects in which codussi, spavento and others operated was mainly based 
on practice, but it was also a fertile ground in which the new ideas coming 
from Florence, urbino and rome were able to take root and grow. these 
architectural projects relied on an intricate nexus of collaborations, a con-
tinuous exchange of expertise, without barriers between disciplines: a sort 
of connective tissue that created the common ground of early renaissance 
art and architecture in venice.
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1.4.2 decoration in religious architecture of the 
Eighteenth Century in the South Eastern Part of 
Central Europe

dubravKa botIca
Sveučilište u Zagrebu, Croatia

abstract

When researching the religious architecture of the baroque era it is es-
sential to consider each building as a Gesamtkunstwerk and to include re-
search into technique, materials and decoration. architects often designed 
ornaments, j.l. von hildebrandt being the most prominent example. there 
are several examples of the interweaving of architectural design and interior 
ornament in the buildings of the south eastern part of central europe, for 
example, in historical styria and the north Western part of croatia. the 
churches constructed by j.g. stengg’s building workshop from graz, and 
those in the north western part of croatia which were influenced by it, of-
ten share identical motifs among stuccowork, the decoration of altars, and 
architectural forms. a 1730s motif of rhomboidal mesh with rosettes, for 
example, can be found simultaneously in stucco decorations on the vault 
of the church in Pokupsko and as ornaments on the capitals of churches 
at styria (at rogatec, for example, or on the façade of the barmherzigen-
brüder church in graz), while a type of irregular window frame, the so-called 
‘casula-Fenster’, can be found in the aforementioned churches and, at the 
same time, as a painting frame on the altars designed by stengg himself 
(at the monastery church in rhein, and in Pokupsko). these examples of 
corresponding motifs in architecture and ornament emphasize the need for 
more holistic research. such an approach highlights how these churches 
were the result of a type of organization within the building workshops of the 
period in which decorators were employed as co-workers. this important 
aspect of baroque architectural design has been neglected by traditional 
art-historical studies of the central european area. this paper addresses 
this position by offering a new examination of some of key eighteenth-century 
baroque interiors in this region.

keywords

Casula-frame, mesh, decoration, models, workshop
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introduction

an affirmative answer to the question posed in the call for papers for this 
session – is it necessary to reunite the study of architecture and interior 
decoration – may at first hand seem obvious when discussing baroque art 
in central europe, given the importance of the notion of Gesamtkunstwerk 
often recognised as its key feature, especially in art-historical studies of the 
first half of the twentieth century. although contemporary studies do not 
make frequent use of the term, and the thesis of baroque Gesamtkunst-
werk has been the subject of critical discussion, the indivisibility of architec-
ture and interior decoration as the key characteristic of many important 
examples of baroque art is incontestable.1 this phenomenon, however, is no 
longer in the focus of contemporary art-historical studies. In fact, there has 
long been a tendency to separate the ‘major’ arts of architecture, painting 
and sculpture from the ‘minor’ arts of furniture, decoration and the other 
applied arts.2 the monographic study of artistic oeuvres, Kunstgeschichte 
als Künstlergeschichte, also enjoys a long tradition,3 so that the integral 
study of a building’s architectural form and its interior decoration has been 
pushed further into the background.
In eighteenth-century central europe, within different cultural and patronage 
contexts, there are numerous examples of the concurrent planning of archi-
tecture and interior decoration by a single artist or, more often, by a work-
shop. In the north, the architect georg Wenzeslaus von Knobelsdorff was 
the author of the both the architectural form and the rococo interiors of the 
palaces for Friedrich II of Prussia.4 In southern examples, the mutual com-
patibility of architecture and interior design is more common in creating the 
illusion of a theatrum sacrum in religious buildings, such as in the church 
of s. john of nepomuk in Munich (1734).5 the concept of the theatrum 
sacrum was central to the spatial organization of baroque churches and 
was complemented by a carefully planned interior and decorative scheme. 
the religious service also included a series of ‘special effects’ – ceremonial 
liturgical vestments, music, scents, vessels – and their conjunction resulted 
in an experience resembling a modern ‘multimedia performance’, aimed at 
creating an overwhelming effect on the believer who experienced it with all 
senses but with a special emphasis on the visual element.6

the aim of this paper is to explore the role of decoration in the realization 
of this effect on several examples of construction and interior decoration 
of churches in the southeastern part of central europe (historic styria and 
north-west croatia). the buildings discussed here display a similar use of 
new decorative motifs – the Casula-frame and mesh ornament – in both 
architectural form and applied decoration, which provides an insight into 
the practice of building workshops and their associates, as well as into 

the extent to which architecture and interior decoration were inseparably 
intertwined. simultaneous use of the same motifs both in architecture and 
interior decoration was not common in the artistic production of this region, 
and occurs in the 1730s in the oeuvre of stengg and his workshop. 
decoration unites architectural form and interior space and points to the 
fact that all elements were conceived as a part of an integrated whole by the 
architect and the artists responsible. the architects of the baroque age in 
central europe were often themselves creators of ornamental and decora-
tive elements or employed permanent associates, which makes it difficult to 
identify the ‘hands’ of individual artists.7

before proceeding to the analysis of particular examples, it is important to 
draw attention to a significant gap in the research on church altars: current 
research focuses mainly on the authorship of single altarpieces and/or its 
sculpture, while the altar architecture itself, its typology and development, 
has been ignored. however, altars in general – as small-scale architectural 
projects – present a link between architecture and decoration, and archi-
tects themselves were often responsible for the design of altars; a phenom-
enon discernible in the examples described here.
In the early modern era, the use of decoration in architecture was governed 
by the rules and canons of classical architecture which spread across europe 
from the mid-fifteenth century through treatises and drawings.8 however, by 
the end of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century, in the 
period of the new ‘primacy of ornament’,9 these rules were gradually aban-
doned and new decorative motifs were used; in central europe these took the 
form of rocaille, Bandlwerk and mesh. their origin and dissemination, as well 
as their (simultaneous) application in different artistic centres, is a testimony 
to the artistic exchange between the artists of this area.

reliGious architecture and interior decoration in the sphere 
of influence of the stenGG workshop from Graz: churches in 
pokupsko, roGatec, Graz and rein

the churches discussed in this paper are situated in northwestern croatia 
and historic styria, part of modern day slovenia and austria. this region at 
the southeastern border of central europe, with graz as its artistic and po-
litical centre, played a seminal role in the development of baroque art, which 
reached the peak of its artistic production between 1730 and 1760.10 the 
buildings discussed here are connected to the activity of the large and wide-
spread workshop of the architect johann georg stengg (1689-1753) from 
graz. From the 1720s onwards, stengg was graz’s leading architect: he 
introduced new vaulting systems (dome vaults) and surface articulation to 
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the architecture of styria, although his oeuvre has only recently been thor-
oughly researched and valorized.11 his principal works include the church of 
the annunciation in the barmherzige brüder monastery in graz (1735-38), 
the restoration of the cistercian monastery church in rein (1738), and the 
schielleiten castle. based on the design, vaulting system and lighting, I have 
attributed two further buildings to stengg’s workshop and associates: the 
parish church of st ladislaus in Pokupsko (croatia), erected and decorated 
in 1736-39 as a commission of the Zagreb bishop juraj branjug; and the 
parish church of st bartholomew in rogatec (slovenia) in 1738-43.12 build-
ing and sculptors workshops from graz were active throughout the region 
from the sixteenth century; a tradition that continued into the eighteenth 
century. this reveals the necessity of broadening the research areas beyond 
present-day national and political borders, a tendency which has intensified 
in recent decades.13

analysis of examples

the simultaneous use of the irregular Casula-frame and mesh ornament in 
the churches in Pokupsko, rogatec, graz, and the monastery church in rein, 
indicates either a collaboration between their architects and the artists re-
sponsible for the interior decoration, or the architect’s authorship of both 
the architectural project and the individual elements of its interior decoration 
(such as altars). the application of similar motifs in different contexts, as ar-
chitectural decoration and at the same time as recurring elements in stucco 
decoration and on altars, was the result of working practices of a large work-
shop with numerous permanent associates, as well as a reflection of the 
frequent use of workshop models (drawings) in this period.14

casula-frame

this irregular, bell-shaped frame, known in the german language as Kas-
selfenster, Casulafenster or Glockenfenster, appears as a window frame on 
a façade (graz), on a belfry (Pokupsko), and in a side chapel (rogatec), but 
also on side altars (Pokupsko and rein). this irregular frame was used by 
the architect guarino guarini in his projects for the church of st Philip neri 
in turin (1679) and the church of s. Maria della divina Provvidenza in lisbon 
(1679-81).15 Its diffusion in central europe in the early eighteenth century 
was facilitated by drawings and prints, but also by the treatise written by 
Paul decker, Der fürstliche Baumeister (nürnberg, 1677-1713), where it 
appeared as a frame for vault decorations.16 It was mostly used as a window 
frame, for example in the architectural designs of j.b. Fischer von erlach,17 

j.l. von hildebrandt,18 K.I. dientzenhofer,19 or j. Prunner.20

In the context of the examples described here, the use of this motif points 
to the common origins and activities of the building workshop associates. 
It appears on the façade of the church in graz by j.g. stengg, and at the 
same time on the belfry of the church in Pokupsko, and above the entablature 
in the side chapels at rogatec.21 this irregular window frame ‘follows’ the 
architectural form of these buildings – where the curved vault line and undu-
lating spaces create a new centralized and unified space in the architecture 
of this region in 1730. the use of new, irregular frames emphasizes the 
dominant curved line. the same frame also appears in interior decoration, 
as an altarpiece frame on the side altars of s. joseph and s. Mary in the 
church in Pokupsko. these altars, together with the corresponding pulpit, 
play an important role in complementing and intensifying the spatial effect of 
the vaulted triumphal arch at the beginning of the chancel, accentuating their 
scenic quality and forming a formal unity with the high altar. this is one of the 
earliest examples of the insertion of an altar within a vaulted triumphal arch, 
something that became widespread across this region during the course of 
the eighteenth century, and which clearly denotes the careful consideration 
of the decoration of interior spaces as a complement to architectural form.22 
the irregular frame of the altarpiece in turn matches the shape of the belfry 
window, denoting the use of the same models in planning the architectural 
form and the interior decoration of a church realized by the stengg workshop. 
a similar principle was applied in the monastery church in rein, where the 
side altars, attributed to stengg, contain identically-shaped frames.23

the practice of the architect’s involvement in the design of the interior, with 
the same workshop responsible for both the architectural shell and the inte-
rior decoration, was common during the baroque age, not only in ‘provincial’ 
building workshops. a decade earlier, hildebrandt used this type of frame 
(present in the savoy castle in ráckeve, hungary, 1702) for the altars at the 
belvedere castle chapel (1723), while his associate, a. beduzzi, used it for 
the side altars in the monastery church at Melk (1723).24

mesh motif

another decorative motif used to enrich both architectural form and applied 
decoration – in this instance on altars and stucco decorations – is the motif 
of a diamond-shaped mesh with rosettes on the intersection points. as with 
the Casula-frame, the mesh motif, or mosaïque, spread quickly and, along 
with Bandlwerk, became a characteristic decoration of the central european 
rococo style.25 It appears mainly in two variants: as a diamond-shaped mesh 
with beads or rosettes in individual fields, and later with intersection points 



1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

1
. 

E
a

r
ly

 M
o

d
E
r

n

168 169

Figure 1. stucco deco-
rations on the chan-
cel vault of the parish 
church of s. ladislaus, 
Pokupsko, 1739, de-
tail. Source: Photogra-
phy by dubravka botica

decorated with vegetal motifs. Its widespread use for interior decoration has 
not been fully researched. Its popularity increased in the last decades of the 
seventeenth century, when forms with pronouncedly non-architectonic fea-
tures were designed in response to louis xIv’s demand for a new decorative 
vocabulary. among the more significant proposals were the grotesques/ara-
besques of jean bérain, who had already used the mesh motif on a fireplace 
crowning around 1680.26 as with the Casula-frame, this motif appeared in 
central europe in the interior decorations of aristocratic palaces (hildeb-
randt’s sala terrena in upper belvedere, vienna, 1721-4), and soon became 
part of the decorative repertoire of builders and workshops.27 unlike France, 
in central europe this decorative motif was used in both religious and profane 
architecture, and in the applied arts. Its widespread use in the first decades 
of the eighteenth century marked the peak of French influence on artistic 
production in this area.28

the mesh motif is variously used in the stucco decoration and altars at Pok-
upsko and in the architectural decoration of stengg’s churches (graz) and 
castles (schielleiten), and those structures designed under his influence (ro-
gatec). In these examples, the mesh motif is used in a specific form, with ac-
centuated rosettes on the intersection points, and at the castle in schielleiten 
with rosettes in the individual fields.29 the similarity of these mesh designs is 
yet another confirmation of the use of a workshop model for both architecture 
and interior decoration. In the parish church in Pokupsko, the vault sections 
in the chancel are decorated with stucco cycles30 featuring Bandlwerk with 
diagonally arranged motifs of vases, ribbons and lambrequins, palmettes, 
lyres, vegetative elements and appended bells; these are accompanied by 
densely-formed meshes with rosettes on intersection points placed within an 
oval frame composed of twined tendrils (Figure 1). the delicately coloured 
narrow strips, tendrils and meshes, resembling a drawing on a flat surface 
and diffusing the light entering from the large windows, do not obscure the 
main focus of the church’s interior decoration, the high altar. beside the mesh 
motif itself, one should note the ingenious composition of marked diagonals 
which reveal the influence of French grotesque/arabesque patterns.31 they 
are especially akin to jean bérain’s grotesque motifs based on ‘c’ and ‘s’ 
shaped curves, palmettes and shells, draperies and lambrequins.32

the oval representations of the four evangelists on the nave vault at Pokupsko 
are framed by an irregular, asymmetrical cartouche frame: the upper part of 
the frame contains the mesh motif, while the lower part contains narrow half-
crescents with protruded volutes and vegetal motifs on curved ends.33 the 
rendering and variety of motifs of this cycle differs considerably from earlier 
examples in inland croatia.34 the occurrence of similar motifs in stucco deco-
ration and other elements of interior design are especially significant in the 

Figure 2. Pilaster capital on the façade of the barmherzige brüder monastery church of 
the annunciation in graz, j. g. stengg, 1735. Source: Photography by dubravka botica.
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context of this session’s theme. the edges of the aforementioned altars at 
Pokupsko, situated within the vaulted triumphal arch, are decorated with the 
same mesh, as well as with the protruded volute endings and half-crescent 
motifs which appear in the plasterwork.
Further examples display the same mesh motif, with rosettes on intersec-
tion points, but applied in different contexts. stengg applied the motif on 
façades, as a part of the enrichment of architectural form. the capital of 
the façade of the church in graz includes mesh ornament combined with a 
stylized acanthus leaf that approximates rocaille work35 (Figure 2). the same 
mesh appears above the window on the church in Pischeldorf, and the deco-
ration of the frame with discs and curved volutes suggests the same origin 
as the cartouche in the nave of the church in Pokupsko. the parish church 
of s. bartholomew in rogatec is an interesting example of the application of 
this pattern in a new context. here the cartouche from the vault in Pokupsko 
is transformed and applied as a frame around the chancel oratory, while the 
simplified pilaster with rosettes on the mesh and acanthus leafs similar to 
stengg’s design for the façade in graz.36

conclusion

the eighteenth century witnessed the introduction of new types of decoration 
of pronouncedly irregular form and non-architectural character, originating 
mainly from French design. the same decorative patterns applied in vari-
ous churches in the south-eastern part of central europe during the course 
of the 1730s – as enrichments to architectural form and as elements of 
interior design and stucco decoration – are clear indications of a close col-
laboration between artists in the construction, design and decoration of ba-
roque churches. these were typically associates of a larger building workshop 
whose working practices were marked by frequent use of models and work-
shop drawings, as in the examples describe here. such was the organization 
of the stengg workshop in graz which boasted more than 45 associates. 
however, in order to fully understand its production, it is necessary to con-
sider a far broader area than the one centred on graz, and to follow these 
historic relationships.37 although the workshop drawings have not been pre-
served, the archival sources are far from being fully explored, especially the 
papers of local aristocratic families.
numerous questions remain to be addressed when it comes to the study of 
working practices in the baroque period, as well as the issues of authorship 
of plans and models, of executors and collaborators. research topics limited 
to architecture or interiors alone, or those concentrated on monographic 
studies of single artists, cannot answer these questions. 
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hooMan KolIjI
University of Maryland, USA
MohaMMad gharIPour
Morgan State University, USA

abstract

the advent of Islam was a turning point in the development of art and archi-
tecture in the Middle east. the emphasis on text rather than figure encour-
aged by the new religion gave rise to an innovative use of scripts in religious 
buildings that gradually established calligraphy as an artistic speciality. the 
calligraphy on the interior and exterior of mosques and mausoleums func-
tioned as an aesthetic and decorative element to enhance phenomenal prop-
erties and spiritual qualities of the building by citing religious quotations and 
poetry. It also served as an instructive device to convey secular information 
regarding the building’s patronage and other details of construction. along 
with light and colour, calligraphy contributed to a holistic understanding of 
architecture in micro and macro scales. spatial qualities of calligraphy were 
associated with the message that it carried and its interaction with the spec-
tator. using different types of scripts while changing the size, density, and 
direction of the lettering on surfaces enabled architects and artists to stress 
centrality, verticality, or horizontality within spaces, and consequently to divide 
the interior into areas with different spatial qualities. the level of abstraction, 
materiality, and light determined the visibility and legibility of the text and also 
affected the interaction between users and building. such sophisticated use 
of calligraphy reflected close collaborations between artists and architects to 
design a cohesive and unified spatial sequence and experience. exploring the 
complexities of patronage though historical narratives, this paper will explore 
spatial qualities of calligraphy in two seventeenth-century mosques in Isfahan, 
Iran, in order to explain the dynamics of collaboration among artists, crafts-
men, and architects. It will also explain how calligraphy served as a tool to 
control and enhance vantage points, orchestrate sequences of pausal mo-
ments and circulation paths, and to enhance social interactions.

keywords

geometric èattern, girih, imagination, architect, Islamic World

emerGence of the sciences and the architect’s field of concepts 
and forms 
the advent of Islam was a turning point in the development of art and archi-
tecture in the Middle east. the emphasis on text rather than figure encour-
aged by the new religion gave rise to an innovative use of scripts in religious 
buildings that gradually established calligraphy as an artistic specialty. ge-
ometry became the main drive and operation behind this innovative use of 
scripts on edifices and structures. Prevalent use of geometric grid systems 
of bricks and glazing tiles to conceive writings on revetments are the best 
examples of this innovative approach to design and use of script in space. 
the period of post-transition of Islamic culture from damascus to baghdad 
during the ninth and tenth centuries played a major role in re-defining the 
intellectual character of architects, a status that continued in the following 
centuries. 
It is the scientific movement of the tenth century in baghdad, namely the 
house of Wisdom (Bayt al-Hikmat), however, that marks the beginning of a 
distinguished era in the architecture of Islamic culture. this was an era that 
also re-identified what ‘architecture’ engaged, and thereby what the word 
‘architect’ (Muhandis) expressed. this was also a movement that brought 
together fields of geometry, philosophy, and at later centuries literary criti-
cism, further integrating the fate of the geometrical explorations as means 
to engage meaning in space. 

Geometry and the intermediary architect

Mathematics was regarded as ‘high knowledge’ due to its truthfulness, and 
geometry was considered as its immediate presence in tangible form, a 
tool mediating between mathematical field, astronomy, and philosophy. In 
the taxonomy of sciences, geometry was considered as a field that could 
translate ideal conceptions into the material world. In looking at the school 
of alexandria, Muslim scholars generated their own taxonomy of sciences, 
a critical context upon which the architecture, and thereby the meaning of 
the “architect”, must be studied. 
al-Farabi (870-950) is known to be the first Muslim scholar who provided 
a comprehensive classification of the sciences. he regarded the sciences – 
and in particular geometry – as both theoretical and practical. architecture 
fell into the category of ilm al-hiyal (‘science of deception’), a subcategory of 
practical geometry, ilm al-hiyal refers to a science of trickery that approxi-
mates the state of certainty and truthfulness in the material world (the term 
is generally translated as the sciences of mechanics). architecture, then, 
was viewed as natural magic (or even trickery) or, more mundanely, as a field 
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of mechanical science that sought ways to apply mathematical truths (intel-
ligible) to the material world. al-Farabi explains this category of sciences:

Ilm al-hiyal is comprised of the knowledge of finding a recourse by 
which the human can apply all those concepts whose existence have 
been proved by mathematical reasons onto the objects of the external 
world, and to give them [mathematical concepts] existence in the ex-
ternal objects. note that in the mathematics, lines, planes, solids, and 
numbers, and other mathematical concepts are studied only separate 
from external objects and in intelligible terms (…).

as such, the ‘architect’ is the person who embodies this knowledge and car-
ries out such magical transformation through means of geometry. at this 
level, the architect masters the geometrical field, while constantly exercising 
it through matter. al-Farabi further articulates this intermediary field and 
distinguishes between draughting and making: 

but when it comes to crafting things and materializing them by will and 
manufacturing them in physical bodies and sensory objects, we realize 
that material things and sensory objects have qualities, which do not 
accept every configuration and resist accepting it easily. rather a plot 
is required in order to accommodate that configuration in physical bod-
ies and overcome those deterring qualities.

therefore, the ‘architect’ is one who first exercises geometry through 
draughting. al-Farabi’s articulation of Ilm al-Hiyal is very similar to that of 
moving from design to building, in the sense that materials resist accepting 
design configurations. the architect is charged with a state of in-between, 
translating ideal geometry to the craft of physical things. It was in this era 
that treatises on practical geometry flourished, making accessible to the 
architect principles of geometry (Handasa), measure, shape, and figure. ge-
ometry not only provided access to truthfulness but also to the attainment 
of beauty through the aesthetics of proportioned shapes and figures. In ara-
bic language, the term denoting geometry is handasa, which is derived from 
andaza meaning measure; this is associated with qaddara (design) deriving 
from q.d.r (measure, number). historian oleg grabar refers to geometry as 
‘something that makes things ‘proportioned’, a concept that involves mea-
sure and number.’1 Ikhwan al-safa followed al-Farabi, as well as teachings 
of Pythagoras, Plato, and aristotle, and considered geometry in ‘intelligible’ 
and ‘sensible’ modes.
the distinction between the intellectual and practical arts contributed to 

the further clarification of the meaning of ‘architect’, as the architect was 
charged with the title of Muhandis, meaning a person who knows Handasa. 
the architect became a person who entertained the intellectual geometry 
while putting it into practice. It is to be mentioned that it is in this same era 
that the Islamic geometric patterns, namely girih (Persian knot) or aqd (ara-
bic knot), emerged. these geometric patterns formed a unique and robust 
Islamic visual culture including the introduction of new styles of geometric 
calligraphy in buildings and ornaments. Practical geometry became a trans-
formative tool to translate ideal geometry into applied geometric patterns, 
making it available to the architect and craftsman. the architect found him-
self in an intermediary field, between theoretical and practical ends of the 
geometry, between the geometer and working in the field.

demonstration of Geometric knowledGe and expression of 
meaninGs

a surviving tenth-century document titled Kitab Fima Yahtaju Ilaihi al-Kuttab 
wa al-Ummal min ‘Ilm al-Hisab (‘a book on those geometric constructions 
Which are necessary for a craftsman’) by abul Wafa Muhammad al-buzjani 
(940-998), a Persian polymath, mathematician and astronomer, provides a 
key to understanding the significant role of geometry and its demonstrative 
knowledge. at the beginning of his third chapter, al-buzjani disapproves of 
experimental methods for dividing a circle’s perimeter into equilateral shapes. 
Instead, he argues for an accurate and methodical calculation, as articulated 
below:

It is prevalent amongst craftsmen that when they want to draw a poly-
gon in or on a circle, they experiment with the leg distance of a com-
pass and mark the circle’s perimeter several times in order to find the 
numbers of divisions on the circle. but this way of dividing [a circle] is 
not acceptable for architects-masons, prudent individuals, and master 
craftsmen. dividing the circle using the above method is not only a very 
difficult task, but the points of division are also approximate and are 
not accurate. therefore, the preferred act for architect-masons and 
masters of craft is to conceive it in a way that ensures that the length 
of the polygon is identified first.2

al-buzjani’s drawing instructions for polygons and shapes within other 
shapes can be considered as one of the earliest documents that stress 
the role of drawing and draughtsmanship as essential components of the 
architect’s field of expertise. 
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an anonymously authored appendix to al-buzjani’s treatise provides glimpses 
of the depth of geometric pattern discoveries in the eleventh to thirteenth 
centuries. Fi Tadakhul al-Ashkal al-Mutashabiha aw al-Mutawafiqa (‘on In-
terlocking similar or congruent Figures’, housed in the national library of 
France in Paris) introduces about 110 various girih patterns in visual and 
verbal detail. such verbal and visual instructions confirms that the target 
audience for the book was not mathematicians and geometers, but rather 
artisans and architects who had to apply these patterns in their geometric 
designs with precise draughtsmanship. 
the fourteenth-century arab historiographer Ibn Khaldun also asserted that 
geometry was essential to artisanship and to carpentry:

In view of its origin, carpentry needs a good deal of geometry of all 
kinds. It requires either a general or a specialized knowledge of propor-
tion and measurement, in order to bring the forms [of things] from po-
tentiality into actuality in the proper manner, and for the knowledge of 
proportions one must have recourse to, the geometrician. therefore, 
the leading greek geometricians were all master carpenters. euclid, 
the author of the book of the Principles, on geometry, was a carpenter 
and was known as such.3

historical sources support hierarchical levels of practicing geometry among 
geometers, architects, and masons. bayhaqi (1100-69), a Persian histori-
ographer and biographer, cited the astronomer and mathematician al-Isfizari 
(d.1123) who regarded the science of geometry as the foundation that 
‘architects and bricklayers had to follow.’ Isifzari noted:

geometry is the basis for architecture; that is why the geometer with 
his science constitutes the foundation. he is followed by the master 
builder who in turn is followed by the wage labourer [bricklayer]. the 
geometer commands the second [i.e., master builder] and the master 
builder commands the wage labourer, while the wage labourer busies 
himself with water and clay.4

another entry about the geometer al-hakim abu Muhammad al-’adli al-Qajini 
establishes a hierarchy based on the differing levels of geometric knowledge 
required, from the designing architect and the mason executing his designs; 
the architect with his practical knowledge of geometry follows the theoreti-
cal geometrician and the bricklaying mason comes last. this shows three 
levels for the use of geometry: at the highest rank was theoretical geometry, 
whose role was to discover and verify absolute truths in the realm of ideas. 

the second level, representing practical geometrical treatises, was for the 
architect-engineer whose major role was to apply, through approximation 
and ‘tricks’, the universal truths of arithmetic to the material world. the 
third level, which represents the practical level of site work and materials, 
was for artisans directly involved in construction. this triplicity of geometry 
also indicates the role of the architect in preparing architectural drawings –
that is to say, conceiving architecture on paper, as well as the mediating role 
of the architect in negotiating the universal truths of geometry on site. this 
hierarchical understanding of geometry also corresponds to the aristotelian 
hierarchy of theory, practice, and production. 

Geometric mysticism: the fourteenth-century literary criticism 
movement 
From the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries, as the Islamic world was 
increasingly turning towards mysticism, the scriptoria of courts became the 
principal venue for storing knowledge and for defining the art of the court. 
culminating in the seventeenth century, scriptoria had already been much 
influenced by literary criticism and the visual arts, a transformation which 
is well evident in miniatures paintings, architectural revetments, and the 
art of the book. this trend influenced the incorporation of the holy text into 
ornaments, revetments and buildings. this process is mainly featured in two 
fundamentally distinct styles, one of which features calligraphy in buildings.
Prominent Muslim theosopher Ibn arabi consistently used geometrical anal-
ogies to describe divine creation and the formation of the world. his imagi-
native description of god’s manifestation in creating the world is informative. 
For him, the source of the creative mode was analogous to the essence:

every line projecting from the centre to the circumference is equal to 
its companion and terminates at a point on the circumference. In itself 
the centre neither multiplies nor increases despite the multitude of lines 
that project from it to the circumference. the point of the centre relates 
to every point on the circumference by its same essence. For if it were 
to relate to one point on the circumference by other than that by which 
it relates to another, it would be divisible, and it would not be true that it 
is one, yet it is. so it relates to all the points, in spite of their multitude, 
by none other than its essence. … It is certain then that multiplicity 
manifests from the one essence without this essence being multiplied.5

the fundamental role of the centre of the circle, which was analogous to 
that of the divine essence, granted the circle a transcendental dimension. 
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the creative nature of the centre, then, with multiple possibilities of relat-
ing itself in infinite directions to the circumference, is analogous to that 
node of girih in the geometric mode. Muhammad b. sulayman al-rawanid’s 
diagrams (Rahat al-Sudur wa Ayat al-Surur, ‘solace of heart and signal for 
gladness’, about 1204-1205?, national library of Paris), developing pro-
portional arabic lettering based on the underlying geometric structure of 
the circle, is akin to this nodal mode. (Figure 1)
Ibn arabi considered a triplicity of elements involved in the creative act: es-
sence (centre point), Will (radius, line), and coming into being (circumfer-
ence, circle). this view of the circle’s inherent order also accords with the 
Koranic concepts of creation. here, the architect is more akin to that of 
‘world-maker’ whose primary task it to follow the divine’s creation in the ma-
terial world.6 architecturally, the space of the dome was considered as the 
circle, and radii comprised sophisticated squinches making a transitional 
space from the lower square space to the upper circular space. 
From this period when mystical interpretations in architectural space is 
commonly exercised, we can refer to a unique series of architectural draw-
ings, namely the topkapi scroll, that feature an abundant use of geometric 
writing and inscription design drawings. the topkapi scroll drawings, at-
tributed to the sixteenth-century Iran, feature the most complete set of 

architectural drawings in the context of Islamic architecture: 114 individual 
drawings bound altogether in a scroll. these drawings are not conventional 
drawings in the sense of offering plans, elevations, and sections. rather, 
they are fragments of geometric drawings that can be applied to a vari-
ety of buildings and scales. these fragments are units of drawings that in 
repetition complete larger ornamental patterns. additionally, a considerable 
number of these drawings are geometric inscriptions that are an integral 
part of a whole set of architectural drawings. this suggests that the use of 
geometric inscription has been central to the design thinking and conception 
of the space from early stages of design. (Figure 2)

scriptinG in Geometry

the sophisticated history of the arts and architecture of the Islamic world 
seasoned the architect’s role with various flavours, as a geometer who 
acknowledged intelligible arts was yet committed to the practical field. the 
architect was also intermediary between geometricians and masons, and 
should demonstrate his knowledge through draughtsmanship. Finally, the 
mystic world interpreted the architect as one who construed-constructed 
the edifice, making a world for people to exercise their life in both spiritual 
and material fashions. as such, architectural revetments, domical spaces, 
and other architectural elements had always been subject to this duality: 

Figure 1. Rahat al-Sudur wa Ayat al-Surur, solace of heart and signal for gladness, Mu-
hammad b. sulayman al-rawanid, about 1204-5. © bibliothèque nationale de France.

Figure 2. topkapi scroll drawing. geometric drawing representing a two-dimensional pat-
tern of inscriptions. this type of pattern is used to ornate revetments with glazed bricks.  
©topkapi Palace Museum, Istanbul.
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apragmatic dimension that also abided by the rules of engineering and sci-
ence, and a spiritual aspect which expressed philosophical concepts and 
was embellished by ornaments and scripted notes through the geometric 
mode. the totality of the space is, then, defined as subtle and seamless 
union of both aspects. 
Inscriptions became an integral part of the conception of space at the first 
stages of design. this is well demonstrated through the drawings of akbar 
Mirza, the nineteenth century qjar architect. the space (as plan) is drawn 
within the space of inscriptions. With no scalar distinction, script and space 
are viewed as inseparable companions on edifices.

1 oleg grabar, The Mediation of Ornament 
(Princeton, nj: Princeton university Press, 
1992).
2 al-buzjani, abu al-Wafa Muhammad, 
and alireza jazbi, Persian Geometry: Ap-
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4 gülru necipoglu and Mohammad al-asad, 
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in Islamic Architecture (santa Monica, ca: 
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5 Ibn arabi, Al Futuhat, quoted in samer 
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new york Press, 2005), 69.
6 the prevalent use of arabic term Me’mar, 
however, contextualized the architect’s 
magical work with geographical and societal 
bounds, an act of conceiving built environ-
ments for people of arid lands. Me’mar 
shares a semantic root with omran mean-
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Khaldun (1332-1406) mentioned of ilm al-
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1.4.4 architects, Craftsmen and Marble decoration in 
Eighteenth-Century Piedmont

roberto caterIno
Independent scholar, Italy
elena dI Majo
Independent scholar, Italy

abstract

In eighteenth-century Piedmont, marble played an important role in interior 
decoration thanks to its chromatic and ornamental values as much as its 
quality as a precious material. Following the example of Filippo juvarra, ar-
chitects explored and exploited these potentialities in interior design, while 
patrons both appreciated and demanded these materials. Widely employed 
in royal residences (such as the galleria beaumont by benedetto alfieri in 
turin), marble decoration achieved its highest expression in ecclesiastical 
interiors, in the form of floors, balustrades and altars. this kind of decora-
tion was either realized under the direction of an architect who provided 
the design and precise instructions, or was independently executed by a 
workshop of stonemasons (marmorari) by presenting to patrons their own 
models, and choosing and furnishing the marbles to be used. the meeting 
between these two work systems, that gave rise to very different products 
related to experiences, territories and local histories, is the focus of this 
paper: did architects and ‘marmorari’ influence each other? a comparison 
between the representational techniques used by lombard craftsmen and 
by the Studio regio of architecture reveals how workmen, designers and pa-
trons communicated their design ideas. While lombard stonemasons car-
ried on the workshop tradition, focusing on the decorative effect of marble 
polychromy, juvarrian school architects tried to exploit this quality according 
to an architectural conception of space and form, sometimes collaborating 
with other decorators (painters or plasterers) able to reproduce the same 
aesthetic qualities of marble at a lower cost. this topic, relatively neglected 
by scholars, will be considered through individual case studies with a focus 
on the collaboration between the lombard craftsmen and the architects of 
the savoy court active in eighteenth-century Piedmont.

keywords

Marble, decoration, architects, stonemasons, altars, Piedmont
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In eighteenth-century Piedmont, marble was a very popular medium for in-
terior decoration, being appreciated for its preciousness, durability and or-
namental qualities. used for chimneypieces, tables and floors in domestic 
residences, marble was also the principal material chosen to embellish the 
interiors of churches, and to build altars, balustrades, basins and fonts. 
this phenomenon, developed in tandem with the court building sites under 
the direction of architect Filippo juvarra at the beginning of the century, is 
even more relevant because it involved the local initiative of churches in the 
towns and provinces, where nobles, confraternities and communities were 
willing to spend a lot of money to enrich the chapels and altars under their 
patronage. In this way patrons became acquainted with a variety of stones 
and their aesthetic qualities. In Piedmont, hundreds of marble altars were 
built during the eighteenth century, often as the focal point of a larger deco-
rative programme that includes wall coverings, floors and balustrades.

the skills of the stonemasons, the direction of the architects, 
the demands of the patrons

If in certain cultural contexts craftsmen had been responsible for the design 
of the decorative work they were charged with making, after the arrival 
of juvarra in turin architects increasingly assumed this role, even down 
to the choice of materials. architects were therefore obliged to deal with 
highly specialized teams of quarrymen and stonemasons from lombardy 
and ticino, including the apriles, the buzzis, the casellas, the giudices, the 
Marcheses, and the Pellagattas.1 
this relationship has not been fully investigated in the literature on marble 
decoration which instead has focused on the responsibilities of architects, 
relegating craftsmen to the subordinate role of mere executors. but this 
underestimates the professional role of the stonemason. In fact, the rela-
tionship that developed between these two actors was often a collaborative 
process. Moreover, stonemasons, as well as plasterers or woodworkers, 
were carriers of a distinct language and able to work independently without 
the mediation of other professionals, creating all kinds of decorative stone-
work for which they provided their own designs and estimates.
drawings made by craftsmen are useful for examining the relationship be-
tween architects and marble workers – even if we have to notice that, de-
spite the number of commissions in which stonemasons were involved, their 
drawings are now widely dispersed: they  rarely entered national institutions 
and have often been removed from the places in which they were originally 
deposited, like the archives of communities and parishes. historically, crafts-
men’s drawings were not considered valuable in the same way as those of 

architects: their ‘function’ was often regarded as being exhausted after the 
execution of the work for which they were produced. Moreover, there is a 
problem of attribution, because stonemasons did not sign their own projects 
except when they were part of a contract with a patron.
eighteenth century lombard stonemasons’ drawings often present only half 
of the altar elevation, using watercolour to connote, more or less approxi-
mately, the quality of the materials to be used. unlike architects, there was 
no standard graphic convention resulting in different varieties of representa-
tion: for example, the design for the main altar of Quaranti in Monferrato 
(1770) combines the right half of the elevation with the left half of the plan, 
so containing in a symmetrical image on a single page all the information 
about the project, including the design of the balustrade, the scale, and the 
list of marbles ‘marchati con numero.’2 It is also possible that stonemasons 
made up for their lack of drawing skills with the help an artist or draughts-
man. at least one case is documented: in 1734, for the balustrade of the 
high altar for the parish church at ticineto, the stonemason carlo cesare 
Pellagatta presented a drawing prepared by his friend and collaborator silvi-
no, a quadraturista.3 With this in mind, the exceptional design signed by the 
stonemasons giacomo Pellagatta and Francesco colombara for the altar of 
the ursulines at varallo (1766) may have been prepared by a different hand 
while still reflecting the practices of the workshop.4

unlike stonemasons who made the work they designed, architects refined 
graphic techniques in order to control the execution of a project. this was 
particularly true of Filippo juvarra, who introduced new practical methods 
of building control and site rationalization to turin. In this way, the final de-
sign for the high altar of superga (1729-30), traced through an elaborate 
sequence of sketches, adopts a precise normative standard to present, 
explain and verify the complex work of building marble altars: drawn in a 
strictly geometrical scale, in plan and elevation, the altar is half coloured to 
simulate the marbles, and half shaded in grey wash to suggest the volume 
of the structure, to indicate the sequence of plans, and to note the posi-
tion of each element.5 juvarra combined orthographic projection with its 
emphasis on form and shadow, a technique perfected in rome, with the 
traditional practice of colouring altar projects to study the ornamental ef-
fect and indicate the marbles to be worked. his purpose was to provide the 
maximum amount of information regarding form and materials on a single 
sheet, combining the presentation drawing with the working drawing.6

this technique was adopted by juvarra’s pupils, albeit not exclusively. In 
fact, many architects preferred to colour the entire elevation of the altar 
to create an effect strongly focused on the ornamental properties of the 
marble. bernardo vittone, for example, in his drawings for the chapel of s. 
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anthony of Padua in the Franciscan church of turin (about 1750)7 and for 
the s. valerico altar in the consolata (1764)8 used both techniques indis-
criminately. however, the juvarrian model remained the most influential: in 
1792, when Filippo castelli presented the project for one of the side altars 
of the new church at livorno Ferraris (near vercelli), although the style of 
the composition was neoclassical, the graphic presentation remained the 
same.9

under the influence of juvarra, the representation of polychrome marbles 
in architects’ drawings reached levels of verisimilitude and aesthetic refine-
ment far superior to those produced by stonemasons. a greater familiarity 
with watercolour techniques allowed architects to reproduce the ornamen-
tal properties of marble without having to resort to explanatory legends. the 
identification of different varieties was based on a set of norms codified in 
the roman studio of the architect carlo Fontana, which juvarra introduced 
to Piedmont and adapted to local stone types. during the eighteenth cen-
tury the discovery of new varieties of stone were immediately promoted for 
ornamental purposes: the bardiglio of valdieri, for instance, extracted after 
1738, shows up on project sheets identified by a cerulean hue, as in Franc-
esco Martinez’s drawing for the altar of the superga crypt (about 1774).10 
a useful historical source for identifying marbles is provided in an ambitious 
design of 1786 by giuseppe viana for the new civic tower at turin: here the 
architect planned to cover the entire structure in marble and sums up each 
‘qualità de’ marmi del Paese da impiegarsi nella costruzione’ in a legend 
that takes the form of different marble tiles.11 all the main varieties of local 
marble that had become part of the ornamental vocabulary of Piedmontese 
architects are recorded: alabaster of busca, green of susa, persichino of 
garessio, seravezza of limone (clear and dark), seravezza of Moiola, bar-
diglio, grey of Frabosa, and the white marble of Pont and Foresto.12

the degree of accuracy in these architect’s drawings is not limited to the im-
itation of colours and grains, but is so precise as to suggest the laying of the 
panels a macchia aperta; that is, book-matched marble slabs creating sym-
metrical patterns, as illustrated by a collaborator of juvarra in the shafts 
of the pilasters and the frames for the interior decoration of the ss. trinità 
church in turin.13 similar effects were in great demand and architects sup-
plied precise instructions. carlo andrea rana, for example, ordered that the 
seravezza of limone for the base of the side altars of the new parish church 
at strambino (near Ivrea) was to be put in place ‘con la macchia obbliqua’,14 
while the oculus in the middle of the urn under the rosario altar in the same 
church was to be ‘di diaspro di sicilia segato e disposto in maniera che formi 
[una] mandorla con la cornice attorno giallo di verona’.15

the care that some architects devoted to the proper execution of their work 

was equivalent to that of a demanding patron. the rosario association of 
strambino, for instance, invested a fortune in building a marble chapel for 
the new parish church.16 rana, who prepared the plan, submitted a variety 
of finished designs, noting in the margins the particular arrangement of 
marbles for the chapel’s altar (Figure 1).17 rana was undoubtedly a scrupu-
lous designer, attentive to detail: in this, he was in accord with the treasurer 
of the rosario association, who followed its construction assiduously and 
queried the architect from time to time. Frequently, the solutions agreed 
are recorded on the drawings: a piece of paper pinned to the design for 
marbleizing the chapel’s pedestals and pilasters includes instructions made 
by the architect in 1781.18 these drawings, rich in notes and reminders, 
reveal the nature of the construction process but also, and more impor-
tantly, the traces of dialogue that existed between architect, craftsman and 
patron. once signed by all three parties, drawings assumed a clear contrac-
tual purpose, as attested at the time of certifying the work. the expense of 
marble decoration motivated patrons to take precautions, requiring crafts-
men to follow the detailed instructions written by architects, who in turn 
provided full size profiles to show how each part should be arranged.19 the 
same patrons may also have ordered the execution of wooden scale models, 
painted in faux marbles: this made it possible to anticipate the finished result 
during the design phase.20 

the relationship between architects and craftsmen 
architects and craftsmen necessarily discussed the material aspects and 
technical details of all building projects: the shape of a decoration, the profile 
of a frame, or the veneer of a column. In 1753, for instance, when a call 
for tenders for six marble mantelpieces in the Palace of venaria was an-
nounced, the stonemasons raised technical concerns; as an official of the 
‘azienda Fabbriche e Fortificazioni’ recorded, they queried the use of two of 
the marbles specified (the persichino and the busca alabaster), ‘a motivo 
che secondo l’illustrazione non volendosi ammettere alcun benché minimo 
tassello, ciò resta assai difficile’, and suggested instead valdieri marble as 
it was easier to carve.21

due to their professional experience, craftsmen were often involved in the 
formal aspects of a design commission: alternative solutions could emerge 
in discussion and modify an architect’s original design. For example, rana’s 
extremely detailed instructions for the rosario chapel in strambino do not 
seem to leave any liberty for the craftsman charged with making it; never-
theless, in 1781, the stonemason simone catella came to an agreement 
with the architect for some adaptations. technical and practical considera-
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tions induced him to propose the insertion of ‘qualche cosa o di bronzo, o 
di marmo, secondo che giudicherà Monsù rana’,22 replacing the points of 
the marble stars designed by the architect for the chapel floor because 
they were too thin and fragile and might break – in the end they selected 
little roses in bronze.23 In 1758, the stonecutter who created the new pilas-
ters for the cathedral at vercelli following the design of the royal architect 
benedetto alfieri, considered them too narrow compared with the columns. 
the architect luigi barberis, who supervised the construction on behalf of 
alfieri, was willing to modify the design according to the craftsman’s opinion: 
‘per la ragion addotta dal piccapietre che sarebbero troppo svelte, e la gus-
sa dell’imno, e summo scapo di dette lezene sarebbe forzosa di troppo’.24

the professional lives of some stonemason families in the east of Piedmont 
in the mid-eighteenth century reveal how the relationship and mutual influ-
ence between craftsmen and architects was often crucial for commercial 
success. until the early decades of the eighteenth century, the production 
of marble decoration in outlying areas (like the Monferrato) was dominated 
by the lombard atelier of the Pellagattas, who established five workshops 
across Piedmont and lombardy (in Milano, casale Monferrato, alessandria, 
viggiù and vercelli). 
the Pellagattas produced their projects autonomously. their altars are char-
acterized by a taste for decorative effects: curled and sagging corbels, elab-
orate tablets, leaves and indented small festoons, soft volutes, long steps 
articulated by vegetal motifs, and geometrical decorations with a mixtilinear 
contour. on the other hand, for architects, the design of an altar was based 
on the language of architectural orders. compared with the architectural 
style promoted by court architects, the designs of stonemasons, widely ap-
preciated at the middle of the century in the eastern Piedmont region, began 
to appear outmoded, even in those areas traditionally linked to lombardy.
When the Pellagattas were obliged to follow an architect’s guidelines, as 
in desana (1764) or in calliano (1765) after a design by bernardo vittone 
(Figure 2), in Moncalvo under the direction of ottavio Magnocavalli (1758), 
or in st ubaldo in alessandria with giuseppe caselli (1760), they do not ap-
pear to have embraced the opportunity to update their decorative language. 
In fact, despite a growing demand for turinese models, they continued to 
promote a formal repertoire loyal to their atelier’s tradition. as a result, the 
business suffered, and a family fortune accumulated over years of commis-
sions was lost.25

by way of contrast, another lombard atelier, the bottinellis, emerged as 
leaders in marble decoration simply because they understood and assimi-
lated the decorative language of the architects they worked for (benedetto 
alfieri, luigi barberis, giovanni battista Ferroggio), and so satisfied the taste 

of their patrons. Francesco bot-
tinelli learned the turinese style 
from barberis, a designer in alfi-
eri’s studio since 1758. this col-
laboration probably began on the 
construction site of the cathedral 
at vercelli before continuing at 
casale Monferrato and in turin.26 
Working with architects, the bot-
tinellis proved able to absorb the 
new style, moving cleverly – de-
pending on the circumstances and 
tastes of their patrons – between 
the lombard tradition, as in bor-
go san Martino (1772), and the 
modern turinese style, such as in 
their project for the high altar of 
the confraternity of jesus at ca-
sale Monferrato (1791).27

a good example of this relates to 
the design for the cuccaro church 
altar in Monferrato, in 1790: 
canon de conti, mediator for the 
priest from casale, preferred the 

design supplied by the bottinellis to that of the Pelagattas, finding it ‘assai 
plausibile e di gusto’ and better in terms of ‘ forma’ and ‘distribuzione dei 
marmi’.28 this preference for bottinelli’s design, expressed by an educated 
man like de conti, shows, at the end of the century, how models and taste 
in marble decoration had evolved.
these exchanges between architects and craftsmen also concerned the 
quality of materials. lombard stonecutters traditionally promoted marbles 
extracted from their own region. In turin, however, juvarra introduced a 
new design tonality that stimulated the search for local stones that could 
replicate the variety available in rome. In the 1770s, when the new turin 
style was introduced, architects and patrons preferred ‘quei marmi che 
sogliono usarsi nella città di torino.’29 as a consequence, except for certain 
materials like the red of France or the yellow of verona, which have no equal 
in Piedmont, the lombard varieties generally lost their appeal. craftsmen 
such as the bottinellis, who adapted to the new styles and materials, en-
joyed a commercial monopoly on the new marble varieties being extracted 
and sold.

Figure 1. carlo andrea rana, Project for the 
rosario altar in strambino, plan, front and side 
elevation, about 1774. Source: strambino, ar-
chivio parrocchiale.
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1 see vera comoli Mandracci (ed.), 
Luganensium Artistarum Universitas. 
L’archivio e i luoghi della Compagnia di 
Sant’Anna tra Lugano e Torino (lugano: 
giampiero casagrande, 1992); giorgio 
Mollisi and laura Facchin (eds.), Svizzeri a 
Torino nella storia, nell’arte, nella cultura, 
nell’economia dal Quattrocento ad oggi (lu-
gano: edizioni ticino Management, 2011).
2 ‘marked with numbers’. Fontanile, ar-
chivio parrocchiale, san giovanni, cart. 5. 
cf. elena ragusa and angelo torre (eds.), 
Tra Belbo e Bormida. Luoghi e itinerari di 
un patrimonio culturale, exhibition catalogue 
(asti: Provincia di asti, 2003), 325. 
3 ticineto, archivio parrocchiale, Ippolito 
trabucchi, Memoriale, c. 101.
4 varallo, Pinacoteca civica, Fondo gilardi, 
n. 554. We wish to thank giuseppe and 
Paolo sitzia, who are preparing an article 
on this altar.
5 turin, biblioteca nazionale (hereafter 
bnt), ris. 59.2, no. 15.
6 see giuseppe dardanello, “altari piemon-
tesi: prima e dopo l’arrivo di juvarra,” in an-
dreina griseri and giovanni romano (eds.), 
Filippo Juvarra a Torino. Nuovi progetti per 
la città Torino (turin: crt, 1989), 153-
228; Id., “disegno e colore negli altari di 
Filippo juvarra,” in vera comoli Mandracci, 
andreina griseri and beatriz blasco esquiv-
ias (eds.), Filippo Juvarra architetto delle 
capitali, 1714-1736, exhibition catalogue 
(Milan: Fabbri, 1995), 256-67.
7 turin, Museo civico di arte antica - Pala-
zzo Madama, inv. 4845/ds. 

8 turin, archivio storico della città (hence-
forward asct), carte sciolte, no. 815.
9 turin, archivio di stato (hereafter ast), 
corte, archivi privati, castelli-berroni, dis-
egni e stampe, cart. 2, fasc. 33.
10 ast, corte, carte topografiche e dis-
egni, Palazzi reali e altre Fabbriche regie, 
superga, regi sepolcri, no. 19.
11 ‘quality of country marble to be used 
in the construction’. asct, carte sciolte, 
no. 4332/F. cf. roberto caterino, “Pro-
totipi funzionali e fabbriche simboliche per 
l’architettura dello stato e della città,” in 
giuseppe dardanello and rosa tamborrino 
(eds.), Guarini, Juvarra e Antonelli. Segni e 
simboli per Torino, exhibition catalogue (ci-
nisello balsamo: silvana editoriale, 2008), 
163-5, fig. 8.11.
12 on Piedmontese marbles used in deco-
ration see Maurizio gomez serito, “I marmi 
colorati piemontesi nella decorazione,” Atti 
e rassegna tecnica della società degli in-
gegneri e architetti in Torino, lIII-1 (january 
1999), 15-25; elena di Majo, “l’‘industria’ 
dei marmi nel Piemonte del settecento,” 
in giuseppe dardanello (ed.), Sculture nel 
Piemonte del Settecento. «Di differente e 
ben intesa bizzarria» (turin: editris duemila, 
2005), 119-30.
13 bnt, ris. 59.2, no. 3.
14 ‘with the grains slanted’. strambino, 
archivio parrocchiale (henceforward aPs), 
costruzione, Fogli sciolti: Instruzione per 
l’altare di marmo eletto per le cappelle lat-
erali della nuova chiesa di Strambino, about 
1780.

as such examples demonstrate, the study of marble decoration highlights 
different professional attitudes in the relationship between craftsmen and 
architects: some stonemasons proved to be unable (or maybe just not will-
ing) to transform their working methods through collaborations with archi-
tects; others, learning from architects, assimilated their models, even their 
graphic techniques.

this was not a one-way exchange and architects themselves learned from 
the professionalism of their own projects’ executors: vittone’s design for a 
chapel dedicated to the ‘addolorata’ proposed a lombard style balustrade 
as an alternative to a classical model.30 the terms of this mutual exchange, 
especially when collaborations gave rise to long-term working relationships 
(like vittone and the giudices, or the bottinellis and barberis), requires fur-
ther research – to determine, for example, how the stonemasons’ expertise 
influenced the choice of marbles chosen by architects. although court ar-
chitects played an increasing role in the design of marble decoration, crafts-
men must not be considered as mere executors, but as fully-fledged actors 
in a fully collaborative process.

Figure 2. high altar of the parish church at calliano (detail), 1765. carving by Pellagatta, 
stonemason, after a design by bernardo vittone. Source: elena di Majo, 2010.
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15 ‘of sicilian jasper cut and placed in order 
to make an almond and framed by yellow of 
verona’. aPs, cartella disegni: Instruzioni 
per la formaz[ion]e dell’Altare, Balaustrata, 
e Lavatojo per la Capp[ell]a del Rosario, 
1774.
16 see elisa rossi gribaudi, La Chiesa di 
Strambino nel secondo centenario 1764-
1964 (Ivrea: tipografia e. giglio tos, 1964).
17 aPs, cartella disegni: Pianta ed alzata 
dell’altare della Cappella della Madonna 
SS.ma del Rosario nella Chiesa nova paro-
chiale di Strambino, about 1774. repro-
duced by Ferdinando viglieno cossalino, 
Carlo Andrea Rana architetto in Piemonte 
(Ivrea: Fratelli enrico editori, 1969), fig. 54.
18 viglieno cossalino, Carlo Andrea Rana, 
fig. 68.
19 see elena di Majo and Michela goi, “dis-
egni e parole per comunicare in cantiere: 
le istruzioni,” in dardanello and tamborrino, 
Guarini, Juvarra e Antonelli, 107-11.
20 these models were made in order to 
‘osservare ciò che dal disegno non può 
comparire, la figura, ed aspetto che danno 
non solo li marmi delle diverse qualità, e 
colori ad impiegarsi in detto altare, ma di 
più il complesso del medesimo tutto unito’ 
(to observe what in the drawing cannot be 
displayed, the shape and the appearance, 
not only the marbles of different qualities 
and colours to be employed in that altar, but 
also the whole). asti, archivio diocesano, 
confraternita di san rocco, Libro degli Or-
dinati 1756-1798, c. 24 (May 29, 1763). 
on the practice of models, documented in 
Piedmont for marble altars since the end of 
the seventeenth century, see giuseppe dar-
danello, “altari nel Piemonte meridionale,” 
in giovanni romano and gelsomina spione 
(eds.), Una gloriosa sfida. Opere d’arte a 
Fossano, Saluzzo e Savigliano, exhibition 
catalogue (cuneo: Marcovaldo, 2004), 
324-69. 

21 ‘because according to the illustration, 
that does not admit any dowel, it remains 
very difficult to do’. ast, guerra, Relazioni 
a Sua Maestà, register no. 5, 1753, 255. 
22 ‘something made in bronze or marble, 
Mr rana will judge’.
23 aPs, costruzione: Variaz[io]ne concor-
data col S.r Catella riguardo le opere da 
farsi per la Capp[ell]a, august 29, 1781. 
cf. the drawings published by viglieno cos-
salino, Carlo Andrea Rana, fig. 63-4.
24 ‘for the reason given by the stonemason 
that they would be too slim, and the cavetto 
of the lower and upper scape of these pilas-
ters would be too forced’. vercelli, archivio 
capitolare, Memorie della fabbrica della 
chiesa, scatola xIII: letter to abbot langos-
co, june 18, 1758.
25 elena di Majo, “I Pellagatta e i bottinelli 
di viggiù. Famiglie di scalpellini lombardi in 
Monferrato,” Polittico. Studi della Scuola di 
Specializzazione e del Dottorato di Ricerca 
in Storia delle Arti dell’Università di Pisa, n. 
6 (2012), 119-51. 
26 Ibidem.
27 elena di Majo, “un altare ‘assai plausi-
bile e di gusto’. altari lapidei in Monferrato 
nel xvIII secolo,” Monferrato Arte e Storia, 
n. 25 (2013), 5-22.
28 ‘very plausible and refined, in terms of 
shape and selection of marbles’. casale 
Monferrato, archivio storico comunale, 
Fondo de conti, faldone 27, fasc. 204, 
Schizzo di lettere per affari domestici, n. 
201, november 28, 1790.
29 ‘those marbles they use to employ in 
turin’. desana, archivio parrocchiale, vol. 
3, Manutenzione chiesa antica, May 14, 
1764.
30 asct, simeom, d 1700. cf. nino car-
boneri and vittorio viale (eds.), Bernardo 
Vittone architetto, exhibition catalogue (tu-
rin: F.lli Pozzo-salvati-gros Monti, 1967), 
32, cat. 72.
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2.1 Public opinion, Censorship  
and architecture in the Eighteenth 
Century 

SESSION CHAIRS: 
carlo MaMbrIanI
Università di Parma, Italy
susanna PasQualI
La Sapienza-Università di Roma, Italy 

among the general transformations of the eighteenth century, there arose 
a new relationship between the press and architecture. For the first time, a 
space was born for the emergence of public opinion regarding architectural 
projects of varying scale and relevance. In those countries where the press 
was under direct censorship, public opinion found other outlets, such as 
pamphlets and anonymous letters; in all cases, though, there was evidence 
of a new and more critical response to changes in the built environment, re-
placing unrestrained praise. the aim of this session is to collect and discuss 
published, and unpublished, examples of the interaction between architec-
ture and public opinion during the eighteenth century.
Increasingly, the periodical press becomes a commercial enterprise, with 
direct competition between different journals and newspapers. how far was 
architecture – as well as other transformations of the built environment – 
among the themes that formed part of this process?
a periodical press also develops in nations where censorship is in place. In 
these conditions, how exactly was architectural criticism/debate affected? 
and what do other sources tell us about positions that could not be ex-
pressed in the official press?
Patronage and new building types led to major transformations in architec-
ture. For works commissioned by rulers, whether kings, princes or popes, 
what room for criticism/opinion was there in the eighteenth-century press? 
What were the restrictions of censorship, either of the state, or self-im-
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posed? What role did official academies play in facilitating criticism? the 
assembly rooms in great britain, the seats of the accademie scientifiche di 
dilettanti in Italy, and theatres in every nation were commissioned by collec-
tive bodies, such as the società dei cavalieri, or similar groups of patrons. 
What kind of discussion developed through the projects for these buildings, 
and how far was that discussion open in character, involving wider public 
opinion?
and finally, with the growth of cities, the design of open spaces and of urban-
scale projects, and the emergence of competitions, the european landscape 
changes. as new public buildings, city squares, bridges and port facilities 
started to appear, how were contrasting opinions on these transformations 
expressed? by what means, and where, did a public debate around these 
objects develop?

2.1.1. Public opinion in amsterdam: Building the Society 
Felix Meritis 

FreeK schMIdt
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, Netherlands

abstract

‘among comparable foundations, the building of the society Felix Meritis can, 
even in the greatest and wealthiest cities of europe, be called unique in its 
kind’. thus the building on the Keizersgracht is described in jan Wagenaar’s 
History of Amsterdam (1802). With its majestic features it is the best known 
eighteenth-century building in amsterdam. It was erected between 1787 and 
1792 for the cultural society Felix Meritis – latin for ‘happy through merit’, 
according to the designs of the amsterdam architect jacob otten husly, 
winner of the 1787 international competition for the new building, a rare phe-
nomenon in the eighteenth-century dutch republic. long forgotten archival 
documents and contemporary pamphlets reveal that the judging of the com-
petition and the building process were surrounded by differences of opinion 
among the members of the society. together with contemporary prints, these 
sources clarify much about the building, its architecture and what it should 
represent for the society. they provide a nuanced insight into eighteenth-cen-
tury systems of patronage and the relationships between designer, users and 
the public. even before the competition there had been discussion about the 
designer, and during the process of judging the competition entries, several 
members protested against the lack of transparency in the procedures. after 
the festive opening of the building, anonymous pamphlets appeared, accusing 
the building committee of corruption, arrogance and irresponsible behavior. 
thus, the ambitious competition was followed by ugly internal disputes be-
tween the members. It became the subject of public mockery, unworthy of 
a cultural society that pursued noble enlightenment ideals. building the new 
Felix Meritis became an apple of discord within the society that would eventu-
ally lead to its demise.

keywords

Sociability, classicism, eighteenth century, public opinion, Jacob otten 
husly, Cornelis Sebille roos
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‘to continue to cultivate the honourable passion for the practice of the noble 
arts and sciences in our beloved nation’.1 With these words the cultural so-
ciety of Felix Meritis, or ‘happy through Merit’, founded in 1777 in amster-
dam, issued a competition program in 1786 for a new building. In less than 
a decade the society had grown to over 200 active members that could no 
longer be accommodated in available venues in the city. Four houses were 
taken down to provide the required space. two years later the new building on 
the Keizersgracht designed by the first prize winner jacob otten husly was of-
ficially opened on 30 october 1788. the building has survived in a somewhat 
decrepit form.2 the monumental sandstone facade with its classicist forms 
still offers a huge contrast: like a fragment of a palace it raises majestically 
above the considerably lower, narrow brick facades of the canal houses (Fig-
ure 1). the building is monument to the society that built it and is considered 
a landmark of dutch enlightenment culture. In eighteenth century amsterdam 
the building was noticed instantly. In 1788 it was celebrated in a new History 
of Amsterdam for its ‘truly distinguished and beautiful appearance’, in its kind 
unique in europe.3 It was illustrated in contemporary surveys and guidebooks 
and celebrated in commercial prints and special publications.4 a substantial 
part of these were initiated by a founding member of the society, the publisher 

and art collector cornelis sebille roos. roos issued series of engravings of 
the building and interior views, a 164-page book of the society’s history, in-
cluding a description of the building (Figure 2).5 these publications depict a 
society completely in sync with its new building. yet, other sources suggest 
that the building was a matter of great concern for the society in every step 
of its creation. Pamphlets published shortly after the official opening sug-
gest a tumultuous process of manipulation and power play. archival material 
supplies proof that the new building became an apple of discord within the 
society. In this paper, these documents serve to uncover the story of how 
architecture jeopardized the high aims of the society and the enlightenment 
ideals it intended to promote.

Felix Meritis was a society of a kind that was spreading throughout europe 
in the eighteenth century.6 spectators, magazines raising public opinion and 
general cultural journals had, since the early eighteenth century, been preach-

Figure 1. Facade of Felix Meritis, Keizersgracht 324, amsterdam. Source: author’s pho-
tograph.

Figure 2. engraving by reinier vinkeles and noach van der Meer after a drawing by jacques 
Kuyper and Pieter barbiers, ‘gehoor Zaal’. auditorium of Felix Meritis, published by cornelis 
sebille roos, 1794. Source: amsterdam, rijksmuseum (public domain)
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ing the natural sociability of man, sharing ‘the conviction that the civilian could 
only lay the basis for knowledge, virtue and happiness through the voluntary 
gathering with friends, in companies and societies’.7 In the dutch republic 
these societies, often established by private persons without specific profes-
sional, political or religious ties, contributed to the creation of a ‘culture of the 
educated classes’.8 their gatherings and agendas show a great cultural free-
dom and variety, addressing national economic, social, political and cultural 
issues of both local and national importance. the society started in 1777 
when a group of tradesmen decided to leave the coffee house and start a 
society in the home of the Mennonite watchmaker Willem Writs. despite 
the latin name of the society, all communication proceeded in dutch. Most 
knowledge was distilled from national and foreign magazines and reviews of 
important books. during its early years the society remained fairly private and 
focused on the benefit and entertainment of its members, a congenial club 
complementing the existing public cultural life.9 sometimes this would pres-
sure harmony within the society. In 1786, this rather introvert club decided 
to commission a new headquarters that would manifest itself prominently in 
the cityscape and in the media. apparently, the time was right to present the 
society to the public and promote its noble enlightenment ideals of promoting 
the arts and sciences with the aid of architecture.
a building committee was installed. at first they drafted a list of possible archi-
tects and builders, including members of the society. at that point the society 
could have opted for a plural commission. but that is not what happened. 
after Writs had passed away the committee decided to organize a competi-
tion that was widely announced in the press. a detailed program was issued 
in 500 copies. the new building should house five departments, for drawing, 
letters, trade, physics and music, all with their own requirements and specifi-
cally shaped rooms. strangely, the program does not specify anything about 
the desired architectural decoration of the facade and the interiors, thus giv-
ing the designer complete freedom, or so it appeared. 
on 1 March 1787 only 16 entries had been received, which was probably 
due to the complexity of the assignment and the short time span to apply. 
In the meeting of 30 March 1787 where the winners of the competition 
would be elected anonymously, two committee members requested to read 
their comments on two preferred entries. but the other commissioners were 
not pleased and the duo’s request was turned down. With six votes to four 
the design by the architect jacob otten husly was awarded the first prize, 
the second prize went to jan Willem le normant, a member of the society. 
the results were published in several newspapers.10 husly was a successful 
architect who had won competitions before, among the one for a new town 
hall in groningen. he was also a founding member of the amsterdam drawing 

academy, a club for artists, amateurs and virtuosi. his entry shows a modest 
building, a variation of the regular double canal house with two entrances in 
a rusticated street level floor and two floors above, crowned by a heightened 
straight gable with doric frieze.11 In his extensive description, husly does not 
motivate his choice of ornaments and architectural decorations but simply 
stated:

the ornaments are […] arbitrary, and can be chosen at will. I have 
organized these […] in accordance with the specific activities of each 
department and, considering the prominence of the praiseworthy soci-
ety, have avoided excess and maintained all possible frugality with the 
necessary requirements and in particular have strived to combine the 
simple with the useful in the regular placement and distribution of halls, 
rooms and chambers in each department in particular and in the whole, 
in a way that corresponds to the society itself as divided into separate 
departments that have their various and special activities, but also form 
a grand unified distinguished body.12 

husly wanted to create a multifunctional building that provided everything the 
society desired. but the simplicity of this initial design was put aside when 
suddenly an option to enlarge the building presented itself. during the weeks 
that the competition entries were circulating within the committee, the so-
ciety bought an adjacent house on the Keizersgracht which extended the 
terrain substantially and demanded a new design for the front building. but 
when husly presented a new set of drawings of the new extended property 
on 2 april, there was still another hurdle to take. this time the two critics 
were allowed to read their earlier comments, comparing husly’s design with 
le normant’s, whose brick faced design was simple, would cost 90,000 guil-
ders and could in the worst case, be easily transformed into a normal house 
and sold. husly’s original design would cost 150,000 guilders, while the new 
design was much more elaborate and would not suit a different purpose. but 
the duo’s critical reflections did not change a thing: the majority of the com-
mittee was prepared to pay the high price for a completely tailored building. 
on 7 july 1787 president of the building committee roos laid the first stone of 
the new building. on 31 october 1788 the building could be officially opened. 
Four departments could enter the new building already, the drawing depart-
ment would follow the next spring. the ceremonies included guest lectures 
and concerts that were reviewed enthusiastically in the press. roos took ef-
fort to celebrate the new building in print and in 1789 had husly’s definitive 
designs published.13 but roos’ passion also had a downside, which caused a 
violent dispute within the society that soon came out into the open.
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shortly after the festivities it became clear that the building would cost much 
more than was suggested originally. during the building process the unrest 
among several members grew with every bill. on 14 april 1789 it was calcu-
lated that the building would cost about 380,000 to complete. a new issue 
of shares to a total of 400,000 was needed. From this meeting on, until 
the completing of the furnishing of the top floors in the spring of 1792, the 
minutes often show the displeasure about the financial situation of ‘this build-
ing (that does not do the society honour, but certain disadvantage)’.14 not all 
members considered the building an asset. 
the spark of unrest reached the public sphere. In the spring of 1789 vari-
ous anonymous printed pamphlets were issued, probably written by dissident 
members. they brought a number of facts on the insolvent society and its 
prohibitive monumental building into the open. by a variety of insinuations per-
sons are held responsible for the deplorable financial situation of the society. 
Proper names are hardly disguised and made it easy to identify the accused 
for a readership of the society’s members and a wider audience of pamphlet 
readers, coffee house visitors and citizens with an interest in the areas in 
which Felix Meritis operated through its departments. In the pamphlet en-
titled Felix Meritis, happy through merit, now becomes unhappy through bad 
direction, the guilty are identified. It addresses the board and ‘those members 
who have been able to penetrate through slyness and have abused the posts 
awarded them’.15 the anonymous writer wonders who is the principal culprit. 
First husly is summoned but excused, because:

one can give a good testimony of that same person, that he is not only 
very energetic in the execution of the work, but by experience always 
attacking, just to go ahead [. and] one can also say […] that he has 
credit for the society and asks no money for everything which is strictly 
conditioned.16 

but others were judged, building committee members and roos in particular, 
who is presented as a ‘certain Flower, belonging to the class of stench rose, 
spreading his odour over everything and has, in earlier days been so pleas-
ant and charming, that because of his Meritis, he was censured for a long 
time, but through turning and squeezing he now flaunts himself like a beautiful 
rose at the table of commissioners’.17 roos could not be trusted with confi-
dential information. ‘he is so secretive and one can trust him with everything 
under the rose, but I do not know which is closer, his hon. or a sieve’.18 the 
pamphleteer accuses the complete board of being responsible for the high 
membership fee and the burden of the issue of shares. the equality so highly 
valued by the founders had been replaced by arrogance and lust for power, 

collective decision making by scheming. a new issue of shares could be orga-
nized via a competition, but this time it should be observed that the envelopes 
with the names and motto’s remained sealed until after the voting.19 In other 
words, the building competition was fixed.
several other pamphlets review the affair and its dear consequence that be-
came public after the ceremonious opening on 30 october 1788: the money 
was gone but the building was not finished by a long shot, a situation caused 
by ‘three gentlemen who, completely coincidental, possessed great skills but 
also great private fortunes – each one of them capable of building and pay-
ing such a building by himself’. these public accusations of mismanagement, 
nepotism, as well as malicious gossip, show that the building did not stimu-
late consensus inside the society. Its monumental gesture in the amsterdam 
cityscape came at a high price. 
on the other hand, choosing this gaudy building betwixt amsterdam’s typical 
domestic architecture, should not be dismissed as being merely decadent or 
whimsical. a palace with a giant corinthian temple front and a beehive in the 
pediment replaced the canal houses, and above the arched windows of the 
great auditorium five reliefs refer to the society’s interest in drawing, letters, 
trade, physics and music. husly’s facade expresses a strict observance of 
classicist rules and ornamentation, inspired by French palace architecture 
with hints of english Palladianism rather than dutch tradition, as if creating 
a touchstone of sociable culture and education in a demonstration of inter-
nationally approved architectural quality. this idea was continued in the distri-
bution and decoration of the interior: from the ground floor with the central 
foyers and the central staircase with the two-level oval concert room of the 
music department behind it with its impressive acoustics and experimental 
‘air conditioning’, to the great auditorium with its double row of columns on 
the first floor facing the canal (Figure 2), the centre of the departments of 
trade and literature. the department of physics with its laboratory was lo-
cated above the concert room, while the drawing department was located on 
the front with special rooms for sculpture, casts and a drawing room lit from 
above. and there is more that can be said in support of the idea that Felix 
Meritis indeed was setting an example of good architecture in amsterdam 
aided by the best architect available, to reinforce their aim to cultivate the 
arts and sciences of the nation.
the variety of publications on the building issued by roos from 1789 onwards 
can also be considered in this light. the images and texts celebrate the hon-
ourable activities employed there for the common good and draw away at-
tention from the recent acidic pamphlets that had stained the society in the 
public eye. they attempt to disarm his anonymous opponents, glorify the ex-
pensive building and its architect and thus restore the society’s to its original 
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noble position. these publications could help restore the somewhat tarnished 
reputation of the society and its enlightened message to cultivate the arts 
and sciences. as a result the building was widely reviewed and discussed so 
that even those who had no access would have been able to get an idea of 
the many activities the society unfolded. these views were hailed in the press 
as fine specimen in the advancement of the art of the nation and could thus 
serve the purpose of promoting Felix Meritis and rehabilitate roos in public 
after the negative press he had received in the pamphlets.20 the first one, 
the concert room on the ground floor, set the tone. It shows how visitors that 
have come to attend a musical performance are overwhelmed by the room 
that could house 600 people. they are looking and pointing, while others 
meet, greet and make polite conversation. the variety in dress – especially of 
the ladies with a range of impressive hairdos and whimsical hats among less 
extravagant and fashionable hoods – underlines the importance of this event 
in the cultural life of the city. 
the society offered a platform for amateurism of the highest order, in which 
the audience added much to the entertainment value of every meeting, per-
formance or experiment. In the physics department that was located above 
the music room, one the favourite activities consisted of conducting spectacu-
lar experiments with electricity and chemicals.21 the audience in the so-called 
rotunda was thrilled to see spectacular experiments that were conducted by 
professional scientists, and helped to unveil and understand nature’s laws. 
late in 1789 two members had conducted electrical experiments with a 
machine to analyze and synthesize water through electrical sparks, witnessed 
by a large, male audience, that became the subject of the drawing and print 
published by roos.22 What better way was there to show that science was 
attractive and worth the attention of an audience of burghers, gathering to 
promote the arts and sciences of the nation? the drawing department was 
shown in a similar vein, with members practising model drawing, viewing and 
discussing art and observing the ‘famous masterpieces of sculpture of the 
great age of greek art’.23 

the majority of the members of Felix Meritis valued sociability and entertain-
ment over fundamental or pioneering research, artistic or aesthetic innova-
tions. the architecture of the building suited this cultural ideal perfectly. It 
offered the burghers a palace on the amsterdam canal, devoted to the pro-
motion of arts and sciences in a setting that suggested a republican answer 
to royal patronage. In the engraving roos published in 1794 (Figure 2), the 
auditorium fronting the Keizersgracht serves as a space where visitors in 
families are introduced to the architectural splendour of the room and sup-
ports the idea that the room was an attraction and a place of social interac-
tion in its own right, independent of its use as an auditorium for the society.

the architecture of sociability as applied to Felix Meritis demonstrates to 
the audience an idealized or at least preferred architectural language that 
stunned and entertained the viewer. architecture was not explained to the 
members of the society in books or recited in boring formulas, but presented 
in 3d. experiencing the facade with its classical ordinance, and the interior 
spaces with their appropriate decoration reads as an exceptional program, 
a demonstration that functioned as a basic course in good architecture. We 
can understand the amazement of the people depicted in the great audito-
rium: they inspect a room that is a fine specimen of architectural showman-
ship, reminiscent of the theatrical stage of a classic play, more lavish and clas-
sical, but not completely estranged from the protestant church interior. here, 
however, worship and faith were replaced by knowledge and its exchange. 
the enlightened members of Felix Meritis could perform like great orators 
from the past or antiquity, watched over by the heads of Mercury and apollo 
or be entertained and impressed in their own spectacular temple of sociabil-
ity. the public was fascinated and came under the spell of architecture. In 
that respect, roos succeeded aptly in providing with Felix Meritis a spectacle 
that gave pleasure to all its visitors and simultaneously educated them, while 
quickly erasing and masking its ugly but entertaining establishment. 
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2.1.2 an architect’s reputation: libel and Public 
opinion in Britain

tIMothy hyde
Harvard University, USA

abstract

In late eighteenth-century london, one’s reputation was necessary to uphold 
but very difficult to protect. newspapers, magazines, broadsheets, and pam-
phlets circulated rapidly, overflowing with comment, opinion, and critique. 
one of the few defenses that could be wielded effectively in this whirl of 
public opinion was the law of libel, which offered a means of censoring the 
publication of derogatory claims. though today we regard aesthetic criticism 
– the public judgment of aesthetic objects – as an obvious corollary to the 
presentation of these objects to the public realm, in the realm of press and 
publicity in eighteenth-century britain it was not yet clear whether aesthetic 
criticism distinguished between objects and their authors. this paper will 
reveal the facts of the case of sir john soane, who despite what now seems 
his manifest professional success, more than once angrily sued his critics 
for libel. upon reading disparaging accounts of his architectural designs in 
london newspapers, soane retaliated by arguing in court that such public 
ridicule was damaging to his reputation and should therefore be censored 
by the courts. In all of soane’s lawsuits, and in a few other pivotal legal deci-
sions that the paper examines, the judges disagreed, and thereby crafted 
a legal consensus that an aesthetic object such as architecture was not an 
embodiment of its architect, and that a critique of the building need not be 
a critique of the man. With its historical interpretation of these events, the 
paper will argue that a new relationship between the press, public opinion, 
and architecture was calibrated through the mediating sphere of law, as an 
entirely new conception of aesthetic criticism emerged in the public realm as 
a precisely theorized legal exemption.

keywords 
law, libel, Sir John Soane, reputation, opinion, embodiment

Must it not appear then a monstrous defect in our laws, that there 
should be a certain stile and Method of writing, which a malicious Man 
may use at his Pleasure, and to destroy his neighbor’s good name, 
without the least Inconvenience to himself?.2 

looking back from the vantage point of a global society in which ubiquitous 
media produce a pervasive hum of commentary, interpretation, and cri-
tique, this plaintive appeal for a legal remedy to control the most egregious 
examples of public disparagement seems almost contemporary. but the 
date of this particular complaint is 1730, its setting is london, and its con-
text is a short treatise on the topic of libel law.

london in the eighteenth century possessed the keenest enthusiasm, and 
countless venues, for myriad manifestations of opinion – news, rumors, 
reports, stories, conversations, arguments. In addition to a profusion of 
newspapers, pamphlets, and journals, there were also streams of corre-
spondence to circulate news and gossip, which then made their way into 
personal diaries; there were debates and lectures, staged in drawing rooms 
and coffee houses, academies and Parliament. discourse in all these forms 
constituted public opinion, which in turn brought forth the medium of ‘pub-
licity’, a word coined at the end of the eighteenth century to describe the 
condition of entering into the public sphere and being rendered an object of 
public attention.3

the oxford english dictionary records the first usage of the word ‘publicity’ 
in 1791, suggesting the perception arising by that moment of a new experi-
ence of ‘public’ observation and notice. the existence of public opinion was 
not only acknowledged, therefore, but was understood as a social presence 
to which one might be subject. Publicity in this sense was an experience 
that was undoubtedly related to the proliferation of print media. the first 
daily newspaper, the Daily Courant, appeared in london in 1702, in editions 
of perhaps 800 copies; by 1821 there were several daily newspapers, 
with the leading daily, The Times, reaching a circulation of 10,000 copies. 
through the newly powerful instrument of the press emerged the novel are-
na of publicity – a publicity that might be praise or disparagement, esteem 
for good character or insult for low reputation.

then, as now, these newspapers had political allegiances, but they were 
not only political instruments. the pages of london’s daily newspapers, filled 
with advertisements, were also economic instruments, and with columns 
of reviews and notices and essays, they were certainly cultural instruments 
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as well. not only political figures like the king and the members of Parlia-
ment drew the attention of newspapers, but also prominent figures includ-
ing painters, writers, and architects. new artworks, new books, new archi-
tecture – all these were now fair subjects for the scrutiny of the press, and 
for its comments and criticisms as well. as the press engaged such figures, 
willing and unwilling, in the sphere of publicity, one legal dimension of public-
ity and public opinion was brought increasingly to the fore: the law of libel.

according to its legal definition at the end of the eighteenth century:

a libel is a malicious defamation, expressed either in printing or writ-
ing, or by signs, pictures, &c, tending either to blacken the memory 
of one who is dead, with an intent to provoke the living, or the reputa-
tion of one who is alive, and thereby exposing him to public hatred, 
contempt, or ridicule.4

over the course of the eighteenth century, instances of libel had been given 
ever greater prominence by the vast increase in published materials and 
by the intensity of partisan debate. Wider circulations and more readers 
meant, of course, that the potential damage of a libelous statement could 
be far-reaching. a century earlier, libel had applied almost exclusively to 
derogatory statements made about the king, the Parliament, or noblemen, 
which were considered to be sedition. but with the expansion of the public 
sphere of the press, legal standards for libel soon accommodated the entire 
range of public discourse from political dissent to critical reviews. libel could 
be still charged as a crime, but also as a tort, a civil damage, and though 
greater attention often focused upon criminal prosecutions, the law courts 
heard now civil suits with considerable frequency.

british common law permitted an evolving conception of libel, without a fixed 
or statutory definition, based upon two constituent criteria: defamation and 
publicity. defamation, literally a de-faming, was an injury to an individual’s 
reputation, which was considered a legal right:

the common law [protects] the good fame, as well as the life, liberty, 
and property of every man – It considers reputation, not only as one 
of our pure and absolute rights, but as an outwork which defends, and 
renders them all valuable.5

since only a defamation conveyed to a third party could be claimed libel-
ous, a plaintiff was also required to show that the statement had been 

published, made public in writing in some form. Within these two criteria of 
defamation and publicity, however, a broad range of nuance and interpreta-
tion remained. What was the motive of the libel? What was the evidence 
of an injury to reputation? What was the relation between the libel and the 
truth? judges and jurors in a constellation of libel cases heard in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries plumbed these questions, and in 
so doing, established the bases of modern libel law, and thereby established 
also the basis for understanding the public role of architecture, architects, 
and architectural criticism.

on 16 october 1796, the london newspaper The Observer published a 
short poem titled “the Modern goth”.6 Its rhyming couplets sarcastically 
praised the well-known architect john soane and his new designs for the 
bank of england, pairing hyperbolic epithets with belittling comments on his 
diverse architectural practice – ‘glory to thee great artist soul of taste/For 
mending pigsties when a plank’s misplaced’ – and deriding the peculiarities 
of his developing architectural style – ‘pilasters scor’d like loins of pork’. the 
poem ended with the advice: ‘In silence build from models of your own/and 
never imitate the Works of sxxne’.7 

soane’s designs for the bank, an institution of enormous civic and politi-
cal importance, could hardly have avoided prompting public commentary, 
particularly in light of his designs disregard for prevailing conventions of ar-
chitectural neo-classicism. soane, concerned to defend his reputation and 
perhaps insistent also that the right of artistic innovation be championed, 
chose neither to ignore the satirical attack, nor to rebut the attack with a 
similarly satiric response. nearly three years passed before he could act, 
but in 1799, soane took recourse to the law and entered legal proceedings 
against a surveyor, Philip norris, whom soane named as the ‘Publisher’ of 
‘the Modern goth’. With the encouragement of his legal counsel, soane 
submitted to the court of the King’s bench a brief that emphasized the 
‘scandalous, malicious, inflammatory’ nature of the works and asserted 
that the defendant intended to ‘prejudice, vilify and disgrace the said j.s. in 
his profession and to injure his fame, credit and reputation’.8 

under prevailing law, civil prosecution for libel could proceed against pub-
lished statements about an individual that either had ‘a tendency to injure 
him in his office, profession, calling, or trade’, or that impaired his position in 
society by holding him up to public ‘scorn and ridicule’.9 soane’s brief aimed 
precisely at these two standards, claiming that the satirical poems were 
deliberately intended to damage soane’s professional reputation and to em-
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barrass him publicly. the very nature of their publication demonstratively 
proved this motive, according to soane’s counsel:

We may fairly assume that they [soane’s designs] could have been 
attacked in a more serious way than by an anonymous publication of 
an abusive poem. 
all public disquisitions on the subject ought to be fair manly candid criti-
cism, and not be holding a man up as an object of scorn and ridicule, 
to hunt down in his profession and degrade him in society.
In the first stated libel the language is ransacked for terms of scorn 
and derision, and Mr. soane is held out to the Public as a man who 
has disgraced his country.10 

during the trial, which was reported in daily newspapers such as The Times 
and the Morning Chronicle, the counsel for the defense, edmund law, 
argued that although soane was indeed an ‘architect of great merit’, the 
bank failed to exemplify his talents. law proceeded to recite the poem in 
court, substantiating each of its stinging slights with a comment on soane’s 
design. the bank, he concluded, was a ‘public performance’ that, given its 
flaws, was a reasonable ‘subject of criticism, and even ridicule, provided 
that it was done in a fair, and manly, way’.11 both parties emphasized the 
nature of the criticism – whether it was ‘fair, manly, or candid’ – rather than 
its content, because the motivation behind the defamatory statement could 
be evidence of libel, especially in a case where the truth of falsity of the 
statement itself could not be definitively asserted. the judge admitted in his 
instructions to the jury ‘that architecture and all the other arts […] were 
the subjects of fair criticism’, but he advised that the jury consider ‘whether 
that might be done […] in a Poem, that was to hold up a man to ridicule all 
his life long’.12  the jury returned a verdict of not guilty.

‘the Modern goth’ episode was soane’s first of many encounters with de-
famatory publications. critical letters, pamphlets, and reviews were atten-
dants to his celebrity, and recourse to law became an instinctive response. 
on 20 May 1821, the first of three essays appeared in the Guardian, a 
new weekly journal. Identifying himself only with initials, the author referred 
to soane and other architects by name in a promised indictment: ‘We have 
arraigned the state of contemporaneous architecture, and unfortunately 
we have ample evidence to make out our case’.13 In a second installment, 
discussing the annual royal academy exhibition, he attacked soane directly, 
deploring the ‘vapid’ and ‘uninteresting’ designs submitted by the architect. 
since soane’s exhibits were ‘the atlas of the architectural fame of the 

academy’, the author insisted, ‘no exertions should be spared to check the 
adoption of his manner. It is the most pernicious and vitiated. nature, com-
mon sense, propriety, simplicity, are all immolated to his idol, novelty’.14 

attacked once again for the idiosyncrasy of his architectural language, soane 
quickly attempted to discover the author and consulted with his acquaintanc-
es on whether it would be advisable to bring a libel suit against the Guardian. 
two of soane’s close friends recommended that he ignore the scurrilous at-
tacks in order to avoid drawing further attention to the articles. one advised 
that he was ‘only paying the penalty, which all Public men are liable to, and 
which eminent, and successful men in particular, have always paid’, while the 
other worried that the uncertainties of libel law would require soane to prove 
the injury to his reputation by demonstrating that actual commissions had 
been lost, a burden of proof he could not meet. obviously familiar with the 
legal criteria of libel, the friend advised soane ‘to treat it with contempt’, for if 
soane were to lose, the publicity would compound the original insult.15 

very likely, the courts would have considered the comments to fall under the 
category of criticism which could not be cause for a libel action, even if they 
did cause some damage reputation. but this principle had only very recently, 
in 1808, been put forward in a prominent libel case, Sir John Carr v. Hood 
and Sharpe, an author’s claim against booksellers who published a pamphlet 
satirizing his works. the judge for the case (none other than edmund law, 
now ennobled as lord ellenborough and serving as chief justice) stated in 
his charge to the jury that all artistic works placed before the public were 
susceptible to

fair and candid criticism, which every person has a right to publish, al-
though the author may suffer a loss from it. It is a loss, indeed, to the 
author; but is what we call in law Damnum absque injuria; a loss which 
the law does not consider as an injury, because it is a loss which he 
ought to sustain. It is, in short, the loss of fame and profits, to which 
he was never entitled.16 

the only restraint against such criticism, albeit one that lord ellenborough 
firmly asserted, was that criticism should not deride the personal character 
of the author, except insofar as he ‘embodied’ or portrayed himself in his 
work. the law, in short, distinguished between character and reputation, 
the former being the private moral composition of an individual and the lat-
ter his public representation, which was, in the case of an artist at least, 
subject to public judgment.
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In his third installment of essay, the anonymous Guardian correspondent 
acknowledged without regret that his comments had ‘given mortal offence’ 
and denounced the censorship implied by threats to prosecute him for libel.

to those who, in the pride of their reputation, or in the confidence of 
their wealth, boldly and unceremoniously talk of disarming Criticism 
by indictment, we hold a very different language… that anyone who 
has gone ‘right onwards’ to wealth and honor, doubtless with a large 
assistance from the panegyric of the press, should talk, not of argu-
ment, but of prosecution when criticism dares to be what it ought, to 
think for itself, and to speak boldly, whether its object be an r.a. or 
one unknown to Fame… this, indeed, is monstrous.17 

no legal claim, he continues, may be made against honest criticism ‘which 
abstains from personal insults, and forgets the man while it condemns the 
Artist’ – a careful distinction that reveals the author’s awareness of the 
newly relevant legal standard founded in Sir John Carr v. Hood and Sharpe. 
the critic would submit himself only to the tribunal of public opinion, not a 
court of law: 

If we are prejudiced, arrogant, unjust, and ignorant, the public will de-
cide against us… We laugh at the threats about prosecution; and the 
public shall laugh too, when we discover a serious attempt to set up at-
torneys and special juries into arbitri elegantiarum in the last resort.18 

soane appears to have conceded this aspect of his critic’s argument and 
instead of seeking legal remedy, turned to the medium of the press to put 
his case to the public. two letters almost certainly written with soane’s as-
sistance or consent, soon appeared in the Sun. the first condemned the 
Guardian critic for his ignorance of architecture and the inconsistency of 
his arguments, which were inexplicable and unconvincing in light of soane’s 
‘acknowledged eminence’ and ‘most intimate and extended knowledge of 
his art.’19 the second reproached another journal (the Magazine of Fine 
Arts) for having approved the ‘impudent and malevolent’ Guardian essays as 
informed and impartial.20 What soane seemed tacitly to accept in demur-
ring from legal action, the correspondents made explicit. Public opinion of 
architecture might be better adjudicated in terms of erudition and plausibility 
than in terms of injury and damages.

the publicity surrounding the Guardian essays subsided, but the episode was 
not soane’s last encounter with disparaging opinions and retaliatory suits for 

libel. on 12 june 1827, the court of the King’s bench heard the case of 
Soane v. Knight. soane had brought a charge against the publisher of Knight’s 
Quarterly Review for printing three years earlier a lengthy satire of soane, 
titled ‘the sixth, or boetian order of architecture’, another condemnation of 
soane’s willful architectural style. Following arguments and the judge’s instruc-
tions, the jury ‘immediately’ found for the defendant. given the legal standards 
established in previous cases, the verdict could not have come as a surprise. 
soane’s counsel (who apparently tried to dissuade soane from legal action) 
attempted to portray the public ridicule of the satire as evidence of the critic’s 
‘private pique and malice’.21 but the counsel representing the defendant re-
sponded by citing lord ellenborough on the permissibility and importance of 
artistic criticism. In 1799 and in 1812, lord ellenborough had stressed the 
idea that criticism tended to the improvement of society by raising up works 
worthy of acclaim and exposing those deserving of ridicule. ‘It was’, argued 
the defense counsel, ‘the undoubted right of the press to endeavour to cor-
rect the public taste, and to explode by argument or ridicule all false notions 
and erroneous works’. this regulatory function was all the more vital, he 
continued, in the case of an architect, ‘whose works, like his materials, are 
lasting, and who covers a metropolis with them’.22 

What aspect of this final case must soane have found the most galling? 
the failure to win a legal defense of his reputation; the complete recitation 
of the libelous text for evidence and its consequence reproduction in news-
paper accounts; or the opposing counsel’s superfluous addition of his own 
opinion of soane’s design for the law courts, in which the trial was held – ‘I 
assure you I was nearly killed in the passage in getting into the court, so 
ill-contrived, as I think, are the passages’.23 this caustic remark manifested 
the particular space of critical public opinions that had been opened by 
the evolution of the law of libel in english common law, and exemplified the 
pertinence of that space to architecture. architecture had, of course, previ-
ously been subject to scrutiny and to opinion, but now the contours of that 
scrutiny had been more specifically defined in a manner that substantively 
altered possible mechanisms of censorship. by sanctioning the critique of 
architecture as long as it did not employ the disparagement of the person of 
the architect, libel law affirmed the principle of a subtle separation of the ar-
chitect from his architecture; with this separation the embodied imagination 
of architecture could be segregated from the moral stature of the architect. 
the relationship between the two, though, might still be examined, but only 
by a fair, manly, and candid criticism.
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1 this paper is a draft version, prepared 
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public sphere theorized by jürgen haber-
mas in The Structural Transformation of 
the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Cat-
egory of Bourgeois Society, (cambridge, 
Mass.: MIt Press, 1991). the present 
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eighteenth century the public condition was 
markedly different, as the invention of the 
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don press at the start of soane’s career, 
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Early Modern Britain (london: Frank cass, 
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tics, and Public Opinion in Late Eighteenth 
century England (oxford: clarendon Press, 
1998).
4 Francis ludlow holt, The Law of Libel 
(london: j. butterworth, 1816), 73. holt’s 

The Law of Libel is an early nineteenth-cen-
tury treatise on libel law and an overview 
of english libel law is given in Peter carter-
ruck, Libel and Slander (hamden, ct: ar-
chon books, 1973).
5 holt, Law of Libel, 72.
6 Observer, october 16, 1796.
7 a slightly different but equally derisory 
version of the poem is reprinted in arthur 
bolton (ed.), The Portrait of Sir John Soane, 
R.A. (london: sir john soane’s Museum, 
1927), 62. I have offered a broader consid-
eration of sir john soane’s career and its 
formation in the cultural context of london’s 
public sphere in my article “some evidence 
of libel, criticism, and Publicity in the ar-
chitectural career of sir john soane,” Per-
specta 37 (2005), 144-63. the present 
paper recounts some events discussed in 
that article, but within an argument focused 
on the transactions of libel law in relation to 
the regulation of public opinion and censor-
ship in debates over aesthetic production.
8 bolton, Portrait, 76.
9 holt, Law of Libel, 187-8. satirical poems 
aimed at prominent figures were common 
currency in political and literary exchanges, 
and ‘the Modern goth’ employed their typi-
cal devices: ironic classical allusion, mock-
ing praise, and the judicious use of innuen-
do. this last was of crucial importance, for 
satire often met with the equally common 
response of a suit for libel, and innuendo 
could allow an author to evade the charge. 
Innuendo was the absence of any explicit 
referent, even if the imputation was obvi-

ous, as in the case of the elided ‘sxxne’. only 
a statement that named or portrayed an in-
dividual in a manner that excluded any other 
identification could be libel. For a discussion 
of the principle of innuendo, and a thorough 
investigation of the relation between libel 
law and the mode of satire see, c.r. Kropf, 
“libel and satire in the eighteenth century,” 
Eighteenth century Studies 8, n. 2, (1974-
5), 153-68.
10 bolton, Portrait, 76.
11 Morning Chronicle, May 18, 1799.
12 The Times, May 18, 1799.
13 the essays appeared in Guardian of 20 
May, 27 May, and 3 june 1821. they are 
excerpted in bolton, Portrait, 340-3.
14 Ibidem, 341-2.
15 Ibidem, 343-4. the criteria for ‘libels 
against a man in respect to his profession 
and calling’, did in theory support action 
for an individual ‘disgraced or injured in his 

profession’ by a defamatory publication. see 
holt, Law of Libel, 210.
16 Liberty of the Press! Sir John Carr 
Against Hood and Sharpe. Report of the 
Above Case (london: vernor, hood, and 
sharp, 1808), 28.
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18 Ibidem, 343.
19 Sun, june 5, 1821.
20 Sun, june 23, 1821.
21 The Times, june 13, 1827. In an anon-
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design of his father’s house at lincoln’s Inn 
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22 Ibidem.
23 Ibidem.
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2.1.3 theater acoustics in the late Eighteenth-Century 
Press

josePh clarKe
Yale University, USA

abstract

this paper examines how architectural discourse was influenced by a ne-
glected source: public judgments about the acoustics of Parisian theaters 
as debated in journals, books, and pamphlets in the 1770s and 1780s. 
Performance halls’ transformation into urban monuments has been traced 
in the work of claude-nicolas ledoux and others, revealing a project of 
rational social control through techniques of visibility. yet the growing size 
of theaters and the changing character of audiences was making aurality a 
more crucial consideration, as French audiences evinced a new interest in 
sensitivity and relied more than ever on these halls’ interior forms to help 
them pick up emotional nuances. acoustics was not merely a technical 
challenge calling for professional amelioration but a means of confronting a 
basic social problem: how should a limited resource be distributed equitably 
among members of a public situated unequally? some struggled to find 
words to describe sonic impressions, while others transferred their more 
general distaste for a particular building or performance onto the aural en-
vironment. In 1770, for example, the théâtre de la Porte saint-Martin, new 
home of the académie royale de Musique, was accused by an anonymous 
critic in the Journal de musique of having an infelicitous echo caused by 
box partitions in the galleries. this criticism made little scientific sense but 
reflected the writer’s desire for a more acoustically unified audience: ‘tear 
down these partitions that turn the loge boxes into as many confessionals’, 
he urged. Parallel debates ensued among theater critics, composers, scien-
tists, and architects over the most aurally effective interior configuration for 
performance spaces. that these debates took place not in conventional ar-
chitectural treatises but in a more disparate array of print media illustrates 
the evolving relationship between the sensory experience of architecture 
and the polity who debated its merits.

keywords

acoustics, theater, sensation, reverberation, Pierre Patte

In 1789, the radical newspaper Révolutions de Paris published a design for 
a ‘speaking seat’ or ‘siège oral’, a wheeled dais incorporating an acoustic 
shell behind the speaker and a wooden vault beneath its floor surface. Far 
from being an innocent piece of technology, this device had a specific political 
function. after the breakdown of the estates-general earlier that year, revo-
lutionaries disagreed about what governmental structure they should aim 
to institute: could an elected legislature be considered legitimate, or must 
each act be voted on by the entire populus? advocates of direct democracy 
acknowledged that it could be difficult for a massive crowd to engage in the 
kind of structured communication necessary to pass thoughtful laws. some 
speculated that if democracy were not mediated politically, through a legisla-
ture, it would need to be mediated acoustically, so all individuals could hear 
and be heard by their fellow citizens. as the paper explained: ‘the invention 
of the siège oral is a partial response to difficulties that the partisans of rep-
resentative government blame on the inconvenience of large assemblies’.1

had it been built, the siège oral would probably have met with limited suc-
cess. It is unlikely that any amount of architectural reinforcement could have 
made a single voice audible at the massive outdoor rallies convened during 
this heady time. the French nation had to content itself with amphitheatrical 
legislative chambers, such as the shallow elliptical national assembly hall 
designed in 1793 by jacques-Pierre gisors, a former student of Étienne-
louis boullée, in the tuileries Palace.2

the underlying geometrical form of this structure was already familiar from 
several decades of public debate about the acoustical properties of elliptical 
theaters. that these two building types in particular should be associated 
with the politics of acoustics is perhaps no surprise. the voice has long held 
symbolic importance in political theory; as Peter sloterdijk observes, ‘what 
would later be called politics was at first nothing more than an art of loud 
speaking.’3 vitruvius himself had considered acoustics in relation to two 
building types: the senate chamber and the theater. but the emergence of a 
public sphere in the eighteenth century was so dependent on the expansion 
of print media, as we know from scholars such as jürgen habermas and 
robert darnton, that the role of acoustics in this shift is not immediately evi-
dent. the question is only complicated by the fact that the relation between 
written and spoken language was itself a theme of enlightenment philosophy, 
particularly for a thinker as concerned about theatricality as rousseau.
What is clear is that after 1750, theater became both an object of heated 
discussion in books, journals, and anonymous pamphlets, as well as a site of 
debate in its own right. theaters were not only among the most ideologically 
freighted but also the most costly and complex buildings in late eighteenth 
century France. the development of the performance hall from a site of 



2
. 
r

E
P
r

E
S
E
n

ta
tI

o
n

 a
n

d
 C

o
M

M
u

n
IC

a
tI

o
n

2
. 
r

E
P
r

E
S
E
n

t a
tI

o
n

 a
n

d
 C

o
M

M
u

n
IC

a
tI

o
n

220 221

private amusement into a publicly significant monument was linked with the 
rise of an affluent bourgeois class, on whom theaters were increasingly 
dependent for revenue.4 as they grew to accommodate audiences of thou-
sands, acoustics emerged as the most critical design issue. 
the historian james johnson has shown how this new theatrical public in-
creasingly tended to abstain from conversation during the performance and 
concentrate with rapt attention on the stage.5 If the middle class could not 
always produce more visually impressive spectacles than the ancien régime, 
it could cultivate an ability to distinguish subtle or indeed invisible aspects of 
a production. nuance became essential to good theater, and one could pick 
up the fine emotional gradations in an actor’s voice only in an acoustically 
calibrated auditorium.6 Moreover, the problem of acoustics expressed a 
basic social problem: how might a limited resource be distributed equitably 
among members of a public? 
If the cultural stakes of acoustics were clear, the science was not. the study 
of sound as a physical phenomenon had been advanced in the seventeenth 
century by Marin Mersenne and his contemporaries, but they gave little 
consideration to its architectural applications. and while questions of the 
style and character of theater architecture were taken up in conventional 
academic venues, the problem of these structures’ auditory environment 
was left to be debated more haphazardly by theater critics, composers, 
scientists, and amateurs. While their writings did not express overt political 
opinions, the fact that drama itself was subject to close scrutiny by censors 
undoubtedly increased the political sensitivity of the issue of acoustics, which 
determined whose voices could be heard and by whom. In what follows, I will 
briefly sketch the rise and fall of the ellipse in enlightenment theater archi-
tecture, and will show how the debate over its acoustics, which largely took 
place in the press, illustrates the evolving relationship between the sensory 
experience of architecture and the polity who debated its merits.
the story begins here in turin, where the old teatro regio had been com-
pleted by benedetto alfieri in 1740. since the seventeenth century, elliptical 
forms had been reputed to possess favorable acoustic properties, elabo-
rated in highly speculative studies by athanasius Kircher and other jesuit 
thinkers (Figure 1). sounds produced at one focus of an ellipse should be re-
produced with heightened audibility at the other focus, a discovery that was 
applied to imaginative designs for speaking tubes, vaulted rooms, and even 
a theater. While architects maintained some distance from these ideas, 
never applying them directly to built projects, alfieri, who had been trained 
by jesuits in rome, was certainly aware of the acoustical connotations of 
the ellipse, a form which had also been adopted by borromini on at least one 
occasion for a room where audibility was crucial.

In 1750, the teatro regio was visited by a party of French travelers includ-
ing jacques-germain soufflot and charles-nicolas cochin, an engraver and 
an important tastemaker in the French enlightenment. While cochin criti-
cized its acoustics, soufflot was impressed with the design and adapted its 
elliptical plan for his own theater in lyon, competed six years later.7 but the 
lyon hall came in for even more acoustical criticism: the cultural newslet-
ter La Correspondance littéraire complained of soufflot that ‘this “preemi-
nent architect of europe” has designed a hall in lyon where nothing can be 
heard’.8 

the status of acoustics vis-à-vis architectural discourse remained ambiguous: 
was it a functional issue? a question of planning, what the French enlighten-
ment called distribution? should it be subsumed under the technologies of 
aesthetic sensation, soon to be explored by architects such as nicolas le 
camus de Mézières? What sort of knowledge was needed to critique the 
acoustics of a theater – architectural? musical? physical? physiological? the 
end of the seven years’ War in 1763 freed French national resources for a 
new wave of theater construction. the hall used by the Paris opéra burned 
down that very year, and Pierre-louis Moreau-desproux was engaged to de-
sign its replacement; soon, discussion also began swirling around the idea of 
building a new home for the comédie-Française, the nation’s flagship theater 
company. this growing demand prompted three writers, of whom none was 

Figure 1. Mario bettini, acoustical diagram of an elliptical theater. Source: Apiaria Univer-
sae Philosophiae Mathematicae (bononiae: Ferronii, 1642).
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a trained architect but all had visited the most innovative halls in Italy, to take 
up the subject of theater design and acoustics during the 1760s.
the first major book on the reform of French theater architecture was pub-
lished in 1765 by cochin, whose friendship with the Marquis de Marigny – 
director of the Bâtiments du Roi, responsible for government architecture in 
Paris – guaranteed widespread respect for his architectural opinions. cochin 
advocated moving the audience as close as possible to the stage, accusing 
most existing halls of being ‘too deep […] for people to be able to see and 
hear distinctly’9 When actors must shout to be heard, he argued, their per-
formance was ‘forced and unnatural’.10 the acoustical premise of his shal-
low elliptical design was based on the audience’s uniform exposure to direct 
sound; he therefore sought to suppress echo and to minimize retentissement 
or reverberation.11 
a similar concern for audibility was registered the following year in a book by 
the chevalier de chaumont, an amateur designer who kept his full identity 
secret.12 chaumont seems to have believed that sound was carried by mov-
ing air, and considers how a stage might be configured to project “air” out to-
wards the audience. For him, this was a straightforward operation that could 
be perfected through technological progress: ‘there is no question that one 
must be more a scientist than an architect to build the interior of an opera 
house’, he wrote.13 Finally, a few years later, an anonymous ‘man of letters’ 
published a third treatise on theater design, entitled Exposition des Principes 
qu’on doit suivre dans l’Ordonnance des Théâtres modernes.14 Whereas co-
chin had opposed all reflected sound, the Exposition insisted on the need for 
sound reflection, but warned that the auditorium must be carefully shaped 
so that sound reflections accentuate the verbal content of the production.15 

not only did these three books underscore the public’s interest in theater 
acoustics; each supported a particular set of social and aesthetic values. 
cochin’s advocacy for direct sound and dismissal of reverberation was linked 
with a concept of ‘immediacy’ that favored both spatial proximity and dramatic 
realism, probably a reaction to theaters’ increasing size and commercial-
ism.16 chaumont’s quest for an architectonic science of projecting and sus-
taining sound reflected a sensationalist belief that the mechanisms of human 
perception could be rationalized through geometry. the Exposition made clear 
that its goal of maximizing each sound’s reflection and thus ostensibly in-
creasing its total vibratory energy would keep listeners engaged by the entire 
performance, and not just a few bravura arias. the fact that the last of these 
texts was published anonymously indicates how socially freighted the ques-
tions at stake were.
the architectural establishment did not respond with a comprehensive the-
ory of the spatial management of sound until 1782, when the rationalist 

designer Pierre Patte published his Essai sur l’architecture théâtrale. a stu-
dent of germain boffrand, Patte conceived architecture as a massive acous-
tical transmission device, and shared cochin’s desire for acoustic clarity and 
his suspicion of retentissement.17 but whereas cochin sought to mitigate 
acoustical problems by minimizing reflected sound and keeping the audience 
close to the stage, Patte argued that such an approach would be too limiting 
to the a hall’s overall volume. Instead, he reverted to the deep elliptical form 
preferred by soufflot and Moreau, but married it to a geometrical theory of 
acoustics adapted from athanasius Kircher.18

In Patte’s design, sound produced at one focus of the ellipse, which is located 
at the front of the stage, is to be reflected off the curved walls and concen-
trated at the other focus, thereby strengthening the sound in the rear part 
of the auditorium, where acoustic reinforcement is most needed. this sec-
ond focus does not actually correspond to any programmatically significant 
element of the building: in seventeenth-century models, this point had been 
occupied by the seat of the prince, but in practice this was not quite the right 
location for a royal box without substantially distorting the geometry of the 
ellipse. Moreover, such a layout would not have suited the ideology of the 
1770s and 1780s, when the cultural authority of the monarchy was increas-
ingly counterbalanced by that of noble and bourgeois cultural patrons. Patte 
nevertheless believed that by organizing the sound reflections through geom-
etry, he could ensure the sound’s uniformity throughout the hall.
Patte’s model would not be tested for two decades. the neoclassical spirit of 
the 1780s and 1790s favored circular, rather than elliptical, plans, for their 
antique and egalitarian implications. In defending this form, claude-nicolas 
ledoux cited the figure of a ‘charlatan’ squawking on a street corner, around 
whom pedestrians naturally gathered in a perfect circle.19 but the elliptical 
theory of acoustics was finally implemented in berlin’s massive national the-
ater (Figure 2), commissioned by Friedrich Wilhelm III as a tool for political 
influence over the middle class and designed by carl gotthard langhans.
during the two years that this theater was under construction, berliners 
had begun to debate whether its acoustics would succeed. ‘there is no 
greater subject of controversy in berlin than the functionality and beauty of 
the plans for our new theater’, wrote one anonymous magazine correspon-
dent. ‘architectural taste in berlin is divided into two schools’ – a neoclas-
sicists represented by langhans, and “progressives” such as Friedrich gilly 
and hans christian genelli. the neoclassical model did not fare well in the 
public sphere. ‘For the moment’, the article concludes, ‘we must grant the 
detractors that the elliptical form seems unsuitable from the standpoint of 
both beauty and acoustics’.20 genelli unsuccessfully petitioned the king to 
withdraw langhans’s commission and hold a competition to advance the 
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state of theater design discourse, as ‘to my knowledge there has been no 
satisfying theory of the shape of a theater in consideration for full hearing 
and seeing’.21 an anonymous writer criticized the design’s massive prosce-
nium, predicting that ‘our actors, who already speak softly enough’, would 
not be heard at all.22

sure enough, when the national theater opened in 1802, berliners agreed 
that it was an acoustic failure, though their diagnoses of its problems varied. 
In reviewing a german-language performance of the French play Rodogune in 
1802, the Zeitung für die elegante Welt charged that the unrhymed transla-
tion combined with ‘the poor acoustic nature of the building’ to make the pro-
duction fall flat.23 the Karlsruhe architect Friedrich Weinbrenner complained 
of an echo precipitated by 

the way langhans constructed the form of his theater.24 Physicist ernst 
chladni explained that in an elliptical hall, the sound from one focus is 
concentrated in the other focus […] yet since the entire assembled public 
cannot all crowd into one of these points […] it follows that the elliptical 
form is among the most unsuitable.25

the most powerful critique came in 1810, when the architect’s son, carl 
Ferdinand langhans, wrote a book on acoustics analyzing the failures of 
his father’s building. his On Theater was a comprehensive new account of 
acoustics that moved away from the idealized rationalism of the enlighten-
ment. the younger langhans showed in a parody diagram of an elliptical 

theater how, if the performer moves even slightly off-center from the ideal 
focus of the stage, the resulting reflections no longer focus neatly in a single 
point, but form irregular concentrations in unexpected places throughout 
the hall.26 the result is a general confusion of sound. langhans rejects the 
idea of focusing sound rays into privileged points and instead advocates 
scattering sound uniformly throughout the hall, producing an ambient re-
verberation. It was langhans’s book that definitively overthrew the elliptical 
type and, more generally, the premise that theater acoustics was a function 
of the geometry of the plan. this crucial step in european sonic modernity 
could not have been taken without the vigorous public contestation of acous-
tics, in a debate that involved a much wider cast of characters than the 
typical back-and-forth between architects and their patrons.
What can be concluded from the public debate surrounding the acoustics 
of elliptical theaters? From its beginnings in the 1760s, it appears that in 
order for one’s opinions to be taken seriously, one did not have to be an 
architect, but did need to be able to claim some sort of expertise, even 
if only by having visited the great theaters of Italy. When the architectural 
establishment finally responded with a sophisticated theory of its own, it 
was retrogressive and eventually became the target of widespread public 
criticism. yet as a result of this criticism – that is, through the interplay be-
tween public opinion and academic architectural discourse – a new theory 
of acoustics was eventually formulated.
Peter sloterdijk argues that the notion of a public is always dependent on the 
mediation provided by a technological infrastructure: ‘”the masses”, “the na-
tion”, or “the people” can only exist as a collective subject when the physical 
assemblage of the magnitudes is the object of an elaborate production… the 
orchestration of affect’.27 yet in habermas’s account of the rise of the public 
sphere, the so-called ‘representative publicness’ of the aristocracy – as might 
be expressed in the ceremonial protocols of court theater – gradually gave 
way to a new, more genuinely public realm of rational critical debate, largely 
through a network of print media. to reconcile these hypotheses, we might 
recall richard Wittman’s suggestion that as middle-class citizens came to 
think of themselves as members of a dispersed public constituted by the 
circulation of books and periodicals, architecture was increasingly called on 
to compensate by offering concrete representations of a collective bound 
together in space.28 this explains why, more than architects themselves, the 
public believed it had a stake in the acoustic properties of theater.
as the economist jacques attali writes: ‘any organization of sounds is then 
a tool for the creation or consolidation of a community, of a totality. It is what 
links a power center to its subjects’.29 the elliptical theater’s problem was 
that by the end of the eighteenth century, the reconstitution of performance 

Figure 2. carl gotthard langhans, berlin national theatre (1802), floor plan. 
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sound at a single point was no longer socially acceptable; it was now ex-
pected to be propagated to a collective field of subjects. the younger lang-
hans’s model of reverberant acoustics configured the relationship between 
performers and auditors very differently from the older elliptical or circular 
models. his new conception of sound diffused throughout the interior of the 
auditorium seemed to counter new tendencies toward social and spatial 
fragmentation by immersing the audience in its enveloping spatial presence.
While the debate over the sound of elliptical theaters was now put to rest, 
the political questions associated with acoustics would soon take on a new 
form. later in the nineteenth century, langhans’s model of immersive re-
verberant sound was applied by his protégé otto brückwald to a theater in 
rural germany for one of europe’s most ambitious composers. acoustics, 
now retheorized as a technology for moving a mass audience, would once 
again occasion public debate here, in the Festspielhaus of richard Wagner 
at bayreuth.
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2.2 the Published Building in Word  
and Image 

SESSION CHAIRS: 
anne hultZsch
The Bartlett School of Architecture, UK
catalIna MejIa Moreno
Newcastle University, UK

What are the common grounds, or the points of divergence, between word 
and image in the dissemination of architecture? the study of word-image 
relations is one of the most innovative and cross-disciplinary fields to have 
emerged in the humanities over the last decades. Following on from what 
has been labelled the “visual turn” in the 1990s, it attracts scholars from 
disciplines as diverse as art history, linguistics, anthropology, philosophy, or 
literature. this session aims to open up this field to architectural history by 
exploring the effect of the coexistence of the graphic and the written in the 
dissemination of architecture. We invite papers that challenge the relation-
ship between descriptions and illustrations of buildings in printed and publicly 
disseminated media such as newspapers, journals, pamphlets, books, or 
catalogues. While recent scholarship has increasingly turned to investigate 
1960s and 1970s architectural journalism, we are particularly interested 
in the nineteenth and early twentieth century. this period – which saw the 
discovery of the daguerreotype, the eclipse of the engraving by the photo-
graph, as well as the rise of the architectural magazine – has been largely 
overlooked by research on architectural publication. 
We encourage papers on subjects within this time frame, but also welcome 
work on word-image relations in other periods. Particularly welcome will be 
papers that focus on a close analysis of specific publications, genres, or 
published events, as well as detailed analyses of particular aspects such 
as captions, layout, content, use of colour and literary devices. Questions 
discussed could include, but are not limited to: what roles do words and 
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images, and the relationship between both, play in the dissemination of 
architecture? What does the image illustrate, what does the text describe? 
What is the effect of treating word as image, or image as text? how are 
hierarchies between text and graphics expressed, also in terms of content? 
What is the effect of new reproductive and illustrative technologies on the 
style of writing? how does a new medium, such as photography, change 
the form and content of the text? by probing the visual and the written at 
the same time, the session intends to expand current methods of archi-
tectural historiography. In the face of an ever-growing corpus of published 
representations of architecture, we see an urgency to explore the historical 
implications and the development of the relationship between word, image, 
and building.

2.2.1 Catalogues and Cablegrams

MarI lendIng
Arkitektur- og designhøgskolen i Oslo, Norway

abstract

a genre that has received little scholarly attention within architectural print 
culture is the catalogues that in the last part of the nineteenth century of-
fered monuments casted in plaster from prominent museums and private 
formatore firms all over europe and the us. constantly updated and wildly 
circulated these sales catalogues designated the backbone of the grand 
cast collections spanning from Moscow to chicago, and the prolific, and 
eventually trans-atlantic market of casts. Parallel to the emergence of pho-
tography but far less studied, plaster casts became a principal architectural 
mass medium in the nineteenth  century, and were highly influential in the 
dissemination of architecture at world fairs and in museums, representing 
a constant renegotiation of the canon through replicas. Full-scale architec-
tural plaster casts might be understood as object-images in themselves. 
however, their presentation in text and photography in sales catalogues, 
some of them extremely beautiful and in subtle ways disseminating con-
temporary scholarship on antiquities, designates a peculiar configuration of 
word, image, and building. 
this paper looks into the constellation of descriptions and illustrations of 
monuments as they appeared in museum inventories and sales catalogues, 
focusing on visual and taxonomical aspects of this understudied chapter of 
the publication and circulation of architecture. I will especially look into the 
hall of architecture at the carnegie Museum in Pittsburgh; set up in a re-
markable tempo through a hectic correspondence of cablegrams between 
major museums and innumerable formatori all over europe. Inaugurated in 
1907, at the very moment plaster casts were about to fall out of vogue, 
the carnegie collection was almost exclusively reflecting the stock of monu-
ments available through catalogues in a decreasing market of casts, thus 
mirroring in interesting ways the catalogue as a depot of architectural rep-
resentation.
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2.2.2 Illustrated Picturesquely and architecturally in 
Photography – William Stillman and the acropolis in 
Word and Image

dervla MacManus
University College Dublin, Ireland 
hugh caMPbell
University College Dublin, Ireland

abstract

In 1870, the american William j. stillman – diplomat, journalist, painter and 
photographer – published an album of autotypes entitled The Acropolis of Ath-
ens: Illustrated Picturesquely and Architecturally in Photography. For a new-
comer to the medium, stillman’s images were remarkable for their poise and 
clarity. but where the photographs were “clear and lively”, to borrow john 
szarkowski’s phrase, the brief text which accompanied each was, by compari-
son, laborious and lifeless. Facing each other across each double-spread, text 
and image seemed to speak in completely different registers, in a manner 
which presaged many subsequent uses of similar material, most famously in 
Vers Une Architecture. Part of a larger project into the depiction of architec-
tural experience during this period, this paper will explore the relationship be-
tween word and image in stillman’s publication in terms of intentions, in terms 
of contemporary ideas on depicting architecture and in terms of the modes 
of publication which followed. stillman was deeply involved in contemporary 
discussions of artistic depiction and its relationship to the truth of experience. 
In his critique of ruskin’s essay on turner’s slave ship, stillman contended 
that ruskin, in pressing his claims for the painting’s objective validity, ‘left out 
of all consideration the subjective transformation of natural truth which is the 
basis of art.’ For stillman, the vivid rendering of the experience of the world 
depended, ultimately, on artistic subjectivity. conceding the power of ruskin’s 
‘word picture’ (as he terms it), he was nonetheless uneasy with what he saw 
as its conflation of the stable, reliable viewpoint offered by words and the vis-
ceral, mutable view presented by images. thus, although stillman was primar-
ily renowned for his vivid writing, in The Acropolis of Athens, he resorted to 
images to communicate experience, while the words stuck close to the facts.

2.2.3 lost for Words: how the architectural Image 
Became a Public Spectacle on Its own

PatrIcK leItner
École Nationale Supérieure  
d’Architecture Paris-La Villette, France

abstract

although entirely neglected in the historiography of architecture, the world 
of the illustrated journals of general interest represents a rich source for 
the study of the dissemination and knowledge of architecture in the public 
realm. Most of all, studying these journals is crucial for an analysis of rela-
tions between word and image regarding the published building. this is even 
more true in the time period from around 1900 to WWI when photographic 
images increasingly replaced drawings as graphic descriptions of buildings in 
the printed media.
In this paper I propose to take a close look at the way the French weekly-
illustrated journal L’Illustration used text and image in this period for the pub-
lication of new york buildings. It is a particularly good case in point since the 
architecture of that city changed rapidly at that time, as did, also at a fast 
pace, the word-image relations in the journal.
the obvious effect of the shift to the photograph was that buildings formerly 
published as (falsely) isolated objects were subsequently shown as buildings in 
a concrete and realistic physical context. yet, I argue that this change led to 
a major shift in the word-image relation: first, due to the realistic and (usually) 
not manipulated and non-selective nature of the photograph, captions had to 
clarify what needed to be looked at; more importantly, due to the power of the 
photograph, the text (an article or a caption) shifted from being the main ele-
ment illustrated by an image to merely being an enhancing element. My paper 
will demonstrate what it means when buildings in L’Illustration are increasingly 
seen in context, shown in large panoramic images, turning architecture into 
a public spectacle. this would entirely renew the relation between word and 
image, when it is no longer the text but the image that speaks for itself.

keywords

new york, 1900, illustrated journals, cityscape, spectacle, word-image 
relation
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studying word-image relations for the writing of architectural history finds a 
very fertile ground in the usually disregarded illustrated general press. there, 
the body of articles on offer provides a new wealth of approaches for the 
publishing of buildings and gives a better understanding of how this shaped a 
collective imagination different from the professional one. Professional jour-
nals have traditionally published buildings through an explanatory text, often 
accompanied by plans or sections and possibly photographic or sketched 
views. I argue, however, that the ever evolving word-image relations developed 
by the editors of the illustrated general press produced over time a specific 
general public perception of ‘buildings as spectacle’ – in the sense of a ‘visu-
ally striking performance or display’1 – which relied more and more on strong 
visual and human experiences stimulating the reader’s emotions. ultimately, 
this would lead to the rift between the so-called ‘high’ and ‘popular’ cultures’ 
ways of publishing buildings.
In order to make my point, I will make use of the articles the French weekly 
illustrated journal L’Illustration published on new york buildings in the period 
around 1900. launched in 1843, it was the first illustrated journal in France 
and widely considered as the international stand-out periodical publication 
in terms of editorial, iconographic, and technical quality.2 It published a big 
variety of news on national and international politics, the military, social move-
ments, religion, science and technology, arts and letters, fashion, society life, 
and other miscellaneous news. circulation was at 30,000 copies in 1880 
and at 200,000 in 1914. 
regarding the publication of new york buildings, the time around the turn 
of the twentieth century is a particularly interesting period to analyze since 
the american metropolis changed dramatically and in a way that provoked a 
number of news articles to be published. From the ways new york buildings 
were published in L’Illustration I have constructed six main themes, organized 
here in the general chronological order in which they appear in the journal. 
the text-image relations evolve from one theme to the next, the image eventu-
ally completely overtaking the text whose role goes, generally, from providing 
the spectacle to only offering additional information to the visual spectacle 
unfolding.

numbers

In the mid-1890s, the very first interest shown by L’Illustration in new york’s 
architecture had been aroused by the unprecedented number of floors that 
were being piled up: First 10 or 12, then 15 and, by 1900, over 20. In a se-
ries of four short articles published in the space of 18 months, starting from 
late 1896, the journal mainly enumerates floors numbers, overall height, 

general weight and other types of measurable features.
this quantitative method was a way of approaching a new type of building that 
was impossible to comprehend in a conventional way. as such, architecture 
translated into numbers did clearly not need to be represented graphically. 
another reason for the absence of the need for images was the fact that the 
journal was not yet focused on specific buildings whose role was limited to 
providing data. For example, in the very first of L’Illustration’s texts on high 
buildings in new york, one can read about many quantitative features of a 
building without however even getting to know its name or location. thus it 
remained not only faceless but also anonymous even though the information 
given was still supposed to impress the reader and to paint in his mind a 
mental picture of a new type of building that otherwise would have been dif-
ficult to grasp.

records

nevertheless, once a sufficiently high, innovative, and recognizable building 
had come to clearly stand out of all the others, it did provoke specific interest 
by L’Illustration who then did abandon the non-specific news. that was the 
case with the Park row building which, just before 1900, was the first high 
building of new york to be clearly identified and followed by the journal, still 
mainly through numbers which, however, had by then turned into records. as 
the information became thus more concrete and visually spectacular, the need 
for images increased accordingly and in 1899 L’Illustration published a small 
drawing of the Park row building and juxtaposed it with monuments of Paris 
and the cathedral of rouen. the text explained that, ‘in order to give an idea of 
its height, we cannot think of a better way than to compare it.’3 the method of 
comparing to a well-known entity resurfaced in 1904 in an article on the new 
times building whose ‘basements […] go 18 meters underground, […] the 
height of our ordinary buildings [in Paris]’, and whose ‘steel frame, 115 meters 
high, is, after the eiffel tower, the highest in the world.’4 regarding the text on 
the Metropolitan life tower in 1909, it moved farther away from comparisons 
and offered a wealth of numbers and records, including that of the speed of 
the elevator; the image being simple proof of the building’s existence.
apart from being able to use it in comparison, showing the building as an 
isolated object was clearly linked to the logic of the record. the visual at-
tention of the public had to be concentrated or even limited to one specific 
building. For that reason, the Park row building, due to its situation in the 
very dense district of lower broadway, had to be drawn so that it could be 
shown at an angle that was not plausible in the actual context of the build-
ings’ vicinity. the times building, however, and later in 1909 the Metropoli-
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tan life tower,5 both looking out onto a large public spaces, could easily be 
photographed as a whole and isolated in the center of the image. 

disasters

the period in which the records appeared was also the period in which new 
york building disasters attracted the attention of the French journal. this 
was not a coincidence. In fact, it was rather a way of telling its readers that 
the very interest of these buildings was being neutralized by the threat they 
posed to public health and safety. the article “les ‘gratte-ciel’ de new-york” 
of 1899 clearly highlighted the deliberate character of this ‘yes, but’ ap-
proach since it featured not only the comparative image discussed earlier 
but also the image of the 17 stories high home life Insurance company 
building going up in flames during the night. Putting these two images on 
the same page was clearly meant to show that, while Paris may have been 
surpassed in height it was also safe from the new perils.
however, as this article and the later ones showed, the potential threat that 
the buildings might come down did enhance the thrill associated with the 
new heights and increased the very spectacle of it. this applied not only to 
the awestruck new york crowd attracted by the sublime event but surely 
also to the French readers.
subsequently, L’Illustration reported (without images) on new threats like 
corrosion of which an american expert thought that it ‘made the high build-
ings very dangerous as they might collapse all of a sudden’,6 preparing the 
readers for the worst. When this finally occurred in 1904, the journal did 
indeed publish a photograph showing a pile of what had been the darlington 
hotel’s steel frame under construction.7 the article mentioned the ‘appalling 
roar’ with which the building went down and the ‘seismic tremor’ provoked 
by the fall. and while it also reported the human tragedy of ‘50 workers 
brought down of which 17 had died and 20 were seriously injured’, it did 
send shivers down the bourgeois reader’s spine on explaining in detail how a 
millionaire’s daughter and her friend having tea in the adjacent building were 
‘hit by a piece of the steel frame that had ripped open their roof’. as such, 
the text of the article was necessary to complete the image with certain 
aspects of the drama that could not be shown graphically.

backGround

after these three various yet relatively straightforward ways – as subject 
and image of the article, that is – of publishing buildings as numbers, re-
cords, and disasters, the following three used in L’Illustration dramatically 

changed the relation of word and image insofar as buildings were either 
pictured in images without being the subject of the text or, the other way 
around, written about in the article but not shown in the images. either way 
was a result of the increasingly diverse ways of using, perceiving, and repre-
senting buildings, with the promotion of the overall urban spectacle at stake. 
the approach discussed in this fourth paragraph of my paper became visible 
when buildings were shown as an increasingly imposing background for urban 
public events in new york. before the First World War, this was the case in 
the period of 1906 to 1909 only.
the first reason for a building (or a number of buildings) to be caught on im-
age was that it formed the ‘natural’ environment of the particular event: the 
results of the election night were given by newspapers so the crowd gathered 
at the foot of the times building; the financial crisis happened in the Wall 
street area; the celebratory parade for returning us olympians in 1908 took 
place on Fifth avenue where parades were usually organized; and the hudson-
Fulton celebration necessarily unfolded on the bay and the hudson river.8 
even though that was by no means a reason to include buildings in such a 
prominent way, the photographs reveal quite clearly that they were consid-
ered as an important part of the event. It seems that this method was used 
even more deliberately when the setting or the viewing angle could be chosen 
much more freely. In that case, the choice of setting and view contributed to 
the very interest of the event as can be seen on the photograph of the start 
of the new york-Paris car race at times square or of Wilbur Wright’s airplane 
flight in front of Manhattan’s skyline.9

only two of the six articles on urban events did, however briefly – i.e. in one 
phrase – mention the background in the text: one in 1908, stating that the 
car race departed on broadway, ‘at the foot of one of those skyscrapers that 
best summarize the big thriving american cities’, the other in 1909 on the 
hudson-Fulton celebration in which one could read that ‘a truly interesting 
spectacle could be seen from the top of the skyscrapers located at the end 
of the island’.10 the particularly new aspect of this way of publishing build-
ings was therefore a nascent autonomy of text and image. While the text 
entirely concentrated on the actual event, the image suggested that the real 
news could be found in the urban context. as event and building background 
complemented each other, the city’s space shaped by its buildings grew into 
a new role of providing a spectacle.

staGe

the building published as a stage high in the air was something that a 
reader of L’Illustration could come across in four articles published from 
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1905 onwards and particularly from 1910 to 1912. on this ‘stage’ fea-
tured construction workers who created with their acrobatic and perilous 
acts a hitherto unknown kind of heroic man. over the years, important 
evolutions took place in the way this story was told in image and text. While 
in 1905 the photograph showed in a conventional way one of the Park row 
building’s domes and lanterns with a busy but unfazed worker – the caption 
read, laconically: ‘how to repaint the pole at the top of a skyscraper’11 – the 
later images changed not only the point of view and the role of the building 
but also increased the risk-taking by the workers, sometimes turned photog-
raphers. an article in 1910 for instance included unusual plunging views of 
the roof of the singer building. here, the captions were just as factual but 
the main text had to explain what the highly unusual viewing angle offered to 
the untrained eye: 
to the left and to the right, the eye plunges into the streets that have been 
transformed by the gigantic buildings into gorges and canyons. to the left, 
one makes out a grey strip: It’s broadway, new york’s main street.12

at the latest stage of this development, however, the buildings that offered 
the stage had not only ceased to be visible – except for some steel girders 
– but were in a more general way bereft of any kind of importance if not for 
their height which alone guaranteed the seriousness of the risk taken. this 
was particularly obvious in the context of the 1910 image of a worker stand-
ing on big crane chains.13 nothing was said about the building except for its 
location on West street. just as was the case for the building disasters, the 
text tried to push the reader’s imagination beyond the image itself: 

the wind amplifies the oscillation of the chain. one has constantly to 
rediscover the jeopardized balance. the suspended man [is] at the 
mercy of a failure of his nerves or of his muscles which, in both cases, 
would throw him to the ground, smashed.14 

Interestingly, this text was included in the caption of the photograph while 
the article’s main text, five pages farther, focused solely on workers and 
working conditions. as such, this was yet the most striking example of the 
increasing shift of the image – supported by its caption – away from the 
article’s text and into the center of attention.

cityscape

a sort of final stage in the publishing of new york buildings was reached 
when they became again the main subject of articles while drawing on the 

word-image approaches seen with ‘background’ and ‘stage’. In the present 
case, however, the spectacle lied solely in what the cityscape itself had to 
offer as new and dramatic.
In L’Illustration, the evolution towards this look on things started in 1904 
with the publication of two night-time views, offering ‘new aspects for euro-
pean eyes’ and a ‘curious, almost fantastic effect’.15 the year 1907 marked 
the very beginning of possibly the most spectacular images of (and from) 
buildings: plunging views down from skyscrapers, in this case from the sing-
er building.16 these views were at the time unheard of, also in the united 
states.17 the text of the article, published some pages later, did reveal the 
(invisible) building as the central subject and used excessive words to add to 
the spectacle of what the full-page photograph depicted: ‘the city seems to 
have been taken from a balloon, the buildings crushed, the highest domes 
almost reduced to the size of warts, fumes floating as light clouds at the top 
of the buildings’.18 this story was clearly not about the building anymore but 
only about what it could offer to the viewer.
While the photograph taken from the singer building had been published 
eight pages ahead of the explanatory text which, while trying to emphasize 
the visual experience, was fundamentally not necessary anymore, the 1912 
photograph taken from the also invisible Woolworth building, accompanied 
by a short caption only, showed even more so that it could just as well tell 
its own story.19 With the image getting as big as it possibly could over two 
pages and, for the first time, no additional text to search after in the follow-
ing pages, it was clear that the urban spectacle had swallowed up all the 
other previous different approaches in order to form one as breathtaking 
as possible. In an attempt to bring everything together, the caption included 
numbers and records, but also an explanation of how these formerly ‘mon-
strous objects, […] now that we got used to them, possess their beauty 
and, with their countless windows through which the light passes as if it was 
lace, […] even their elegance and style’.

buildinG spectacle

L’Illustration’s contribution to publishing buildings was of great value. besides 
the impressive quickness with which it embraced at that time technological 
progress, the journal published buildings not as a product of architectural 
design or through the artist’s lens but as news that people could relate to. 
the key for this was the emotional experience that the journal tried to trans-
mit to its readers: among other characteristics, buildings could astonish, 
make shiver, offer exciting views, or even kill.
the text, when not reduced to giving technical details or written entirely on 
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another subject or event, played a specific role in this. It either painted a 
mental image of what could not be seen in the graphic image, or it explained 
the image and what had to be looked at in it.
the developments presented in this paper did not take longer than sixteen 
years. they went from non-illustrated general information on a building type, 
on to specific building related information, and finally to the increasing dis-
appearance of buildings in favor of the spectacle offered by the cityscape 
and represented in large spectacular photographs. chronologically, these 
different approaches in naming – or not – and showing – or not – buildings 
did partly overlap to form, over time, a dynamic and more and more com-
plex view. all this was done without publishing a single plan or section, and 
without citing an architect’s name. only the information mentioned on build-
ing records came possibly close to what architectural magazines typically 
published at the same moment. equally, the photographs were published 
without their authors’ names. they were taken and published as pure news 
products.
It was by offering the public this particular quality of spectacle that 
L’Illustration built up a genuinely modern perception of building and city: a 
perception based on strong sensations, rather than on academic beauty, 
that was similar – yet ahead in time – to the famous French cubist artists’ 
‘discovery’ of the ultra-modern aspects of the american metropolis some 
years later.
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2.2.4 In Wort und Bild: Sigfried giedion, Walter gropius 
and the Fagus Factory

jasMIne benyaMIn
University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, USA

abstract

In Walter gropius: Work and teamwork, swiss art historian sigfried giedion 
proclaims Walter gropius’ seminal Fagus Factory of 1911 as a ‘spontaneous’ 
and ‘unexpected’ departure from Peter behrens’ aeg turbine hall of a few 
years earlier. nevertheless, gropius’ revolutionary use of walls – no longer 
load bearing but rather ‘mere screens’ – had been rendered neutral by the 
project’s documentation shortly after its completion. In giedion’s view, these 
images shot by edmund lill prior to World War I rendered the project ‘barely 
recognizable’, and in the context of the 1950’s, these representations of the 
building had outlived both their descriptive and connotative use value. new 
images were needed to argue gideon’s point more effectively, namely that the 
factory was ‘one of the building types in which glass and steel are married 
together’. 
this paper examines gropius’ postwar editorial collaborations with giedion 
through the lens of the Fagus project. the dissemination of this building in 
words and images illustrates the degree to which their editorial re-framing 
shaped the building’s historical legacy. Photographs of and texts about the 
building from the period after its completion will be analyzed alongside albert 
renger Patzsch’s later Neue Sachlichkeit images, which, I argue, more ef-
fectively reinforced giedion’s rhetorical claims, and those of most subsequent 
scholarship on the project. by reading these early and later citations of the 
Fagus factory in tandem, the influence of post-bauhaus attitudes toward pho-
tographic media in re-visioning the arguments surrounding Wilhelmine archi-
tectural production becomes evident. Finally, I argue that gropius, giedion and 
subsequent historians transformed the Fagus project into a canon of modern 
architecture in spite of its heterogeneous provenance, and because of its 
singular rendering in modernist discourse, whereby all previous anxieties of 
an emergent style were effectively suppressed.

keywords

Muthesius, gropius, giedion, photography, ranger-Patzsch, Fagus

In his preface to a large format collotype album and text of 1900 entitled 
Die englische Baukunst der Gegenwart (the english building art of today), 
german architect hermann Muthesius expresses his aims for the publica-
tion: that through the ‘correct’ interaction of ‘word and image’, it offer the 
most complete picture possible, and thus function more than merely ‘an 
architectural picture book.’1

With his insistence on the simultaneous working of photography and text 
in order to foster a more engaged reading, Muthesius was charging his 
readers with an activist agenda; rather than viewing the photographs as an 
autonomous entity, Muthesius wanted his readers to address the aesthetic 
and formal merits of the buildings by reading them in the text and not just 
in the images.
the development of Walter gropius’ media awareness vis-à-vis photography 
began with his involvement with Muthesius and other founders at the ger-
man Werkbund, and as such owes a debt of gratitude in content and form 
to the former’s early remarks on the subject. this paper examines Walter 
gropius’ post-war editorial collaborations with swiss art historian sigfried 
giedion through the specific lens of  gropius’ main office building designs for 
the Fagus factory of 1911-14. the dissemination of this building illustrates 
the degree to which its editorial re-framing in words and images shapes 
the building’s historical legacy. Photographs of and texts about the building 
from the period after its completion by edmund lill (begun in 1912), as 
well as a second series shot by him in 1922, are analysed alongside albert 
renger-Patzsch’s later Neue Sachlichkeit images of 1928. these latter pho-
tographs - specifically image number 16 from his series - more effectively 
serve giedion’s and gropius’ rhetorical claims, and thereby stand in as the 
project’s ur-images for all subsequent historiography.2 
In Walter Gropius: Work and Teamwork (published simultaneously in eng-
lish and german in 1954), giedion proclaims Walter gropius’ seminal Fa-
gus Werk as evidence of a ‘trend towards transparency and absence of 
weight… a spontaneous (and) unexpected’ departure from Peter behrens’ 
aeg turbine hall of a few years earlier.’3 nevertheless, as giedion quotes 
gropius himself, the architect’s revolutionary use of walls -no longer load 
bearing but rather ‘mere screens’- had been rendered neutral by the pro-
ject’s documentation before World War one.4 In giedion’s view, early images 
of the factory rendered the project ‘barely recognizable’, and in the context 
of the 1950s, these representations of the building had outlived both their 
descriptive and connotative use value.5 rather than being front and centre, 
‘the glass walls’, he notes, were ‘thrust into the far distance.’ Furthermore, 
earlier ‘views’ of the project (no doubt meant to be more inclusive as docu-
ments) made the work appear as if it was ‘dominated by walls of masonry.’6 
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new images were needed to argue giedion’s point more effectively, namely 
that the factory was ‘one of the building types in which glass and steel are 
married together,’ where the tensions between architecture and technology 
had finally been resolved.7

the images to which giedion is referring were those shot by photographer 
edmund lill prior to World War I (most likely in 1912), and which circu-
lated throughout german architectural and engineering discourse.8 their 
first published versions appear simultaneously in 1913 - in the engineering 
journal Der Industriebau, with an article written by emil beutinger,9 in exhibi-
tions that travelled throughout germany and the united states, and in the 
german Werkbund’s annual yearbook. numbering five in total (three exterior 
and two interior views), these images in the latter publication were pre-
sented in an appendix alongside built examples from their more established 
german contemporaries including Peter behrens and hans Poelzig.10  the 
photographs in this configuration were meant to further the stated agenda 
on the part of the yearbook editors, namely to promote the development of 
Kunst in Industrie, or ‘art in Industry’. While certain projects were chosen 
over others (Peter behren’s work dominated), the aim nonetheless was to 
celebrate the depth and breadth of recent german architecture. this rela-
tively democratic use of photography reflects its main functional priority in 
the pre-war years, that is, to provide a visual survey. this still new medium 
was used exclusively over more traditional types of illustration (lithography, 
drawing, etching) as a way of unifying an otherwise eclectic survey of build-
ings. Interestingly enough, while they appeared in the same issue of the 
yearbook as gropius’ seminal essay on developments in industrial building, a 
direct connection between the images and that text was not made. rather, 
the emphasis in gropius’ essay was on foreign examples of factories, namely 
in north america.11 
In contrast, the post-war visual dissemination of this project, arguably more 
than any other of the Wilhelmine period, illustrates the degree to which 
gropius’ editorial decisions in concert with the art historian sigfried giedion 
helped shape the building’s historical legacy. Whereas lill’s photographs 
were used extensively before the war in the yearbooks, trade journals and in 
advertising material, as well as in traveling exhibitions, and in gropius’ pub-
lications before 1928, albert renger-Patzsch’s Neue Sachlichkeit images 
from that year were privileged in most subsequent scholarship. In renger-
Patzsch’s images, the masonry indeed appears to have ‘disappeared’, and 
thereby fulfilled giedion’s later rhetorical claims.
the first view chosen of the main building through the entrance gate offers 
a convenient framing device to obscure the less compelling (read: less ‘new’) 

part of the complex.12 the graphically dense image of lines and surfaces is 
followed by two images that privilege the use of glass curtain walls, and cul-
minate in the last and most closely cropped image of the southwest corner, 
also attributable to renger-Patzsch.13 this latter image – number 16 in the 
original sequence shot by the photographer – is also used by gropius as a 
frontispiece for his 1935 The New Architecture and the Bauhaus, and not 
surprisingly, since it conveyed more effectively the ‘breach’ (now in gropius’ 
words) that had been made with the past.14

this editorial logic is consistent with giedion’s earlier remarks on history 
in Space Time and Architecture (1941). as in the gropius monograph, 
giedion uses the same two renger-Patzsch images in his chapter entitled 
‘the german development’. his forward to the first edition of this study 
casts a wider net by asserting the role of history to uncover an otherwise 
‘secret synthesis’ that would help society navigate its way through the chaos 
of unfolding events. continuing in literally photographic language, giedion 
argues for a history defined not as a ‘compilation of facts’ and ‘obtained by 
the exclusive use of the panoramic or bird’s eye view.’ rather, the historian’s 
responsibility was to offer ‘insight into a moving process of life,’ by ‘isolating 
and examining certain specific events… in the manner of the close-up.’15 
this interpretive model, I would argue, is analogous to both men’s attitude 
towards images, that, in the case of the Fagus project and many other build-
ings, had undergone a similar telescoping, which enabled, ex post facto, a 
visually uninterrupted line from 1911 to 1954.
With the benefit of several decades of hindsight and subsequent operative 
historicization, gropius and giedion retroactively crafted – indeed cropped, 
reframed and eliminated – examples from the former’s pre-war career in or-
der to serve as a more fitting precursor to his interwar production while at 
the bauhaus as well as his later work in the us. by reading these early and 
later citations of the Fagus factory in tandem, the influence of post-bauhaus 
attitudes toward photographic media in re-visioning Wilhelmine architectural 
discourse becomes evident. this early factory project is re-positioned and 
thus transformed literally before our eyes as a de-problematized predeces-
sor to the dessau campus designs. as such, the Fagus has become a 
canon of modern architecture in spite of its rather messy and heterogene-
ous provenance. 
Indeed, as with many examples from the pre-war period, the project can 
be thought of as a kind of architectural palimpsest: Its material reality has 
been erased and eclipsed by its photographic re-framing – its story like oth-
ers of the time has been written and re-written through text and images. 
along the way, the ideological forces behind the codification of photographic 
illustration in the Werkbund era are replaced by the self-fulfilling rhetoric of 
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the so-called ‘new’ movement, which necessitated a hegemonic message in 
Wort und Bild. In so doing, this singular rendering in modernist discourse 
effectively suppressed all previous anxieties of a proto-modern moment – 
captured, then erased. Much in the spirit of a phrase attributed to Mies van 
der rohe, but which originates in the nineteenth century: ‘less is more’.
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2.2.5 Juxtapositions and Semantic Collisions of text 
and Image in architectural Magazines of the 1920s  
and 1930s

hÉlène jannIère
Université Rennes 2, France

abstract

this paper deals with ‘spatial’ relationships of words and image – as proximity 
or separation of texts and photographs, photographs and captions – in some 
professional architecture magazines from the mid-1920s to the 1930s. 
In this period, professional magazines offered a wide range of visual forms 
and strategies. despite typographic experiments of the avant-gardes in the 
1920s, most architectural magazines (not only doctrinally ‘traditional’, but 
also modernist ones as the Italian rationalist Quadrante) continued to be 
structured by rather classical layout, characterized by columns, symmetry, 
etc. they tended to perpetuate the relationship of word and image as es-
tablished by periodicals in the 1880s. Moreover, in the 1920s L’Architecte, 
L’Architecture vivante and Quadrante systematically used separate plates for 
drawings and photographs, increasing effects of separation of the image of 
the building from its description. however, unexpected effects of this ‘physical’ 
distance gave rise to some semantic collisions, visual metaphors or ellipsis as 
in Quadrante. this paper will analyse such semantic collisions.
on the contrary, some magazines like Das neue Frankfurt or Casabella inte-
grated the use of new typography, of functional typography (for which they 
showed a constant interest) without being a “laboratory” for avant-garde exper-
iment. yet they hosted some innovative associations of words and fragments 
of images, sometimes included in a geometric grid. In Casabella this led in 
some sequences of articles (“città 32”) to the quasi disappearing of the text, 
unless captions or single words, associated with photographs – views of shops 
of Milano – constructing metaphors of the “modern life” of the metropolis.
In both these cases, this paper will analyse semantic associations generated 
by these juxtapositions, collisions or effects of distance between word and im-
age. It will thus contribute to study interactions of photographs and words in 
the physical space of the magazine. 

keywords

Periodicals, perception, layout, rhetoric, photography, Quadrante
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the dominant assumption in architectural historiography is that the wide-
spread introduction of photography fundamentally transformed architectur-
al publication in the 1920s. Furthermore, highlighting the alliance between 
photography and the ‘new’ architecture, several historians have considered 
the german language architectural books of this decade as spaces of ex-
ploration not only of visual forms, but also of a new logic of perception. 
those books would be in accord with the slogan Nicht Mehr Lesen! Se-
hen!1 launched in 1928 by johannes Molzahn, painter, graphic designer, 
typographer and photographer. architectural historians tend to accept the 
hypothesis, first put forward by the protagonists of new typography, lászló 
Moholy-nagy, herbert bayer, jan tschichold, and johannes Molzahn,  that 
there was a convergence between book design and the ‘new’ architecture. 
as well as the increasing primacy of image over text2, new modes of per-
ception were made possible by  the simultaneity of texts and images: new 
Buchgestalter stated that the structure of the page, previously frontal and 
passive, becomes active and ‘spatio-temporal’.3 they supported the idea 
that reading had become a dynamic movement across the double page, 
which formed the new visual and perceptive unit of the book. More than 
typography or photography per se, a further mode of relating word and 
image is worth mentioning: the notion of book space, a term coined by el 
lissitzky in the early 1920s.4 this concept takes into account the mobility 
of the eye not only within a double page, but through the book considered 
as a whole. beyond german and central europe avant-garde experiments, 
innovations were disseminated by ‘functional typography’ in a much broader 
commercial sphere. thus, the history of graphic design and the history 
of the book assert that from the late 1920s, readers started to become 
familiar with advertising, and with popular illustrated and photo-magazines 
and that these visual innovations generated new apprehensions of printed 
material.5

nevertheless it cannot be assumed that those experiments and visual in-
novations were transposed into architectural magazines – whether profes-
sional or avant-garde. In the 1920s and 1930s, architectural magazines 
offered a wide range of visual forms and strategies. a few, the more avant-
garde ones,6 like the dutch i10, Das neue Frankfurt, ABC, used graphic 
and photographic aesthetics stemming from ‘new vision’, ‘objective pho-
tography’ and functional typography. Casabella has often been analysed as 
a ‘model’ of coherence between critical content and visual form, stemming 
from german photography and typography:7 but even this magazine did not 
fully take advantage of the new possibilities for the perception of the printed 
document.8

on the basis that photography transformed the aesthetic perception of the 
book, and modes of reading, several architectural historians have empha-
sized the visual strategies of architects’ or critics’ books. they have ana-
lysed the similarities with cinematographic montage in the assembling of 
fragments in le corbusier’s Oeuvre complète9. they have also pointed out 
that in giedion’s Bauen in Frankreich (whose layout was by lászló Moholy-
nagy) there is a ‘visual discourse’ (photographs and long captions) running 
in parallel to the written discourse and intended for the ‘hurried reader’ 
(giedion). We can partially invert this proposition to ask what are the effects 
of publication on the image? It seems that the relationship of photograph 
to editorial content involves, as the historian of the photography olivier lu-
gon writes, ‘the relationship text/image, the succession of pages, the very 
action of going through a volume.’10 With this hypothesis – of the effects 
of the publication on image, rather than vice versa – I would like to exam-
ine several examples of the text/image relationship in the whole space of 
the magazine and to question the illustrative function of the image. aware 
that they were published in different political and architectural contexts, I 
have selected two French professional magazines (L’Architecture vivante, 
L’Architecte) and the political and cultural review Quadrante (1933-36), a 
leading magazine of architectural debate in fascist Italy. My point is to dem-
onstrate that in architectural periodicals, a ‘traditional’ layout paradoxically 
may present unexpected combinatory effects of word and image. these 
are clearly not due to graphic experiment. nevertheless, we may consider 
the effects brought about by the new perception of the page or even of the 
book as a whole.

professional maGazines: the permanence of traditional form

although architectural history has put into perspective the role of maga-
zines like L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui  in promoting the Modern Movement 
in the 1930s, their graphic design has hardly been analysed. a common-
place is that they take on a ‘modern (or modernized) form’ on account of 
the widespread introduction of photography11 in ways that corresponded 
with the ‘modern’ nature of the editorial content. graphic design in architec-
tural publication has been studied per se:12 nevertheless, it is only relevant 
for architectural history when considered in relation to the ideological, aes-
thetic and architectural statements of these magazines. yet, we should 
not overestimate deliberate aesthetic intentionality in these layouts. as the 
case of Casabella13 reveals, the intentions are for the most part uncertain.
despite typographic experiments of the avant-gardes in the 1920s, most 
architectural magazines remained structured by a rather classical layout, 
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characterized by columns, symmetry, and respect for the ‘traditional’ pro-
portion of the margins. Most of the French architectural periodicals, even 
those founded in the 1920s and1930s, did not take advantage of innova-
tions brought about by the functional typography. Moreover, in the anti-
german ideological context of the interwar period, numerous protagonists 
of French graphic art openly took a stand against functional typography ex-
periments, which were seen as emanating from german culture.14 a more 
classical layout may also be the expression of a clear retour à l’ordre as it 
is in L’Esprit nouveau and in L’Architecture vivante. secondly, the magazines 
perpetuate relationships of word and image within the frame of the printed 
page, as established by the long-lasting model of the 1880s architectural 
periodicals. due to the halftone process invented and disseminated in the 
1880s, photographs of a satisfactory quality could be printed on the same 
page as columns of text. nevertheless, in the two last decades of the nine-
teenth century architectural magazines continued to use separate printed 
plates: they thus created, or perpetuated, a physical distance between the 
textual description of the building and its illustration by drawings or photo-
graphs.
the tradition of separate plates dominated architectural publishing till the 
end of the nineteenth century: the images functioned in a relative autonomy 
from the printed text. the cause was not only technical, it was also to do 
with the way readers used magazines. In L’Architecte, founded in 1906 
and organ of the société des architectes diplômés par le gouvernement, 
editor-in-chief jean-louis Pascal15 deplored that fact that ‘In all periods, 
artists go through publications just like do children, looking at the images, 
and often this summary reading is enough for them’.16 In his view, this kind 
of ‘fast-reading’ was responsible for the poor critical quality of texts – lower, 
he believed, in France than in other countries.  In France, some nineteenth 
century magazines consisted of articles without relation with plates, and of 
plates printed separately from the related article.17 In certain nineteenth 
century magazines  such as Revue Générale de l’Architecture, plates were 
not used to illustrate the often long discursive articles but were often not 
bound with the journal so they could be detached to supply models for archi-
tectural details and copied in the ateliers of the Paris École des beaux-arts.
such a structure for a journal (one – or more – long texts, commentaries 
of the plates, in-testo drawings or photographs, separated plates) seems 
to remain standard till the 1920s: it is noticeable that in France, this was 
the case not only for magazines supporting traditional architecture like 
the conservative L’Architecture (1888-1940) but even for more moderate 
ones like L’Architecte (1906-14; 1924-35) or those supporting ‘new’ archi-
tecture like L’Architecture vivante (1923-33).

such a structure also echoes technical and commercial choices. techni-
cal, because L’Architecture vivante reproduced engraved plates by means 
of an expensive process, the héliotypie. although anachronistic by the 
1920s, the decision to continue using héliotypie was taken by the pub-
lisher, albert Morancé: the plates of L’Architecture vivante were recycled 
in monograph volumes, sold separately, and from 1927 in L’Encyclopédie 
de l’architecture (1927-39): in the latter, which was more a collection of 
plates than a magazine, there was no longer any text, only plates. Moran-
cé paid great attention to the graphic and documentary quality of the im-
ages: although their graphic quality made them real ‘documents’ (as stated 
by le corbusier when the magazine closed in 1933), most of them have 
no link to any particular part of a text, and often they  represent buildings 
not even mentioned in the texts. long texts – Platonic dialogues written by 
the architect-critic jean badovici – are interrupted by line-illustrations in 
the text; these illustrations echo the separate plates, but do not system-
atically relate to textual descriptions of buildings.18 one can find similar 
gaps between text and image in L’Architecte. this professional magazine 
remained very distant, almost opposed to all the tendencies supported 
by L’Architecture vivante – de stijl, russian constructivism, le corbusier. 
L’Architecte saw these as expressions of formal radicalism and fought 
against them, championing instead a ‘modernised’ rather than ‘modern’ 
architecture stemming from French rationalist tradition, as practised by 
auguste Perret.
Most probably, in L’Architecte effects of juxtaposition and of distance were 
engendered by technical constraints. Indeed, in 1931, on the eve of a sub-
stantial transformation of layout and typography, L’Architecte announced 
that from now on, ‘(…) the layout of the text will be modernized and modi-
fied so as to allow juxtaposition of figures and their comments and to in-
crease their number (…)’.19 yet, in numerous cases, texts with particular 
stances echoing L’Architecte’s moderate position in the French debate are 
opposed to images that form a counterpoint to the opinions expressed 
in the articles. titles strengthen such oppositions: for example, Perret’s 
École normale de musique (Paris, 1928-29) illustrates a long theoretical 
article entitled ‘uniform architecture’. L’Architecte’s critic jean Porcher 
and his technical adviser, the architect Michel roux-spitz, frequently used 
this expression to describe the architecture of ‘avant-gardes’, in which they 
included a wide range of modern radical architecture, and which they both 
rejected. ‘town planning, a traditional art’, illustrated in 1929 by images 
of the Werkbund exhibition in breslau is a such a case of counterpoint be-
tween content and image. (Figure 1). recurrent examples suggest that the 
choice of images was not completely fortuitous.
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Much more than layout, typogra-
phy or even photographic innova-
tions, the technically and spatially 
constrained frame of the printed 
magazine gave rise to two or even 
three parallel discourses. the 
structure created gaps between 
photos and texts, often physically 
distant. It is worth noticing that 
in L’Architecte, L’Architecture vi-
vante and Quadrante there is an 
increasing autonomy of the three 
discourses. Whether fortuitously 
or deliberately, between the three 
distinct discourses of text, illus-
trations in the text, photographs 
and plates, there is the possibility 
for semantic collisions to occur.

Quadrante: evokinG the corporatist city by imaGe-text 
associations

Quadrante was founded in 1933 as the Italian debate on the fascist city 
intensified. In Quadrante, discussions of planning methods, on the structure 
and form of the so-called ‘corporatist’ city dominated the urban debate. 
emerging in 1926 as a political theme for a new organization of the state 
and the society,20 from 1929 to 1934 corporatism becomes part of the 
construction of the totalitarian state and of the ‘reactionary mass regime’.21 
at the time of the creation of Quadrante in 1933, there were no concrete 
examples to point to, and although the idea of ‘plan’ was part of corporat-
ism, the corporatist project for global economic and territorial planning re-
mained a dead letter until the very end of the fascist regime.22 From 1922 
till 1943, the only major actions were the construction of new towns in the 
area of land reclamation on the Agro Pontino. From 1933 to 1935, the 
view that town planning should reflect on a territorial and spatial level the 
organization of the corporatist state was growing in political circles:23 urban 
or regional scale master plans (piani regolatori) should become the ‘unit cell 
of the regulating plan of the nation’.24 Quadrante dedicated a substantial 
amount of editorial space to this political doctrine.

yet, though the very rhetoric 
of the fascism constructs an 
analogy between fascist and 
corporatist city, the place and 
role of the cIaM functional city 
(supported in Italy by the Quad-
rante group of architects, luigi 
Figini and gino Pollini, bbPr) in 
the trilogy ‘fascist city – corpo-
ratist city – functional city’ re-
mains rather indistinct. the link 
between corporatism – amply 
commented on by the maga-
zine at the political level – and 
the rational city was never 
made directly explicit in Quad-
rante: that may be due either 
to the indistinctness of the cor-
poratist idea at the political and 
social level, or to the difficulty 
of combining this idea with the 
cIaM rational city.
My hypothesis is that the visual 
organization of the magazine25 
plays an essential role in the 
representation and more, the 

concretization of the project of the combined modern and fascist city. visual 
arrangements contribute to connect this project with the new political or-
ganization championed by Quadrante. the very point of this magazine is 
to demonstrate the equivalence, essential to the doctrine of Quadrante, 
between the cIaM rational city on the one hand, and corporatist  fascist city 
on the other.26 the visual discourse and its relationship to the text provides 
a powerful instrument of persuasion for this equivalence. 
In spite of its traditional layout, divided into columns, the order of pages and 
plates plays a key role. the plates interrupt a continuous text, which ap-
parently runs autonomously from the images. one can question the status 
of these images as ‘illustrations’. long articles expounding the corporatist 
political doctrine are juxtaposed with reproductions of projects – in particu-
lar the master plan for Pavia (banfi, belgioioso, Peressutti, et al. 193427) 
and the plan of the new town of sabaudia – suggesting that these are to be 
interpreted as consecrated examples of the corporatist city.

Figure 2. aerial view as a vehicle for rhetoric ex-
pressing the order of the rational and corporatist 
city: ‘ordine-gerarchia • disordine-caos: sintesi ur-
banistica: la città deve rispecchiare lo spirito del 
popolo’ (Order-hierarchy • disorder-chaos: the city 
must reflect the people’s spirit)
Quadrante n. 16-17 (1934), 41.

Figure 1. an example of opposition between 
contents and title of the text: first page of 
the article ‘l’urbanisme, art traditionnel’, in 
L’Architecte september 1929, 69.
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Moreover, Quadrante used only a limited number of professional town plan-
ning representations – maps, plans on urban or territorial scale – with the 
exception of the master plans of Pavia and of Milan,28 or particularly for the 
new town of aprilia.29 although its discourse on urban planning essentially 
concentrates on the relation between the rational city and corporatism, 
the magazine reproduces mostly images of buildings and numerous pho-
tographs of models of unimplemented projects. the aerial view is more a 
vehicle for rhetoric than an instrument of territorial analysis, as the photos 
of lybian villages confirm: according to the architect luigi Figini their ‘simple, 
solar, geometrical, essential, tense, rectilinear profiles’ reveal ‘unexpected 
aspects of classicism’.30 In aerial views  they embody Mediterranean civiliza-
tion – and ‘mediterraneità’ is the very character of Italian rationalist archi-
tecture in the view the Quadrante group (Figure 2). these photographs and 
the accompanying comments stress the order and hierarchy of the urban 
form of these cities and villages: metaphors of the order of the rational city. 
texts repeating the definition of the corporatist city (in its processes of plan-
ning more than in its spatial configuration) are recurrently put face to face 
with such aerial photos. these are included in series of all kinds of urban 
representations: high angle-shot photographs of orderly or chaotic crowds, 
are associated for example with aerial views of regular cities, or opposed 
to dense medieval urban fabric. their organization on the page brings out 
the contrasts within these series. the confrontations of images and cap-
tions – which like slogans are mainly formed of word juxtapositions – echo 
the keywords of the fascist propaganda, i.e. opposition between chaos and 
hierarchy, between individualism and collective spirit.
the construction of the Agro Pontinio new towns offered Quadrante a further 
opportunity to strengthen the equivalence between the fascist modern city, 
the rational city and the corporatist city. once again, the visual discourse is 
essential to formulating this concordance, which is not present in the texts.
the article on the new town of sabaudia, “l’urbanismo di Mussolini” – one of 
the most significant texts on the Agro Pontinio land reclamation – is accom-
panied by photos illustrating agricultural scenes and, among these, a cliché 
high angle-shot of ‘duce celebrating the first harvest in latina’. here, one of 
the most advanced experiments of Italian rational city planning is illustrated 
by images of rural themes. the absence of specifically urban representa-
tions is striking. nevertheless the theme of agriculture does not contradict 
the main issue: on a political level, the metaphor expresses the will of the 
fascist regime to emphasize the rural values of traditional Italy. besides, the 
series of the images extolling these first harvests could confirm the interde-
pendence between rational town planning and rural planning as contained in 
corporatist doctrine and disseminated by Quadrante. 

the juxtaposition and sequences of images build a representation of the ra-
tional city, which in Italy, at the beginning of 1930s, existed only in very few 
projects, most of them unimplemented, either competitions launched in the 
first half of the 1930s of for new towns. thanks to these rhetorical figures 
created by the visual arrangement, the magazine associated Quadrante’s 
own conception of the rational city - largely indebted to the cIaM discus-
sions – with the evocation of the so-called corporatist city, which ‘naturally’ 
(as the text put it) stems from the corporatist political doctrine. the role 
of the images here was vital, since it was theoretically difficult to make the 
urban projects into demonstrations of corporatist principles. thanks to se-
mantic collisions generated by sequences and montages, it was the task of 
representations to express the equivalence between rational city, fascist city 
and corporatist city.

conclusion

relationships between texts and images draw mainly upon two rhetorical 
devices: opposition or counterpoint on one hand, and ellipsis on the other 
hand. associations of images act as a substitute for the concrete realisation 
of the modern corporatist city. this modern city is in fact unrepresentable 
both because it does not exist, and because of the theoretical problems at 
stake in Quadrante, in making an equivalence between a political doctrine 
and functional city project. In the case of Quadrante the visual discourse is 
not indebted to the relations of typography and photography and the conse-
quences of their conjuction on the page, but to the general structure of the 
magazine and in the semantic collisions it produces. 
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2.3.1 the Plan as Eidos: Bramante’s half-drawing and 
durand’s marche

alejandra celedon Forster
Architectural Association School of Architecture, UK

abstract

this paper discusses the role that the plan has played in the formation of an 
architectural discourse on the modern city, a discourse that has enabled a 
particular articulation between the individual and the collective. by confront-
ing bramante’s plan for s. Peters basilica (1503) with durand’s Method of 
composition summarized in his Marche plate (1802) a modern conceptuali-
sation of the plan unfolds, which can be explained through the philosophical 
notion of eidos. beyond the plan’s role as ‘representation’ these drawings 
set a function as ‘communication’, and furthermore, as ‘organisation’. a 
descriptive (ekphrastic) and diagrammatic nature is behind the bramante’s 
half-plan drawing, what durand systematized under his method of composi-
tion. the plan gradually becomes the site for abstraction where the essen-
tial (and typical) form of an idea ought to emerge. 
the greek term eidos meant ‘idea’, ‘form’ and also ‘type’. as eidos the plan 
exposes as a metonymic process that makes visible the essential and funda-
mental organizing principles of its form, which emerge from the operations 
undertaken within the plan itself, as opposed to external or metaphorical 
references. From bramante to durand the plan reveals its diagrammatic 
and typological nature. this allows the plan to escalate from the scale of 
architecture to that of the city. these ways of discussing the plan enable us 
to frame its potential in mediating the world of architectural objects and the 
larger scale of the city and the territory. this narrative not only constructs 
certain archaeology of the plan, but also questions the relationship between 
drawing and particular modes of thinking and production of the discipline. 

keywords

Eidos, abstraction, type, diagram, syntax, Foucault

bramante’s half-plan: abstraction and diaGrams

abstraction is at stake in the drawing of bramante’s plan for s. Peters basili-
ca in the beginning of the sixteenth century. It is not a drawing, but being half 
of it, in many respects can be taken as a sort of ground zero of the idea of the 
Plan. It is an exaggeration of the plan’s logic: it first abstracts each element to 
its minimal expression eliminating everything accessory to the point of leaving 
just walls, columns and steps, lines and shadows. this sense of genericity 
and synthesis is emphasised by an underlying grid of nine equivalent squares, 
each subdivided into four more, equal and minor squares, enclosures without 
specific attributes or hierarchy with the exception of the central space (the 
dome) to which all other refer. there is no identifiable access with the excep-
tion of four potential entries with steps that enter to an equivalent inside. 
a descriptive and diagrammatic nature is behind bramante’s half-plan drawing. 
the plan for the basilica materialises the idea of economy, but also the search 
for essentials and generic attributes. Its composition follows the rules of ef-
ficiency; it is horizontally, vertically and even diagonally symmetrical – empha-
sised by the fact that in the original drawing by bramante, only half of the Plan 
was drawn with the other half indicated, similar to the mode that beaux-arts 
‘indications’ will develop later in the nineteenth century.1 only a piece of the 
project is drawn, given that the others can be inferred from the one deployed. 
In fact, in bramante’s drawing, only an octave of the plan could have been 
drawn for accomplishing the same effect. this anticipates the potential of the 
Plan to act as a radical act of description, an ekphrastic operation that not only 
confirms the departure from analogies and similitude (based on metaphors) 
into the syntactic (and metonymic) nature of the Plan, but also anticipates a 
diagrammatic relation in which the whole can be inferred from the part.
the idea of economy of means, the abstraction of coding systems, and the 
notion of transmission of knowledge and communicability are already main 
concerns of bramante’s drawing. ultimately, bramante’s plan operates as 
an autonomous device with a function in the realm of paper independent of 
its existence as building reality (since his proposal was never constructed or 
realised). as influential as the plan was on paper, it was never really put into 
practice as drawn. It is raphael2, commissioned by Pope leo x, who later 
puts forward an alternative of what bramante devised – a drawing that func-
tions in itself within the realm of paper.

natural sciences: from the visible to the invisible

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries - amid bramante and durand 
- the man gradually became the subject of scientific knowledge, following 
Michel Foucault,3 the man became subjected to the norms of mathesis 
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(universal science of measurement and order), taxinomia (classifications) 
and genesis (origins), and furthermore the consciousness of a linguistic 
basis of representation. the changes in the natural sciences run in parallel 
to transformations in other disciplines including architecture. a reorganized 
mode of thinking implied profound effects on the modes of production and 
dissemination of knowledge in which graphical means and visuality became 
central devices within a process of spatialisation of knowledge, the drawing 
of the Plan turning into a mode of knowledge production: a graphic device 
for registering, framing and organising knowledge.
It is important to note that the nineteenth century bore witness a process 
of change in which buildings and territories were shaped no longer by purely 
visual criteria, but rather by forces, which no longer responded to the realm 
of the visible. a tension between visibility and invisibility lies at the core of 
such change – one that is inextricably linked to transformations in the realm 
of the natural sciences.

an intensive collection and further classification of data took place in many 
different disciplines during the eighteenth century when the project of taxon-
omies of living beings propagated that to classify, implies to ‘name’, and only 
by classifying and naming can something eventually be ‘seen’. carl linnaeus’ 
Species Plantarum (1753) and buffon’s4 Histoire Naturelle (1749) are the 
best-known classificatory examples. In both studies, drawings of plants and 
animals appear organised in comparative tables according to predefined 
visual criteria. Knowledge is produced by means of visual and spatial modes. 
It is no coincidence that species and visibility are etymologically interwoven. 
the word species comes from the latin ‘specio’, which means ‘to look or 
to behold’. It carries the implication of a seeing, a sight, but also of form, 
shape, and appearance, the set of visible features, which ultimately defines 
taxonomic groups. such features cannot be removed from a thing without 
losing its essence. to identify a species means making its formal and mate-
rial features into essences; the visible becomes a describable, orderable 
entity. 
cuvier by the end of the century breaks with this tradition. For him the 
form of the organisms is not important, but the logic governing naming was 
placed on internal and invisible organs. cuvier’s displays for the Museum 
of natural history in Paris, where he was professor of zoology, evidence 
a museum practice that is, from start to finish, based around the produc-
tion of graphic means, mainly pictorial images.5 the ‘gallery of comparative 
anatomy’ opened in 1806 under cuvier’s direction and sought to explode 
nature in order to reveal the inner principles of its ‘organisation’ beyond the 
concerns of external form. an emphasis on ‘organs’, ‘systems’ and the ar-

rangement of skeletons in classes provided ‘the hidden basis for their exter-
nal resemblances’,6 the key to cuvier’s taxonomic groups. as his biographer 
has described, cuvier’s galleries at the museum ‘were full of objects to be 
looked not at, but into.’7 
the term ‘genre’ is of a different nature, representing the criteria employed 
by later figures such as cuvier. the word comes from the latin ‘genera’ and 
‘genus’, means ‘birth, race and stock’. While both ‘species’ and ‘genres’ 
refer to a ‘class of things’ with common characteristics that can be divided 
into subordinate kinds, the former establishes an inseparable link with what 
is visible to the eye, the latter by definition is more ambiguous and abstract 
– it is what determines whether an entity is included within a group or not. 
While ‘species’ relates to the visible form of organisms as the criteria for 
classification, when paired with the word ‘genre’ the criteria changes, reg-
istering a transition that architecture will not be exempt. Function governs 
taxonomical logic. 
the possibility of classification now arises from the elements most hidden 
from view, ‘life’ in the case of living beings; ‘utility’ in the case of buildings. 
the abstraction of such criteria is precisely what anticipates the disappear-
ance of the project of a natural taxinomia, opening new paths of develop-
ment. For cuvier, as will be for durand, the visible forms, real magnitudes or 
exact numbers that the animals (or buildings) and their organs (or elements) 
have in common are not important, but the criteria to choose and put the 
cases together is based on more intangible features.

durand’s comparative plates: the construction of a type

the invisibility of functions plays the governing and determining role in du-
rand. utility turns in durand’s drawings into the criteria of classification as 
well as the criteria of evaluation. When a building is considered in relation 
to its programme a non-mimetic resemblance predominates where there 
is no identical element of relation: the resemblance is constituted by the 
transition of the function into evident invisibility. and the Plan conveys the 
revelation of invisible ‘deeper causes’, as discussed by Foucault:

to classify, therefore, will no longer mean to refer the visible back to 
itself…[but] to relate the visible, to the invisible, to its deeper cause, 
as it were, then to rise upwards once more obvious signs displayed on 
the surfaces of bodies.8

Plates that compare plans of buildings of the same kind became the visual 
basis for durand teaching at the École des beaux-arts in the early nine-
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teenth century. this graphic form of comparison does more than merely 
illustrate or represent. It becomes a means to collect, classify, produce, 
and ultimately disseminate knowledge. durand collects elements of build-
ings which are put together under the same category: vestibules, porches, 
staircases, cores, and so on, cataloguing what he defines as the essential 
parties of a building. different sizes, shapes and forms all fall under the 
same category. their use is what brings them together. In the case of 
‘vestibules’ the condition to belong to the group could be all those parts of 
buildings that qualify as antechambers, halls, or lobbies next to the outer 
door of a building. there is no unique formal answer to the requirement, but 
this is a kind of resemblance based on the variability of a single theme – one 
that is at the same time absent from all the possible describable cases, yet 
present in the whole genre in its entirety. distant in time and place buildings 
are composed in single plates, brought together by the invisibility of their 
functions. the acts of drawing (and redrawing), sizing, scaling, editing and 
transcribing play a central role. 
durand compared not only buildings, but also autonomous building elements, 
extracted from their original context. Porches, stairs, doors, vestibules in 
which not only time and place are eliminated but also the building they be-
long to. building parts are ‘extracted’ and ‘abstracted’, removed from their 
original surroundings and furthermore reduced to their minimal expression. 
It is through abstraction, understood as ‘the process through which man 
seeks to define generic frameworks rather than specific solutions’,9 that du-
rand’s elements start to exist as a condition, as an idea or typology, rather 
than in their physical or concrete existence. abstracted from their external 
reality, each case is deprived of its autonomous existence and therefore 
begins operating only in relation to a collective idea of what a core, a stair 
or vestibule is. abstraction explains the radical instrumentality of the Plan, 
and its attempt to reach universality.
In order to arrive to these final diagrams durand not only ‘corrects’ original 
drawings, but also manipulates building forms into abstract schemes in 
order to prove his point. In these terms, redrawing can also be seen as 
the planning of a specific set of arguments, ideologically tendentious, an 
operative action. the Plan, other from editing, naming and classifying, it 
enables prescribing. In architecture these procedures convey a process of 
intervention through abstraction that makes each project a process of pro-
duction of a norm, and furthermore, of typological production. In the same 
way that durand modified the drawings of the buildings in order to univer-
salise the knowledge he wanted to transmit, such operations were common 
in dictionaries and encyclopaedias at the time. the focus of concern was 
transversally placed in the tracing back in time of one category (in the case 

of language and the encyclopaedia), of a genre of living being (in the natural 
sciences), of a type of building (in architecture). 
as a distinct category from ‘species’ and ‘genres’, ‘type’, while also refer-
ring to a category of things having common characteristics, inasmuch as 
‘imprint’ and ‘impression’ more emphatically points to the identity and char-
acter of such group: what makes it different from others. In these terms 
there is a reciprocal relationship between the notions of type and character 
identified in their etymologies. In the original greek, ‘type’ not only meant 
‘model, matrix, mould’, but also ‘imprint, impression’ (typos), which closely 
relates to the meaning of character insomuch as ‘marking, engraving, as 
the distinctive sign of something’. Furthermore the idea of ‘character’ is 
also connected with Quatremere’s definition of the plan as imprint. In the 
Encyclopédie Méthodique he traces the meaning of the word plan to the 
ichnographia, where ‘ichne’ means the impression of a footprint.10 In turn, 
in the entry ‘ichne’ of the Encyclopédie of diderot and alembert the term 
is related to ‘trace’ and ‘vestige’. ‘Ichnographie’ signifies the plan or track 
formed as a ground for the base of a corpus supported. From ‘ichne’ and 
‘scribo’, to ‘describe’, then ‘ichonographie’ refers to the description of the 
imprint (either drawing or writing) of the trace of a work, that is, a plan:  La 
ichnographie est la même chose que ce que nous appelons ‘plan géométral’, 
ou simplement ‘plan’.11

durand’s marche and mécanisme
From bramante to durand, the Plan gradually becomes the site to abstract 
the essential and typical form of an idea. In a similar vein as anatomy in du-
rand’s method buildings were dissected, opened and decomposed in their 
many parts, treated as forensic12 evidence in which each part was the ob-
ject of exhaustive analysis. From the scale of the machine to that of the fac-
tory and the industry, the same sequential process of assemblage of simple 
parts into complex configurations applies. 
the mode of conceiving a Plan opened up by figures such as bramante - 
metonymic as opposed to metaphoric – is reified by jnl durand’s method. 
one based on comparison, coding and syntax, as the grammar of a lan-
guage. Knowledge and language become interwoven, objects and buildings 
are decomposed into fundamental units, or phonemes, and thought in a 
logical space or framework: a linguistic matrix. language becomes a central 
category to the production of knowledge in which the vocabulary proper of 
each discipline is to be composed and recomposed in the mode of a trac-
ing paper, like the graph paper that became the site of durand’s planning 
method.
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the drawing of plans witnessed 
the departure from the re-
naissance episteme based on 
‘similitude, analogies and af-
finities’, in which resemblance 
used to play a central role. In 
that mode of knowledge every-
thing named had its own real, 
mirrored, counterpart. the 
classical orders were likewise 
conceptualised, each order 
having an analogical counter-
part: the virgin, the matron and 
the strong man. that mode is 
radically reorganised along 
the eighteenth and nineteenth 
when, as Foucault discusses, 
‘the form and the content of 
what we know became disso-
ciated’ and therefore ‘words 
ceased to intersect with repre-
sentation, and representation 
ceased to provide an immedi-

ate grid for the knowledge of things.’13 Instead of the similitude behind the 
drawings resembling the human body or nature, the critical instrumentality 
gradually becomes representation itself, and thus ‘to say things and to name 
them, the crucial is to put them in order; comparison becoming thus the 
new function of order.’14 this implies a transformation of how knowledge is 
produced but also transmitted. the above introduces the act of drawing a 
plan as analytical tool endowed with an epistemological function. by means 
of such repetition, buildings can be compared and named, classified and 
typified. It opens the act of redrawing as the process through which the Plan 
reveals its eidetic nature. 
the economy of means behind the drawing of a plan, from bramante to du-
rand, uncovers its diagrammatic potential and its generative function in the 
production of types. the term eidos (plural of eide) of greek origin meaning 
‘form, type and idea’ contains a nexus of important philosophical concepts. 
In brief terms it means ‘something that is seen’, which is derived from the 
verb eido, meaning ‘to see’. that which is seen is often the ‘form’ or ‘shape’. 
It refers to ‘species’ and ‘types’, the essence of things and the world of 
universals; and in this sense, as the relation between the particular and 

the general. Eidos is also used 
as the ‘identity and organising 
principle of a process’. With 
durand the Plan turns into the 
site of eidos, the place for see-
ing and for categorising the 
essential form of things. In or-
der to do so, composition re-
quires the act of manipulation, 
of writing and rewriting. In the 
plan things are to be classi-
fied, redrawn and retraced, 
and herein lies the potential of 
the Plan for abstraction and 
diagramming.
When in a single plate durand 
collects past drawings to con-
struct an evolutionary history 
of a building as a typology, 
the drawing of the Plan not 
only represents but analyses, 
scales, measures, orders and 
selects the relevant from the 
obsolescent. redrawing build-
ings (and their parts) at the 
same scale and under the 
same form of visualisation en-

ables proper comparison, therefore making this very act the precondition of 
typologies – the core of the notion of type and the eidetic nature of the Plan. 
durand not only ‘corrects’ original drawings, but also manipulates building 
forms into abstract diagrams. redrawing thus can also be seen as the plan-
ning of a specific set of arguments, ideologically tendentious, an operative 
action. this is precisely its most radical potential. the drawing of a Plan con-
veys a process of typological production which by ignoring certain aspects 
of building form, and reducing others to their minimal expression, is able 
to edit (by redrawing), to name (by classifying) and eventually prescribe (by 
composing) a certain kind of knowledge.
durand’s plate exposes the drawing of the plan as a metonymic process 
that makes visible the essential and fundamental organizing principles of its 
form. this emerges from the internal operations undertaken within the Plan 
itself, as opposed to external or metaphorical references. 

Figure 1. ground Zero of the Idea of the Plan. bra-
mante’s half-plan for s. Peter basilica, 1502. In: 
Franco borsi, Bramante (Milan: electa, 1989), 75.

Figure 2: Marche à suivre dans la composition 
d’un projet quelconque. jnl durand, Précis of the 
Lectures on Architecture: With, Graphic Portion of 
the Lectures on Architecture, edited by antoine Pi-
con (los angeles: getty research Institute, 2000).
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the diagrammatic potential of bramante’s plan on the other hand enables to 
transmit and convey information in a condensed and synthetic form, enables 
while drawing the plan of a building to be thinking and considering matters 
beyond the limits of the plan itself. the capacity of bramante’s plan to refer 
to a whole by depicting a part only (to be unfold), and the conceptualisation 
of the plan as the place for composing and tailoring strategies of organisa-
tion in the case of durand, are two sides of a common development that 
eventually will locate the plan of the single building unit as the central device 
of the technologies of government of the urban. this is the mode of relation-
ship between architecture and the city which dominates in the first decades 
of the twentieth century. 
such capacities of the Plan to describe the essence of a building led to 
a typological approach to the discipline.15 From bramante to durand the 
Plan reveals its diagrammatic and typological nature which allows escalating 
from the scale of architecture to that of the city. these ways of discussing 
the Plan enable to frame its potential in mediating the world of architectural 
objects and the larger scale of the city and the territory. 
the manipulation of the architectural plan becomes the site to be thinking 
and producing the city, while designing the scale of architecture. bramante 
and durand’s drawings set the grounds in which the plan developed, beyond 
representation, as an instrument to visualize principles of organisation and 
administration. through the composition of architecture’s fundamental units 
(meant to be repeated) the potential typological management of a territory 
is enabled. If in bramante’s drawing the whole could be inferred from a part, 
without defining all the stages between those poles, durand’s proposed 
an understanding of architecture based on the assemblage of fundamental 
units. this is a mode of relation in which the architectural element, translat-
ed in the form of typical unit is transferred into an urban element: a diagram 
of organisation of the whole.

1 ‘Indications’ was a technique in beaux-
arts in which a quick sketch, or a part of 
the drawing was to indicate how the draw-
ing should be finalized. beaux-arts’ indica-
tions can be understood as the plan’s com-
munication system – a language of drawing 
for communicating a scientific, rational, 
and above all, universal knowledge. on the 
one hand an indication is an abstraction – a 
simplified version of the final piece; on the 
other hand it exaggerates and highlights in 
an ekphrastic and vivid manner the essence 
of a plan. john harbeson, The Study of Ar-
chitectural Design: With Special Reference 
to the Program of the Beaux-Arts Institute 
of Design (new york: Pencil Points Press, 
1926).
2 the origins of orthogonal projections have 
been located in brunelleschi’s drawings for 
the dome of Florence (1420-36); other au-
thors point to alberti in terms of synthesis 
and diffusion of the method (1443-52); and 
some identify the origins in a 1519 letter 
presumably written by raphael sanzio, bal-
dassarre castiglione and donato bramante 
to Pope leo x (the letter’s authorship is still 
in dispute), which narrates the condition of 
the roman monuments and ruins at the 
time and introduces raphael’s measured 
drawings of an inventory of the ancient ru-
ins of rome. as requested by the Pope, the 
letter describes the systematised graphic 
documentation of the roman remains. the 
letter extends and completes brunelles-
chi’s work and alberti’s theory of rendering 
the standard representations of a building 

– that is, plan and elevation, including the 
section.
3 Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archae-
ology of the Human Sciences (new york: 
Pantheon books, 1966).
4 georges-louis leclerc comte de buffon.
5 Martin rudwick, “george cuvier’s paper 
museum of fossil bones,” Archives of Natu-
ral History. The Society of Natural History 
27 (2000), 51-68, 64.
6 dorinda outram, Georges Cuvier: Voca-
tion, Science and Authority in Post-Revolu-
tionary France (Manchester: Manchester 
university press, 1984), 176.
7 Ibidem, 176.
8 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, 
249.
9 definitions given by Pier vittorio aureli in 
the seminar ‘a brief history of abstraction 
in architecture: design and the administra-
tion of life’, session 1, 16 october 2013, 
at the architectural association, london.
10 antoine-chrysostome Quatremère de 
Quincy, Encyclopédie Méthodique. Architec-
ture Ou Par Ordre De Matières; Par Une 
Société De Gens De Lettres Se Savans Et 
D’artistes. Vol. Tome Premier (Paris: Panck-
oucke, 1788), 141.
11 denis diderot and jean le rond 
d’alembert, Encyclopédie. Dictionnaire rai-
sonné des sciences, des arts et des mé-
tiers, vol. 2 (geneve: chez Pellet, 1779), 
481.
12 etymologically, ‘forensic’ means ‘pertain-
ing or suitable to courts of law’, from its lat-
in source forensis, ‘of a forum, place of as-
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sembly’, and in practical terms thus refers 
to the skills of presenting evidence before a 
gathering of citizens in a forum such as a 
court. through the notion of the forensic, 
architecture intersects with history, with 
scientific techniques to dissect anatomies, 
and with the strategies and tactics of laws. 
the idea of the forensic also involves the 
act of reconstructing a scene; principles 
of forensics assume the archaeological re-
composition of a set of spatial relations. un-
der these circumstances, objects become 
registers and active material witnesses to 
be interrogated. Initially undertaken in a 
piecemeal fashion, it is through this histori-
cal reconstitution that pieces commence, 
making sense with each other and with the 
whole scene. 
13 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things, 
60.
14 Ibidem.
15 the greek term for description, ekph-

rasis, was the rhetorical term used to re-
fer to a verbal evocation depending on the 
synthetic power of words. ekphrasis liter-
ally means expression (to speak out, tell, 
and fully describe), from ek (‘out, ex-’) and 
phrazō (explain, point out). It is the rhetori-
cal device in which one medium of art tries 
to relate to another medium by defining 
and describing its ‘essence and form’, and 
in these terms, the rhetorical ekphrasis 
shares the meaning with that of the philo-
sophical eidos. due to its synthetic nature 
the rhetorical figure of ekphrasis explains a 
central aspect of the rhetorics underlying 
planning. today ekphrasis is used to mean 
the literary description of a work of art, and 
in these terms mediates the relationship be-
tween words and images. ekphrastic repre-
sentations attempt to reconcile the tension 
between image and text, that is, between 
objects and discourse.

2.3.2 ‘What do Pictures really Want’? Photography, 
Blight and renewal in Chicago

Wesley aelbrecht
The Bartlett School of Architecture, UK

abstract

between 1954 and 1962, the Women’s council for city renewal of chi-
cago presented the slide program ‘this is My city’ in schools, churches and 
various community centres. the slide show consisting out of 68 slides with 
matching commentary projected what kind of a city chicago was and how 
the activities of citizen groups contributed to better housing. If the Women’s 
council did not utilize these photographs in slide shows, they published them 
in books and governmental publications or hung them on exhibition panels 
in libraries. Photography’s impact on the debates and policies of urban re-
newal, however, is not accurately reflected in academic research. What we 
can observe instead is a split between photography, architecture and urban 
renewal, caused by the classification of photographs into a photographic 
archive, disconnected from its original conditions of production. In this pre-
sentation I want to demonstrate that photography did play a fundamental 
role in renewal, by exposing how a discourse around renewal was developed 
and how it earned public support or refusal.
as a proof of the role of photography in this revitalization process, I will pres-
ent the photographic collection of the Women’s council. how the Women’s 
council created a discourse around photographs will be discussed through 
the works of the neglected chicago photographer Mildred Mead. Mead vol-
unteered for the Women’s council from 1947 until 1960. this exposition 
will follow the three layers of investigation proposed by W.j.t. Mitchell – im-
age, object and medium – to answer the vital question ‘what was this col-
lection of pictures meant for?’. Mitchell states that visual culture is not only 
about the relation between visual and textual images, but also about the 
material support on which the images appear. It’s this assemblage of visual, 
textual, material and symbolic elements that will be discussed here to show 
how the media, citywide organizations and local government constructed a 
case for renewal, using photographs as their star witness. 
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2.3.3 Content, Form and Class nature of architecture  
in 1950s-China 

yIng Wang
KU Leuven, Belgium
KaI Wang
Tongji University, China

abstract

a retrospect of the history of architecture in twentieth-century china indi-
cates that the 1950s, in between the two peaks of 1930s and 1980s, is a 
significant transition in the historical process. nevertheless, in most histori-
cal narratives, the relation between political ideology and architecture during 
that period has been over-simplified. Moreover, since the drastic change of 
ideology in the 1980s, most of the discussion on architecture in the 1950s 
has been buried in oblivion.
a typical example is the Anthology of the Journal of Architecture (Chinese): 
1954-2003 (2004), in which the articles most influenced and dominated 
by politics of the 1950 and 1960s were omitted intentionally, and instead, 
the articles that look more ‘academic” were selected. such a situation also 
happened in some scholars’ individual anthologies. While reshaping the form 
of history and reconstructing a new genealogy of chinese modern archi-
tecture, this kind of selectivity has wiped out the architectural discourse in 
1950s and caused confusion about the intention of articles of the 1980s, 
as well as their certain characteristics. Furthermore, the absence of criti-
cal description on the development of the discipline of architecture in the 
1950s and the analysis of its effect might have a hidden impact on contem-
porary architectural discourses. 
this paper selects three groups of articles concentrating on the important 
topics of controversies in the Journal of Architecture in 1955-59. through 
close reading of these articles in the historical context, the paper attempts 
to open new perspectives of discussions under three topics, content/form, 
class nature of architecture, and beyond that, the general discursive mode. 
It argues that though unnoticed, the architectural discourse of the 1950s 
is still having an impact on contemporary discourses. 

keywords

architectural discourse, class nature, content, form, 1950s

a retrospective look of the history of architectural discipline may show that 
the relation between theory and practice was sometimes close, some-
times distant. What happened in the 1950s china offered an example 
of such extreme separation of theory and practice to the extent that the 
connection between architectural discourse and practice could hardly be 
discerned.1 thus, it is because of this that this period has been widely 
ignored by contemporary researchers. Intentionally or not, scholars have 
always been inclined to seek ‘positive’ aspects and ignore the profoundly 
ideologized discourse of architecture that was, as a matter of fact, prevail-
ing in the 1950s.
the typical evidence is The Anthology of the Journal of Architecture: 1954-
20032 published in 2004. as the only professional journal in Mainland 
china between the 1940s and 1980s, The Journal of Architecture3 is 
crucial for understanding the architectural discourse in the 1950s. In the 
anthology, the articles most influenced and dominated by the ideology of 
the 1950s and 1960s were omitted consciously, and instead, the articles 
that looked more ‘academic’ were selected.4 similar situations also hap-
pened in some scholars’ post-1980s published oeuvres.5 by reshaping the 
history and reconstructing a new genealogy of chinese modern architec-
ture, this kind of selectivity has wiped off the architectural discourse of 
the 1950s, and thus caused confusion about the intention of articles of 
the 1980s. Furthermore, without a critical reflection on the legacy of the 
1950s, its impact on contemporary architectural discourse could not be 
properly identified. 
nevertheless, having re-examined the history of the formation of archi-
tectural discipline in twentieth-century china, we definitely find that the 
1950s, in between the two peaks of the 1930s and 1980s,6 is a sig-
nificant period in the historical process. not only is it essential for under-
standing the transition between the two periods, but also the abundant 
connotation and implication might have crucial effect (though not so posi-
tive) on the later development of architectural discipline in the twentieth 
century, more than expected. 
In this research, three groups of representative articles are chosen from 
the principal controversies in The Journal of Architecture from 1955 to 
1959. by closely examining them in the historical context, this paper at-
tempts to open new discussions under three topics, namely ‘class nature’ 
(jiejixing) of architecture, ‘content’ and ‘form’ (neirong, xingshi), and beyond 
that, the general discursive mode. It argues that, in 1950s campaigns, a 
specific mode was developed in architectural discourse, the influence of 
which could still be discerned in certain contemporary circumstance. 
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class nature and people’s route

looking back to architectural discourse in the twentieth century, one may 
easily find that the discussion in the 1950s took on a totally different look 
from that in the 1930s, for the key concepts had changed.7 some of them 
were gradually abandoned, replaced by a group of newly emerged concepts, 
such as ‘class nature’, ‘people’s route’ (qunzhong luxian)8 and dialectics (bi-
anzhengfa). obviously, these should be understood as the consequence and 
sign of the radical change in the social and institutional environment.
In the 1920s, the chinese communists began to establish a new discourse 
system with the help of the soviet communist Party. around 1935, deriv-
ing from the initial imitation and translation, the so-called ‘sinicized Marxist’ 
(Makesi zhuyi zhongguohua) discourse system of revolution took shape.9 
using slogans, such as ‘class nature’ and ‘people’s route’, was a principal 
means for the chinese communist Party to win the support of lower class-
es. the discourse of class nature was created under such circumstance.10

In the fields of architecture, art and literature, the most profound and long-
lasting influence is from the predominating discourse system stimulated by 
Talks at the Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art given by Mao Zedong (1893-
1976) after the yan’an rectification Movement in 1942.11 undoubtedly, after 
the foundation of the People’s republic of china (1949), the new wave of 
discussion was thoroughly affected by sinicized Marxist discourse.12 since 
the 1950s, as a non-architectural concept, ‘class nature’ came into the core 
of discussion on architecture and kept holding an essential position.13 In the 
1920s-1930s, there was still a possibility for lu xun (1881-1936) and liang 
shiqiu (1903-87) to debate whether class nature existed in humanity and lit-
erature,14 whereas, in the 1950s, the discourse on class nature established 
superiority over other discourses, permeating into every aspect of the society. 
like the architects in the enlightenment era in France, with the ideal of 
setting up a wonderful new world, chinese architects employed themselves 
into the rebuilding of architecture passionately. hence, quite a few articles 
focused on the debates of ‘essence of architecture’. since the distinct char-
acter of the new society was the leadership of the working class (workers 
and farmers), it seemed that, undoubtedly, class nature became a signifi-
cant factor of essence of architecture (opposed to the old). For instance, 
in a controversial and famous article ‘on architectural art, beauty and na-
tional Form’ published in 1955, the author Zhai lilin (1915-2003) thought 
that the essential character of architecture is ‘utility (function) and beau-
ty’.15 ‘When architecture serves people with its function, it treats all classes 
equally without discrimination; but when architecture serves people with its 
beauty, the case is reverse.’16 For him, function had no class nature, but 
beauty had. 

In the article published subsequently in refutation to Zhai’s opinion, the au-
thors chen Zhihua (1929-) and ying ruocong (1931-) pointed out, ‘when 
analysing the function of architecture, the impact of class nature should 
be considered. We cannot say that it ‘treats all classes without discrimina-
tion.’17 they thought that ‘the radical mistake made by Mr Zhai lies in his 
deviation from the real social condition that architecture relies on.’18 ‘this 
essential character should absolutely not to be sought within architecture. 
that is to say, it is impossible to pursue a constantly essential character 
divorced from the social and economic condition, as well as the served 
group.’19

chen and ying’s discussion tried to extend the influence of class nature into 
the meaning of function and to make it a precondition of function, utility and 
beauty. this dispute seems to be inexplicable for contemporary scholars 
because it is so abstract and detailed, but in the context of the 1950s, it 
was commonly believed that ‘practice should be guided by theory’, as was 
pointed out by Mao Zedong in his treatise ‘on Practice’ (1937). as a con-
sequence, the pursuit of theoretical rightness was practically crucial. the 
communist theorists, possibly influenced by the soviet union, were always 
expecting ‘a universal solution’. this inclination could be exemplified in the 
criticism of hu shi (1891-1962)’s famous ‘Problems and doctrines’ (wenti 
yu zhuyi) by li dazhao (1889-1927).20

hence, after a series of political campaigns of criticism towards architects 
in 1950s21, the aim of the symposium on architectural art in shanghai 
(1959), chaired by liu xiufeng (1909-71), the Minister of department of 
architecture and engineering, was explained:

[It is] to make clear the basic concepts, furthermore, to differentiate 
the right and wrong, as well as what is permitted and what is forbid-
den. Political leaders participated in the discussion and came to an 
agreement with architects, so that it was possible for architects to 
throw away their worries and be bold in design.22

therefore, the question would be, ‘how did the discourse of class nature 
changed the architects’ understanding of architecture at that time?’ In the 
concluding speech for the symposium, given by liu xiufeng, there is an ac-
count of architectural art:

architectural art is a kind of art expressed by the buildings per se. Its 
artistic character is manifested in the proper function, the reasonable 
structure, as well as the beauty of form. the process from design 
to construction is not only a process of production, but also that of 
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artistic creation. the building will be lived in and utilized, besides, en-
joyed and appreciated. the art and the utility of buildings should not 
be separated, at the same time, function and structure should not be 
abandoned and give the way to beauty. If so, it will be easy either to 
fall into trap of formalism, or to mystify architectural art to make it 
unpredictable.23

by reclaiming ‘architectural art’, its meaning was materialized as ‘the proper 
function, the reasonable structure and the beauty of form’, and artistry was 
not any more an independent aspect of architecture. this is typical in architec-
tural discourse in the 1950s china. the matter of discussion moved gradually 
from the internal factors (style, technique, design, etc.) to external factors 
(class nature, sociality, nationality, etc.), and furthermore, the dialectic dis-
cussion on these external factors was more and more simplified, abstracted 
and ideologized. ‘content’ and ‘form’, the couple of concepts discussed most 
frequently at that period, may be analysed as a representative example. 

the controversy of content and form24

For a professional chinese reader in the 1930s, these new concepts, such 
as ‘content’ and ‘form’, might hardly be relevant to architecture. our analysis 
will start with a quotation dated back to 1934. the article “architecture and 
style: on the decisive Factors of architectural style” pointed out:

What are actually the decisive factors for architectural style? by ex-
amining the creation of style, we will get two kinds of factors: the 
natural and the social. natural factors include geography, climate and 
material. social factors are divided into two parts: the internal and the 
external. Internal factors include custom, habit, politics, economics, 
religion, philosophy and science; internal factors include trade, trans-
portation and wars with foreign countries.25

In the 1930s, people began to talk about these decisive factors for style, 
which included not only cultural aspects, such as religion and philosophy, but 
also natural aspects, such as geography, climate and material, whereas, in 
the 1950s, this kind of discussion was mostly replaced by the discourse of 
‘form’. thus, what was the meaning of ‘content’ and ‘form’ in architecture? 
In his article mentioned above, Zhai lilin defined form as follows, ‘the mean-
ing of architectural form is relatively evident. layout, composition, style of 
façade and all these expression of appearance should belong to the cat-
egory of form.’26

as ‘form’ emphasized the appearance, other relevant aspects were catego-
rized as ‘content’:

Function, technique and idea are either three contents or three parts 
of content united in an architectural form. … Function and technique 
belong to substantial rationality, so these are substantial contents; 
whereas, idea belongs to spiritual aspect, so it is spiritual content. … 
generally speaking, function and technology are principal and basic, 
while idea is subordinate and derivative.27

In chen and ying’s article, one of the main points is to attack the relationship 
between function, technique and idea:

above all, buildings should meet the requirement of utility, in addition, 
it should look well and express a kind of emotion. there are require-
ments for buildings, while material and technique are approaches to 
realize and serve for these demands. 
the influence of technique and material on architectural form can only 
function together with social demands of buildings. … the fundamental 
determinant is not technique, but the social demands. 
It is not right to take the utility and function into account without the 
consideration of economic condition. … architecture, as ‘the art en-
riching the spiritual life’, is subordinated to its materialist function, but 
also to the economics of the country.
Mr Zhai did not analyse the relation between idea and function. ac-
cording to his opinion, it seems that the idea in a building will be as 
absolutely artist as that in an oil painting. It is connected with Mr Zhai’s 
wrong opinion, as mentioned above, that the utility of architecture will 
be treated equally for all classes. We insist that the social idea not 
only is expressed in architectural form and style, but also will influence 
its function.28

chen and ying made an argument that technique and material were deter-
mined by social function of architecture and that function was affected by 
social idea. In this way, opposed to Zhai’s principles of functionalism and ma-
teriality, they re-valued architectural idea as the determinant in architecture. 
From then on, in a series of debates, the determinative factors for archi-
tecture was always the bone of contention. during this process, a moving 
boundary between the categories of content and form can be recognized. In 
the shanghai symposium mentioned above, ha xiongwen (1907-81) reclas-
sified ‘shape’ (zaoxing), which belonged to ‘form’ before, as content.29 yet in 
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the concluding speech, liu xiufeng clarified the categories of content and 
form again:

What is the content of architecture? It is the purposiveness demanded 
by the nature of architecture. What is the form of architecture? It is 
the shape achieved by certain materials and technical means. … the 
material and technical condition is an element of architecture, as well 
as an approach to express the content, but not the content itself.30

liu removed technique from the category of content, regarding it as a meth-
od to express the content, but emphasized material and technique in the 
category of form. the several quotations above show that the concerned 
factors on architecture are almost the same, while the only differentiation 
is the categorization of these factors in the dichotomy of content and form. 
Why did such kind of discussion, looking so trivial nowadays, attract so 
much attention in the 1950s? 
‘content dictates form’ was one of the dominant doctrines for ‘socialist 
realist’ literature and art after Mao’s speech at yan’an Forum.31 there-
fore, architectural factors were also hierarchized. From ‘function, technique 
and idea as three aspects of content’ to ‘the purposiveness demanded by 
the nature of architecture’, function and technique were gradually excluded 
from the decisive ‘content’, meanwhile, the spiritual and abstract factors 
were more and more dominant. consequently, the ‘theoretical’ discussion 
increasingly concentrated on the non-material aspect, going far away from 
the practice. In spite of the slogan of ‘practice is guided by theory’, the theo-
ry and the practice were separated with a big gap. What the diverse theory 
concerned about was not how to practice is guided by theory solve problems 
in practice, but rather how to find a universal criterion for judging it.
therefore, it is obvious that, compared with the materialist discussion in the 
1930s, the ideological aspect of architecture gradually occupied the leading 
position in the 1950s. on the other hand, under the circumstance of high 
unification of ideology, all debates were destined to be ideological and political, 
which actually opened a door for the political criticism of liu xiufeng later.

mode of discussion

during the cultural revolution (1966-76), liu’s article ‘to create the new 
chinese socialist style’ (1959) was attacked as ‘a program against the 
communist Party and socialism in the field of architecture’, and liu himself 
was accused of being ‘the representative of capitalist class’, ‘assaulting 
Mao Zedong’s thought’, ‘advocating the disappearance of class conflict’, 
‘carrying out nikita Khrushchev’s (1894-1971) revisionism’ and ‘paving the 

way for capitalism’.32 at the beginning of the 1980s, liu was rehabilitated 
politically33, and then his article was published again by the newly founded 
journal Architects together with a series of articles in memory of him, in 
which his article was given high valuation. From these and other articles in 
The Journal of Architecture around 1980, one may find that the theoretical 
discussion still did not go beyond the logical framework of liu’s article, until 
western theory and design were imported into china in mid-1980s. the fol-
lowing two paragraphs could be taken as an example:

above all, buildings should satisfy people’s need for their physical life 
(including the need for living, producing and culture), as well as for the 
appreciation of beauty. they are either a physical production or an art-
ist creation, either the unity of function and beauty or the unity of sci-
entific technique and artistic skills. In one word, they have dual roles.34

the three aspects mentioned above are the basic elements of archi-
tecture. the first is function, which is the aim of architecture; the sec-
ond is technique condition, such as material and structure, which is 
the approach to the aim; the third is the appearance of architecture. 
they are united dialectically, inseparably and hierarchically. Function is 
dominant to structure and form, and different functions require differ-
ent structures and forms. on the contrary, function is restricted by 
material and structure.35

this could be regarded as a kind of ‘legacy’ of architectural theoretical dis-
course of the 1950s: abstraction, emphasising the external relation and 
absolute factors, ignoring the specific and operational knowledge, and dis-
puting on tedious concepts. obviously, under the exceptional political and 
social context of the 1950s, what was hidden behind the controversy was 
the scramble for discursive power and social status. during the period of 
highly unitary ideology, especially after several thought reform campaigns, 
anything different from the dominant ideology would be attacked at any time. 
conversely, anything consistent with the dominant ideology could stabilize 
political position and social identity, although it had to adjust its position 
constantly.
hence, examined through the whole twentieth century, the new-born inde-
pendence of architectural knowledge and discourse was replaced by de-
bates on a unitary doctrine and ideology, and finally turned into the utterly 
ideological ‘great criticism’. In the architectural literature after the culture 
revolution (1966-76), the discussion on the concepts of content and form 
faded away in the 1980s. nevertheless, the mode of discussion, taken on 
in the debates, was still kept in the architectural discourse since the 1980s. 



2
. 
r

E
P
r

E
S
E
n

ta
tI

o
n

 a
n

d
 C

o
M

M
u

n
IC

a
tI

o
n

2
. 
r

E
P
r

E
S
E
n

t a
tI

o
n

 a
n

d
 C

o
M

M
u

n
IC

a
tI

o
n

280 281

conclusion

by analysing discussions under these three topics, ‘class nature’ of archi-
tecture, ‘content’ and ‘form’ and the general discursive mode, the paper 
reveals a kind of unique politicalization of architectural discourse in china. 
It does not mean that the discourse is bound up with politics, but rather 
means that the discourse is permeated with political power, expressing the 
dichotomy of right and wrong, the undeniable tough tone and the undoubted 
evaluation. Formerly, the chinese architectural discourse was thought to be 
politicalized during the period of 1950s-1970s. this paper points out that 
the mechanism of this politicalization in the 1950s is not particular. since 
the 1980s, although these keywords were not used so frequently any more, 
the influence of the discursive mode still could be sensed under certain of-
ficial or non-official circumstances.

1 after the foundation of the People’s re-
public of china, the 1950s was a special 
decade for the reinforcement of the new 
government. besides the socialist reform of 
ownership, Mao Zedong adopted a series 
of thought reform campaigns to unite the 
ideology. In the wave of continuous thought 
reform campaigns, as what happened in 
other fields, architectural discourse was 
inevitably dominated by ideology and away 
from architectural practice.
2 Zhou chang, Jianzhu xuebao wushinian 
jingxuan: 1954-2003 (the anthology of the 
journal of architecture: 1954-2003) (bei-
jing: zhongguo jihua chubanshe, 2004).
3 The Journal of Architecture (Jianzhu xue-
bao) was launched by architectural society 
of china in 1954.
4 For example, in The Journal of Architec-
ture of 1955, there were a group of ar-
ticles to criticize liang sicheng’s revivalism, 
including liu dunzhen’s “the critique of 
Mr liang sicheng’s Idealistic architectural 
though,” chen gan and gao han’s “liang 
sicheng’s basic understanding of architec-

ture in our country,” niu Ming’s “how does 
Mr liang distort architectural art and na-
tional Form?” and so on. however, only a 
more moderate one of these articles, lu 
sheng’s “the critiques of Formalism and 
revivalism in architectural theory,” was se-
lected in the anthology.
5 see, for example, liang sicheng, Liang 
Sicheng quanji, vols. I-IX (the oeuvres of li-
ang sicheng I-Ix) (beijing: Zhongguo jianzhu 
gongye chubanshe, 1984-2001); liu dun-
zhen, Liu Dunzhen quanji, vols. I-X (the oeu-
vres of liu dunzhen I-x) (beijing: Zhongguo 
jianzhu gongye chubanshe, 2007).
6 contributed by the first generation of ar-
chitects educated in japan and america, 
the discipline of architecture was founded 
and developed in china during the 1920s. 
In the 1930s, the professional journals The 
Monthly Journal of Architecture (Jianzhu 
yuekan) and Chinese Architecture (Zhong-
guo jianzhu) were launched. the discussions 
on the identity of architects, architecture as 
science and art, nationality and modernism 
sprang up. all these were interrupted by 

the second sino-japanese War (1937-45). 
thereafter china experienced the civil war 
and the continuous political campaigns until 
the end of the cultural revolution (1976). 
since china began to open the door to the 
West in 1978, architectural thoughts flour-
ished by introducing the prevailing theory. 
Meanwhile, the enthusiastic discussions 
on ‘tradition and modern’ and ‘china and 
the West’ were stimulated by the cultural 
craze. 
7 In 1930s, the discussion concerned 
style, nationality, artistry, modernism, etc. 
Whereas, in 1950s, it more focused on 
national form, the content and form of ar-
chitecture, architectural art, the new style 
of china, etc. 
8 ‘People’s route’ was proposed by the chi-
nese communist Party for the first time 
in 1928 and later was developed during 
the second sino-japanese War. Mao Ze-
dong’s summary of the manner is to col-
lect people’s opinions, theorize and system-
atize them, propagandize them among the 
people, convert them to the people’s own 
opinions, make the people accept them and 
act according to them, and test their right-
ness. see Mao Zedong, ‘several Issues on 
the Methods of leading’ (Guanyu lingdao 
fangfa de ruogan wenti), 1943. 
9 during the period of chinese soviet re-
public in ruijin (1931-4), bo gu had pre-
liminarily built up a russian soviet socialist 
discourse system following soviet union’s 
experience. however, because of the 
worsening situation of red army and its 
shortcoming, the russian soviet socialist 
discourse encountered trouble. after Zu-
nyi conference (1935), Mao Zedong made 
determination to sinicize Marxism, and did 
change the discourse system in central 
revolutionary base area in the next seven 
years. he created a new revolutionary dis-
course system, which combined national-
ism, patriotism and communism. see gao 
hua, Geming niandai (the revolutionary 
age) (guangzhou: guangdong renmin chu-
banshe, 2012), 207-9. 
10 see gao, Geming niandai, 209-10.
11 the yan’an rectification Movement was 

the first ideological movement initiated by 
the chinese communist Party at the city 
of yan’an in communist-controlled china 
in 1942-4. through the movement, Mao 
consolidated his role as the communist 
Party’s paramount leader. at the meantime, 
through criticism, self-criticism, struggle and 
confession, the thought was highly united. 
Marxist-leninism and Mao Zedong thought 
were endorsed as guiding ideologies. the 
yan’an Forum on literature and art was 
a significant forum held in the yan’an rec-
tification Movement. Mao gave his notable 
talks at the forum, which pointed that all art 
should reflect the life of the working class 
and consider them as an audience, and that 
art should serve politics, and specifically the 
advancement of socialism.
12 the revolutionary discourse of Mao Ze-
dong became prevailing, and later became 
authoritative discourse of the new country 
after the victory of the chinese communist 
Party in 1949. It had a strong power of 
explanation and persuasion as a totally new 
systematic narration at that age. see gao, 
Geming niandai, 215.
13 see Wolfgang lippert, Hanyu zhong de 
makesi zhuyi shuyu de qiyuan yu zuoyong 
(the emergence of chinese Marxist terms 
and its Impact (beijing): Zhongguo shehui 
kexue chubanshe, 2003), 170-4.
14 see shao jian, Hu Shi yu Lu Xun: ershi 
shiji de liangge zhishifenzi (hu shi and lu 
xun: two Intellectuals in twentieth century) 
(taibei: xiuwei zixun, 2008), 270-5. 
15 based on vitruvius’s utilitas, firmitas and 
venustas, in the 1950s, the chinese gov-
ernment proposed the principle of ‘utility, 
economy, as well as beauty if condition Per-
mits’ under the help of soviet professionals 
to meet the special economic and culture 
condition. the official explanation was given 
by li Fuchun in 1955. there were a larger 
number of relevant discussions either in-
fluenced by the vitruvian virtues or by this 
chinese principle.
16 Zhai lilin, “lun jianzhu yishu yu mei ji 
minzu xingshi” (on architectural art, beau-
ty and national Form), Jianzhu xuebao 1 
(1955), 50.
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17 chen Zhihua and ying ruocong, “Ping 
Zhai lilin’s ‘lun jianzhu yishu yu mei ji minzu 
xingshi’” (the criticism of ‘on architectural 
art, beauty and national Form’), Jianzhu 
xuebao 3 (1956), 3.
18 Ibidem, 2-3.
19 Ibidem, 11.
20 hu shi argued that one should pay at-
tention to specific problems and try to find 
solutions, rather than talks about the nov-
elty of doctrines. the harm of doctrines is 
to make people pursue the general solution, 
giving up making efforts to solve specific 
problems. see hu shi, “duo yanjiu xie wenti, 
shao tan xie ‘zhuyi’” (More study on Prob-
lems, less talk on ‘doctrines’), Meizhou 
pinglun 31 (1919). li dazhao insisted that 
solving a social problem relies on the ef-
forts of the majority of the people, so it is 
necessary to make the majority have same 
ideals and doctrines as the judgement for 
their own life. then their common discon-
tentment in life could possibly become so-
cial problems and be solved. see li dazhao, 
“Zailun wenti yu zhuyi” (on ‘Problems and 
doctrines’ again), Meizhou pinglun 35 
(1919).
21 these campaigns happened during 
1953-9, including criticising structuralism, 
criticising cosmopolitanism, anti-Waste 
campaign, criticising revivalism and For-
malism, hundred Flowers campaign and 
anti-rightist Movement.
22 Wang jiqi, “huiyi shanghai yishu zuotan-
hui” (In Memory of ‘the symposium on archi-
tectural art’), Jianzhu xuebao 4 (1980), 2.
23 liu xiufeng, “chuangzao shehui zhuyi xin-
fengge” (to create the new chinese social-
ist style), Jianzhu xuebao 9-10 (1959), 6. 
24 the discussion on content and form 
came from Marx’s literary criticism. Marx 
believed ‘that artistic form is no mere quirk 
on the part of the individual artist. Forms 

are historically determined by the kind 
of “content” they have to embody; they 
are changed, transformed, broken down 
and revolutionized as that content itself 
changes. “content” is in this sense prior 
to “form”.’ see terry eagleton, Marxism 
and Literary Criticism (london: Methuen & 
co ltd, 1976), 22. after the importation 
through the soviet union, these concepts 
were sinicized by Mao Zedong. 
25 Wen yin, “jianzhu yu yangshi: guanyu 
jueding jianzhu zhu zhuyin de kaocha” (archi-
tecture and style: on the decisive Factors 
of architecture style), Shenbao, january 
23, 1934.
26 Zhai, “lun jianzhu yishu yu mei ji minzu 
xingshi”, 53.
27 Ibidem, 53.
28 chen and ying, “Ping Zhai lilin’s ‘lun ji-
anzhu yishu yu mei ji minzu xingshi’,” 7.
29 see ha xiongwen, “dui jianzhu ch-
uangzuo de jidian kanfa” (My opinions on 
architectural creation), Jianzhu xuebao 6 
(1959), 7.
30 liu, “chuangzao shehui zhuyi xinfengge,” 
9.
31 In his talks, Mao Zedong proposed, ‘we 
demand the unity of politics and art, the uni-
ty of content and form, the unity of the revo-
lutionary politician content and the perfect 
artist form.’ see Mao Zedong, Talks at the 
Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art, 1942. 
32 Wang, “huiyi shanghai yishu zuotanhui,” 
4. 
33 the rehabilitation was a policy promoted 
and carried out by hu yaobang, the head 
of ccP at the moment, in which a large 
number of intellectuals or officials were re-
habilitated from the unjust accusation in the 
cultural revolution.
34 liu, “chuangzao shehui zhuyi xinfengge,” 
4.
35 Ibidem, 5.

2.4 architecture, art, and design 
in Italian Modernism: Strategies of 
Synthesis 1925-60

SESSION CHAIR: 
danIel sherer
Columbia University, USA

Whether one is considering gio Ponti’s insertion of a miniature architectural 
scene on a richard ginori vase in the early 1920s, Fausto Melotti’s impos-
ing ceramic caryatids for the luxury liner conte grande designed by Ponti in 
1949, or lucio Fontana’s construction of total ‘spatialist’ environments – such 
as the one presented in the Milanese gallery Il naviglio in 1949 featuring a 
large sculpture suspended from the ceiling illuminated by black light – it is 
clear that Italian architecture was inextricably associated with a dense net-
work of interactions with art and design in the inter-war and post-war periods. 
the session will examine this phenomenon as a ‘red thread’ running through 
Italian architectural culture and as a fertile terrain of exchange with wider cur-
rents of international modernism.
as far as the post-war period is concerned, the integration of craft tradi-
tions with industrial production recalls the social and economic premises of 
the argument tafuri put forward in the article “design and technological uto-
pia” (1972), regarding Italy’s disjunctive transition from an agrarian society 
to an industrialized one. the session will examine the links between distinct 
stylistic codes in light of tafuri’s hypothesis. although these links operate 
in multiple ways, they become most effective at the level of the articulation 
of strategies relating architecture to the other arts, while bestowing on it 
the status of primus inter pares. From this viewpoint the history of Italian 
modern architecture becomes a history of the ways that companion arts 
enter into its orbit and become part of its spatial, formal and material logic.
the session will explore different modes of synthesis associated with a wide 
spectrum of architect/designers and artists who contributed to architectur-
al and design ensembles. by pursuing their own paths, these protagonists 
ensured the specificity of the Italian contribution to european Modernism. 
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Far from reflecting any unified set of artistic choices or rigid theoretical 
assumptions, the Italian experiments with aesthetic synthesis describe a 
field of competing valorizations. these experiments will be situated histori-
cally and critically by examining the various strategies – formal, structural, 
symbolic, and spatial – through which the intra-aesthetic dialogue was con-
tinually reinvented. Finally, the session will explore the possibility that this 
dialogue paved the way for theses of architecture’s relative autonomy formu-
lated from the late 1960s to the early 1980s by rossi and tafuri, insofar 
as architecture’s links to the other arts could dialectically reveal the limits 
of its disciplinary foundations and its role within the wider aesthetic sphere.

2.4.1 ‘Fantasia degli Italiani’ as Participatory utopia: 
Costantino nivola’s Way to the Synthesis of the arts 

gIulIana altea
Università degli Studi di Sassari, Italy 

abstract

the work of the sculptor, costantino nivola (1911-88) reflects the twofold 
nature of the 1950s Italian approach to the relationship between art and 
architecture in which the interest for applied decoration coexisted with the 
search for environmental expansion. gio Ponti referred to both attitudes as 
equally acceptable manifestations of the ‘fantasia degli Italiani’, a somewhat 
innate capacity for creative freedom which he associated with the decorative 
projects of Piero Fornasetti as well as with Fontana’s spatialist experiments. 
nivola’s work – seen by Ponti as another example of this disposition – en-
compasses the two aspects of the “Italians’ fantasy”. best known nowadays 
for his participation in the bbPr project of the olivetti showroom in new 
york (1954), a widely acclaimed case of integration of architecture, art and 
design, nivola came to international recognition in the 1950s as a “sculptor 
for architecture”; but at the same time he developed a more original ver-
sion of the synthesis of the arts, one that, looking beyond the collaboration 
of architecture, painting and sculpture, centered on the environmental and 
social dimensions. considering some largely forgotten projects, such as the 
garden of the artist’s house in springs, designed with bernard rudofsky 
(1949-50), and the unrealized project for his hometown in sardinia, orani 
(1953), the paper analyzes nivola’s utopian tendency to the aestheticization 
of the built environment. this approach – which might remind a contempo-
rary observer of the recent trend of relational and participation art – co-
existed with a more traditional, modernist vision influenced by the artist’s 
mentor and friend, le corbusier. the two perspectives seem to overlap in 
the 1958 exhibition organized in the streets of orani with the involvement 
of the residents and, in a more indirect way, in nivola’s collaboration with 
eero saarinen in the Morse and stiles colleges at yale university (1959-62).

keywords

Sculpture, architecture, participation
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Post-war Italy has been described by romy golan as the country where 
the totalizing mandate of the synthesis of the arts was more radically cri-
tiqued. reacting to the use of the concept by the Fascist regime, Italian 
artists adopted an aesthetic of disappearance, mirrored by the use of light 
forms of decoration, such as painted velaria and concrete bas reliefs which 
tended to dissolve into the architecture.1 one example presented by golan 
is costantino nivola’s sand-cast frieze covering an entire long wall in the 
olivetti showroom in new york designed in 1954 by bbPr studio. Modelled 
in sand and cast in Paris of plaster, the huge relief unfolded before the 
spectator’s eyes as a gently undulated surface with minimal plastic projec-
tions.2 It might be noted that, in spite of the work’s lack of assertiveness, 
contemporary critics consistently commented on it as the most striking fea-
ture of the bbPr’s interior. 3 Indeed, lewis Mumford, america’s most re-
spected critic, accused it of stealing the scene from architecture.4 looking 
at nivola’s case, I would like to build on golan’s notion of ‘disappearance’, 
to pursue the disappearance of both art and architecture into the spatial 
and social environment. 
In september 1951 gio Ponti’s magazine Domus introduced its readers to 
the work of nivola, ‘a young Italian painter and sculptor, living in new york.’5 
although recently nivola’s name has been cropping up more frequently in 
the literature on the synthesis of the arts, his work and life are still rela-
tively unknown to the general public.6 a former pupil of giuseppe Pagano, 
edoardo Persico and Marino Marini at the IsIa in Monza, nivola worked as 
art-director at the olivetti company in Milan, before his anti-fascist com-
mitment forced him to leave Italy for new york in 1939. In 1946, an eye-
opening encounter with le corbusier, who became his mentor and friend, 
marked his conversion to Modernism, prompting him to undertake a new 
path of formal research. he was further stimulated by the discovery of 
sand-casting techniques7 while playing with his children on the beach, of 
which the works published by Domus were early examples. the magazine 
featured three primitivist sculptures and one geometrical, post-cubist mu-
ral painting. rather than appear against the familiar backdrop of the studio 
or gallery, his works were photographed outdoors, in the nivola garden in 
springs, east hampton, in the midst of what looked like a construction site, 
at least judging by the cement tank visible in one of the photos’ foreground. 
Intrigued by the unusual location of the works, the writer of the article (prob-
ably Ponti himself) noted: ‘the exalting effect of this unroofed environment 
is the magic of the displaced objects in the open air, already discovered by 
surrealism. now fully realized by spatialist abstraction.’8 the estrangement 
created by de-contextualization – sculpture parks and gardens were still to 
come – was in the early 1950s uncommon enough to muster attention, and 

Domus rightly pointed out its historical matrix, the surrealist juxtaposition of 
incongruous objects.9

In addition, the article related nivola’s sculptures to spatialism, the handiest 
category then available in Italy to deal with works that took on an environ-
mental dimension. a few months earlier, lucio Fontana had suspended his 
grand neon arabesque over the Milan triennale’s staircase, enthusiastically 
greeted by Ponti as an epitome of Italian genius.10 already in 1949, when 
Fontana installed in the Milanese galleria del naviglio his Ambiente Spaziale 
a luce nera, lisa Ponti hailed him as the initiator of a new kind of fusion of 
the arts.11 two years later, confronted with the triennale’s structure, her fa-
ther elected Fontana as the flag bearer of a ‘fantasia degli Italiani’ opposing 
the foreigners’ severity, technical mastery, ‘civilized discipline of thought’.12 
the expression ‘Fantasia degli Italiani’ recalled the title of a book by raffaele 
carrieri published in 1939 by the Domus editions, an anthology of fantastic 
and surreal art, spanning from Paolo uccello to the twentieth century.13 
according to Ponti, Italian fantasia was a shorthand for the qualities of 
freedom, independence, and improvisation, which he saw as inborn to the 
Italian people; qualities which were complementary, but also – he seemed 
to imply – somewhat superior to the order, simplicity and morality of Italy’s 
european and american competitors.
‘Fantasia degli italiani’ was also the heading under which Ponti introduced 
nivola’s works, next to the architects Mario tedeschi and giulio Minoletti. 
the magazine reproduced a ceiling painted by tedeschi in his flat in Milan 
and a swimming pool designed by Minoletti for the tagliabue house in Mon-
za.14 In Ponti’s view, the common denominator between the three examples 
was the synthesis of the arts; however, since nivola’s works were autono-
mous from an architectural context (even the mural was painted on an inde-
pendent wall), in his case this element wasn’t so obvious. the Domus article 
wrote that nivola seemed to be saying ‘I don’t make my house in order to fill 
it with art pieces, I make it of art pieces.’ the author continued: ‘he solves 
the architecture-painting relationship in a direct way, by building his house 
as the homeless do, with billboards and shop signs. or in the same way as 
robinson crusoe made his own tools to live and dwell.’15

For Ponti, what nivola did was to ‘take spatialism literally’; though, one won-
ders what his sculptures had to do with Fontana’s research. nivola’s works, 
as with those of tedeschi and Minoletti, were far from Fontana’s tendency 
to dematerialize and blur technical boundaries.
the notion of Italians fantasia, it must be said, was flexible enough to include 
both spatialist experiments and more traditional works. In Ponti’s eyes, it en-
compassed Fontana’s environmental projects as well as the exuberant deco-
rative expansion of the artist-designer Piero Fornasetti. a keen collector of 
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geographical maps, illustrated albums, catalogues and other ephemera, 
Fornasetti drew inspiration from these materials and from higher sources, 
such as Metaphysical painting and the renaissance, to compose a captivat-
ing repertory of ornaments to be applied to any available surface.16 Ponti 
met Fornasetti in 1933, and during the following decade started a collabo-
ration with him.
With reference to Fornasetti, and already in the pre-War years, the architect 
had begun to think about Italians fantasia. In 1940 he published in Domus, 
under the title ‘Mobili di fantasia’, a glass cupboard designed by himself for 
Fontana arte and painted by Fornasetti, vaunting its ‘freshness, brightness, 
vivacity, invention, personality’.17 In his opinion these were virtues of Italian 
art, since, he wrote, ‘if we want to grapple with patient execution, we’ll eas-
ily find someone who can do it better than us.’ Ponti and Fornasetti’s furni-
ture were presented as fantasy furniture, and the lucano apartment in via 
Washington in Milan as a ‘casa di fantasia’.18 Ponti furnished it in 1952 in 
collaboration with Fornasetti and the painter, edina altara. designer and art-
ists gave themselves to an outright orgy of decoration, covering walls, doors 
and shelves with printed and painted motives, alternated to the fancy grain 
of the wooden surfaces. through the proliferation of ornaments, which al-
tered the perception of the space and made structures and objects appear 
weightless, architecture and art co-operated on the construction of a total 
environment.
In short, the category of Italian fantasia could accommodate episodes of 
collaboration between artists and architects as well as research aimed at 
erasing technical specificity, decorative density as well as dematerialisation. 
through it, Ponti outlined an ambivalent concept of a synthesis of the arts, 
in keeping with the post-war Italian situation, anchored in the past and while 
projecting toward the future. nivola’s work reflected both sides of this two-
fold orientation, although this was difficult to understand from the pieces 
documented in Domus. Indeed, the magazine didn’t disclose the context 
from which nivola’s sculptures emerged: that of the garden, conceived as 
a situation in progress, where individual works lost importance to the whole 
environment, and the environment to its users’ life.19

In 1948 nivola acquired a dilapidated farmhouse in springs, then a still 
affordable destination for artists. the son of a mason, he had learned as 
a child his father’s trade, which allowed him to take in his own hands the 
restoration of the building. In 1950, together with the austrian émigré 
architect, bernard rudofsky (an acquaintance from his years in Milan), he 
started working on the garden. structured as a series of open-air rooms 
connected by pergolas, it included a fireplace, independent walls, benches, 
and a solarium, with many sculpted and painted interventions (Figure 1).20 

the design focused on two key points: the union of architecture and nature, 
and the idea of a space capable of enhancing life. both aspects were crucial 
in the thought of rudofsky. an eccentric figure in the mid-century architec-
tural scene, he was more important for his vision of architecture as part of 
what he called the ‘art of living’ than for the works he managed to realize. 
rudofsky – who had spent the years 1932-8 in Italy, where on occasion he 
collaborated with Ponti – believed in architecture as a means to achieve an 
authentic, simple and harmonious existence, whose models he found in the 
Mediterranean tradition. his search for the continuity of indoor and outdoor 
spaces, most apparent in the themes of the patio and the pergola, also de-
rived from Mediterranean vernacular architecture. rudofsky has been seen 
as a maverick modernist, for whom the shape of the construction counted 
less than the experiences of the individuals who inhabited it; over time, his 
positions were to appear to be in tune with the criticisms launched against 
the formalism of the International style, as it had been codified in the us 
since the 1930s.21

although some sketches of the garden’s lay-out remain in the rudofsky ar-
chive, and in spite of the fact that in 1952 the architect was to claim for him-

Figure 1. costantino nivola in collaboration with bernard rudofsky, garden in the nivola 
house, springs, east hampton, 1949-50. Source: Fondazione nivola.
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self the paternity of the design, it would be wrong to see nivola’s intervention 
as limited to decoration. Indeed, the very ideas which inspired rudofsky – a 
view of architecture as a life-enhancing tool, the search for a dimension of 
harmony in all aspects of daily existence – were also paramount to nivola. 
born in a small village in rural sardinia, he had been raised in a traditional 
culture, where an order at the same time moral and aesthetic governed 
the smallest details of collective life, giving form to a sort of vernacular 
Gesamtkunstwerk. this background had shaped his personal attitude to 
the home: finding existentialist mess and bohemian chaos depressing, he 
needed a congenial environment around himself. even when living in very 
poor lodgings, he was able to organize the space aesthetically by elementary 
means; starting by cleaning the floor, whitewashing the walls, and painting 
the ceiling blue, he succeeded in creating what richard Ingersoll aptly called 
‘a wonderful sense of frugal luxury’.22 
nivola’s interest for ‘the art of living’ and for simple and natural conditions of 
dwelling was not solely conditioned by his peasant roots. equally important 
was his experience in Milan during the 1930s, in contact with the same 
Italian milieus which had influenced rudofsky. In particular, his closeness to 
Pagano (with whom he collaborated in the Mostra dell’architettura rurale at 
the vI triennale)23 had helped to reinforce nivola’s vision of the value of the 
peasant domestic environment, to be set against modernist formalism.24 
If the utopian fascination of Pagano and his colleagues with the vernacular 
tradition left its imprint on him, the same holds true for their concern with 
the integration of art and architecture, to which the aesthetics of spectacle 
promoted by the regime bore eloquent witness. nivola’s involvement in the 
realization of several fascist propaganda exhibitions and commercial dis-
plays, before and after his time at olivetti, led him to an open approach to 
space and an attitude of mixing different media.25

the garden reflected such interests, which had been strengthened by nivo-
la’s friendship with le corbusier. although by 1952 the main features of its 
lay-out were established, nivola didn’t stop making changes to the spaces, 
building a traditional sardinian oven and a modernist fountain, annually re-
painting murals, and adding or modifying sculptures. this activity sprang 
from a conception of art as integral to daily existence. In contrast to the 
idea of the studio as a separate environment for individual creativity, so 
prevailant among his friends of the new york school, and in opposition to 
the modernist refusal of domesticity, 26 nivola designed a space where no 
gap divided art-making from living and socializing. visiting friends sometimes 
joined in working in and at the garden, from corbu, who famously tried his 
hand at sand-casting, to bruno Munari, who in 1954 re-painted a wall with 
one of his ‘negative-positive’ compositions.27 the garden was to remain at 

the centre of nivola’s creative life; indeed, he continued to work at it almost 
until his death in 1988. 
the private utopia of a space fusing art and life was to influence another 
nivola project, his ‘pergola-village’, published in 1952 by Interiors.28 orani, 
nivola’s birthplace, was a poor settlement of around 4000 people in inner 
sardinia; the artist imagined connecting its houses to each other by means 
of vine-covered pergolas, transforming the streets in intimate spaces for the 
collective existence of the inhabitants. 
only the piazza would remain uncovered, becoming the site for a great sculp-
ture as its focal point. 

the pergola-village, described as ‘a lesson in the integration of civic setting, 
art and landscape,’ 29 reflected ideas long cherished by nivola. shortly after 
his arrival in new york, when discussing with antifascist leader emilio lussu 
and other Italian refugees what to do in sardinia after the war, the artist 
had proposed whitewashing all the houses, and connecting them to each 
other by a blue baseboard.30 both blue baseboard and green pergolas were 
designed to highlight and thereby strengthen the social link between individu-
als, giving aesthetic form to the ideal of a cohesive community. spurred by 
nostalgia for his homeland and for an inclusive – if poor – archaic society, 
nivola anticipated artistic possibilities in advance of his time. In a period in 
which public art was understood as the integration of painting and sculpture 
into architecture, he envisaged a type of intervention which, putting aside 
distinctions of technique, already hinted at a post-media dimension: it wasn’t 
sculpture, it wasn’t painting, nor properly architecture; it dealt with interper-
sonal relations in daily life.
the ‘pergola-village’ was never realized, nor were other similar projects by 
nivola. In a 1956 interview, he spoke of his intention of making a series 
of ‘monuments for enhancing life’ as tall as buildings.31 besides the pergo-
la-village, they included a huge outdoor fireplace with several fires, and a 
labyrinth with multiple visual surprises (probably related to the artist’s failed 
participation in the bbPr’s Labirinto dei ragazzi for the 1954 triennale)32. 
these projects combined the ‘art of living’ with the sculptural research de-
veloped by nivola following his successful collaboration in the olivetti show-
room: an antimodernist emphasis on use and on communal life co-existed 
with the formal interests typical of modernist sculpture. 
he did succeed in partially realizing his dream of improving orani, however, 
during a visit in 1958, which involved a three-day open-air show of his works 
in the streets of the village. announced by the town crier and advertised 
by a self-produced leaflet in sardinian dialect, the show featured a series of 
sculptures set on metal poles, which the villagers received with a mixture 
of mirth and curiosity (Figure 2). nivola involved the entire community, not 
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just because he had enlisted his brothers (trained as stonecutters, like him) 
and a team of local workers to help in the production of the pieces, but also 
because the event – breaking the daily routine of the village – became an 
occasion for a feast. 
today, the orani project might seem an uncanny anticipation of relational 
art.33 the care that nivola took in ensuring extensive photographic coverage 
of the residents’ reaction indicates that in his eyes their participation was 
far from being unimportant.34 still, at the core of the project were the mate-
rial appearance of the artworks and the visual relationship between sculp-
ture and architecture, not the relations between people. later on, nivola 
was to describe the project as an experiment in setting sculpture against 
‘the accidentality of peasant architecture’, connecting it with a large com-
mission realized in 1960-62 for eero saarinen, the decoration of the Morse 
and ezra stiles colleges at yale university.35 among the tower-like buildings 
inspired by the medieval towns of central Italy, the artist disseminated 43 
sculptures, freestanding pieces, reliefs and fountains.36 Made of concrete, 
the same material used for the colleges, and in the same color, the pieces 
were perfectly integrated with the buildings.
saarinen had not wanted a series of sculptures but ‘a whole atmosphere 
created by sculpture and bas-relief in relation to architecture’;37 a view 

which nivola, who aimed at providing a backdrop for social life, could hardly 
disagree with. however, saarinen’s idea succeeded so thoroughly that the 
artist was later to complain of his own contribution having been totally over-
looked by the critics. as the staging of a disappearance in golan’s sense, 
then, the yale project seems to have worked better than the olivetti show-
room. 
despite his slight disappointment, nivola remained convinced of the neces-
sity for sculpture to renounce its aggressiveness and become a discreet 
companion to architecture. this attitude cannot be explained with the re-
fusal of the aesthetic of fascism: indeed, as we have seen, nivola had been 
influenced by some aspects of that aesthetic, which was more complex 
than mere monumentalist bombast. the artist’s training in fascist Milan 
had increased his interest for communal life born out of a personal experi-
ence with peasant society; it also had made him sensitive to the blurring of 
technical boundaries, encouraging him to experiment with the fusion of the 
arts. More urgently than an opposition to the rhetoric of fascist public art, 
nivola during the post-war years shared an aversion to the assertiveness 
of modernist public sculpture and its indifference to the social dimension 
of artistic experience. his case contributes to a theory of a post-war Ital-
ian design attitude, in which while reaction to the past played a role in the 
development of a search for a synthesis of the arts, projection toward the 
future also had a part in it.

Figure 2. costantino nivola, open-air exhibition at orani, sardinia, 1958. Photo carlo ba-
vagnoli. Source: Fondazione nivola
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2.4.2 Carlo Mollino’s Enchanted rooms: Face-to-Face 
with art in a Company town, 1930-60

MIchela coMba 
Politecnico di Torino, Italy 

abstract

carlo Mollino supported the cause of ‘the unity of the arts’ (Per una critica 
dell’architettura, 1946), a fact that shows how close his position was to gio 
Ponti, despite his individuality as an architect.
Painters Italo cremona, Mino Maccari, Piero Martina, carol rama, sculptors 
carmelina Piccolis and umberto Mastroianni, the art historian aldo bertini, 
the critics albino galvano, ramon gomez de la serna, and ludovico ragghi-
anti accompanied the architect Mollino in the elaboration of his own aesthetic 
dimension from the 1930s through the 1940s and 1950s. 
In my paper I show that in turin, a city of taylorism and of the advent of mass 
consumption, some of the above-mentioned artists (cremona, Martina and 
Mastroianni) participated in the creation of a new concept of collaborative 
work with the architect. all of them represented the position of Mollino very 
well as compared to the universe of industrial production, and all contributed 
to the creation of the concept of ambientazione discussed by the architect 
in the essay Dalla funzionalità all’utopia nell’ambientazione (1949) and visible 
throughout his architecture. ambientazione is a kind of environment in which 
architecture, art and design flow together, and is marked by a set of highly 
specific aesthetic qualities (e.g. transfiguration and artistic synesthesia) ad-
dressed by Mollino in the texts published between 1947 and 1949. 
In my intervention I will analyze houses, décor and monuments, and a project 
for the exhibition of the artists spazzapan and Mastroianni at the gallery “la 
bussola” of turin in 1948 – works originating in the collaboration with this 
group of independent artists. these works were characterized by a search 
for heterogeneous symbolism with which Mollino tried to avoid abstraction 
and “purism”. In this context photography contributed to the role of aesthetic 
meditation and sublimation insofar as Mollino used the camera to investigate 
and create spaces from the 1930s on (e.g. Miller house). 
Mollino used photography especially in his dialogue with the aforementioned 
artists. this dialogue was almost neoplatonic in its linkage of the idea to the 
senses and was of paramount importance for his artistic trajectory. 

keywords

Serialization, impressionism, human-figure, body, dematerialization

impressionists

In 1930s and 1940s, turin, the capital of industrialized Italy, was the city 
where customs were being modernized as a way for people to stake out 
their claims for more individual freedom. these changes were also trans-
forming the scope of domestic space. It was being transformed, turned into 
an aesthetic object and transfigured, drawing on allusions to the presence 
of the human figure and the body.
If you have ever seen billy Wilder’s The Apartment (1960), you may remem-
ber its setting in jack lemmon’s bachelor apartment, which he lent out to 
his womanizing co-workers. likewise, in the turin of thirty years before, own-
ing a so-called garçonnière provided its rare owners and frequenters with an 
extraordinary sense of risk and anti-conformism. In the 1920s and 1930s 
the northern Italian industrial city of turin was already studded both with 
chimneys and ‘closed houses’1 of prostitution. Its customs and mores were 
likewise still closed within its savoy-influenced mind set. nevertheless, the 
city began to become less provincial as it simultaneously went through mass 
movements in the public sphere and, in the private sphere, the exaltation of 
the personality cultivated by art and eroticism among a restricted number of 
the elite. For this elite, emancipation also meant being able to dematerialize, 
as it were, in a succession of visions inside an apartment:

the chrome yellow of a modern architect, where the unbreakable crys-
tal mobiles seemed suspended against the velvet of the curtains… 
between the scarlet rug floor and the ceiling carved by the very sinu-
ous “s” of a steel groove in which, at the push of an electric button, an 
upside-down grouping of lamps traveled like an express train from one 
end to the other of the salon… all of it was very attractive. supremely 
modern and sparkling… velvety and soft and extremely polished down 
there.”2

It was all modern and aristocratic at the same time. 
the ‘modern architect’ whose work was being evoked was carlo Mollino. he 
had set up his own model of a garçonnière, which he repeated for several 
of his customers with some called-for variants that made them unique and 
original every time. turin was an apt setting for such an activity. It was the 
city of film and fashion. It was exactly where there was a need to collect and 
own rarities, which were crafted ad hoc. thus niches were formed here, 
sheltered from the mass consumption that was to develop in Italy from this 
very city through the automobile industry.
this manner of producing rarities exploiting the concept of serialization 
makes up the basis of a dialectic that would mark the post-war reconstruc-
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tion of turin. Much earlier than andy Warhol, Mollino mystified his series. 
just as Warhol exploited his Polaroid snapshots, Mollino simultaneously ex-
ploited photography, fashion, architectural and decorative elements in order 
to modify his models and produce new varieties through various reflections 
and points of view. 
the long decline of Fascism brought certain people together – anti-conform-
ist men and women who were open to ideas and tendencies with a european 
resonance. they were bound to each other in that they accepted commis-
sions for work from sources other than the Fascist regime. hence they 
unfortunately might have appeared to be affected by “ugly dannunzianesimo” 
from the point of view of Fascist cadres in the university. they formed a 
group for about ten years, but began to drift apart after 8 september 1943 
surrender to the allies. their separation became definitive after the ‘con-
fused period of reconstruction,’ when ‘Marxist and clerical tendencies was 
not able at all to put up with their “bourgeois” cultural deviation.’ 3 earlier, 
however, between 1938 and 1943 Mollino was able to frequent two art-
ists like Italo cremona and the sculptor umberto Mastroianni at the same 
time. In 1943 cremona was to sympathize with the Fascist republic of salò 
while Mastroianni joined the resistance, convinced that ‘Fascism, nazism, 
and military aggression were merely an aspect of a much vaster repressive 
process… along with increasingly heavy and invasive economic-technological 
and, definitely, political hegemony of capitalism,’ in the words of giulio carlo 
argan.4 after 1945 Mollino broke with cremona. Meanwhile, he had been 
working with Mastroianni. there were several joint projects between 1942 
and 1944, such as the setting up an exhibition space and the project for a 
house in aci trezza, sicily. they then entered their most productive period 
together with a series of monuments and the mounting of an exhibit at the 
la bussola art gallery in 1948.5

Mollino worked more intensively with Mastroianni especially when he was 
also working side by side with the communist mathematician Franco vadac-
chino, as illustrated in their joint authorship of Architettura arte e tecnica6 
(architecture, art and technology). In this case too, the paths that their 
lives took remained rather separate, especially in their rather dialectical 
positions on the relationship of technology and mass production. neverthe-
less, they still managed to create several pieces of furniture for a 1946 
exposition.7 all of these were artists who were heterodox and receivers of 
exceptional commissions. they had distanced themselves from the more ‘of-
ficial’ tourist image of the city, the image that recently had been consolidated 
with the renovation of via roma, which they associated with a certain kind 
of ‘neo-classical arcade tackiness’ and with ‘turin quicksand’.8

they looked at the paradoxes and ironies of their city, keeping their distance 

from the conservatives and the few rationalist architects. We can see this 
distance emerge clearly in mystery writer ezio d’errico’s 1936 Guida per 
oziosi e vagabondi (guide for the Idle and vagabond), a little book useful ‘to 
disorient yourselves in turin,’ as he wrote. In his introduction, d’errico offers 
an ironic view of average tourists:

If you are an Italian, I will to go and visit my cousin, a Fiat employee, eat 
lunch at the trattoria where you had your first love affair when you a 
student at the Politecnico and take a look at the new via roma. If you 
are a barbarian, I will go up to the top of the Mole Antonelliana, look at 
superga mountain through the viewfinder of a leica and give birdseed 
to the pigeons in Piazza s. carlo.

the symbols of industrial, eclectic and baroque turin - Fiat, the Politecnico, 
via roma, the Mole antonelliana, superga, and Piazza san carlo – are 
entirely missing from the list of the most improbable spots that d’errico 
recommends.
there were other places that he preferred – those important for the lives 
of a small group of sculptors, writers and critics who had it in common that 
they friendly with the architect carlo Mollino.9 outstanding among these 
places was Piazza statuto, near where the painter carol rama and the poet 
and critic edoardo sanguineti grew up, figures who were to give life to a 
merging of painting and poetry, one that originated in the 1930s. d’errico’s 
Piazza statuto is a

piazza bazaar, a street fair of arcades and little gardens, stores and 
stands, movie theaters, garages, train stations and hovels…. [its build-
ings had and still have] windows that are inexorably closed, where… 
on a moonlit night, in that immense rectangle, you can breathe the 
stupefaction of certain paintings of de chirico.

secondly, he points out the dike on the Po that was clearly visible from the 
‘parapet of via napione’, the street where the present-day Mollino museum 
is located. thirdly,

the vittorio emanuele I bridge divides two aquatic worlds and unites 
two terrestrial ones. on the one hand, there is the closed order of a 
city that stays within its ranks and, on the other hand, the sprawling 
order of a city that has broken ranks and is climbing steeply towards 
the hill… between the temple of the Gran Madre di Dio and the ex-
capuchin convent.10 
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this guide and its illustrations harked back to Impressionism. carlo rag-
ghianti wrote about Impressionism in a book dedicated to aldo bertini, a 
turin art critic, contemporary of Mollino’s, and friend of the painter Italo 
cremona. ragghianti’s book was published in 1944. before it was, a draft 
had been sent to Mollino either by the ragghianti himself or the publisher, 
the same one who was to publish Mollino’s book on aesthetics and photog-
raphy in 1947.11 ragghianti warned his readers against interpretations that 
reduced Impressionism to a pattern and a screen – i.e. a technical-visual 
pattern that tended to turn every painting into ‘a sensual adventure concern-
ing a nature that was bright and colorful.’12 he definitely called on Mollino 
and his artistic circle to focus on certain of their affinities. he presented 
symbolism in parallel to Impressionism. symbolism was said to derive from 
psychologism, which was produced by the culture of positivism. these were 
tendencies that Mollino himself could not put up with and that he would al-
lude to in an attempt to reject a certain kind of culture of ‘pure visibility’ that 
was widespread during the 20 years of Fascism.13 as opposed to Impres-
sionism, various phenomena were read by ragghianti as forms of provincial 
intellectualism. these included symbolism, boccioni’s type of Futurism, Pi-
casso’s poetics and expressionist doctrines, all of which were ‘substantially 
unable to make common cause with the art of Impressionist painters in an 
intrinsic sense.’ neither could they gather in these painters’ enthusiasm for 
‘free and personal creation.’14

Italy provided a cultural context where impressionism was virtually miss-
ing, as ragghianti emphasized in 1944. In such a context, the painters 
in Mollino’s circle kept close company with each other yet saw themselves 
as hovering between Impressionism and symbolism, with albino galvano, 
Mino Maccari, and Piero Martina leaning towards Impressionism and carol 
rama and Italo cremona towards symbolism. Mollino drew elements from 
both movements for his garçonnières. these included the surrender of an 
ambiance to the dematerialization of objects by means of crisscrossing re-
flections and colors as well as the play of continual artistic quotations. this 
was termed ‘mental Impressionism’ by galvano, painter, art critic, and close 
schoolmate of giulio carlo argan. galvano was a scholar of egyptian and 
oriental art as well as a Proust enthusiast. 15

d’errico’s La guida per oziosi e vagabondi showed traces of some nuances 
of the Strapaese movement, a movement evoking rural domestic life that 
nevertheless had nothing in common with ‘rural Fascism’. the Strapaese 
movement opposed foreign-loving internationalism and denounced the cor-
ruption and ‘vices of an epoch that was mortified by Fascism,’ as ragghianti 
wrote in 1955 in reference to the journal, Selvaggio,16 one that was often 
read as a kind of ‘leftist Fascism’. 

Its editor Mino Maccari arrived in turin in 1931 when he was asked to work 
for the newspaper La Stampa by its editor curzio Malaparte. an anti-con-
formist who was risking being sent into exile, Maccari headed the Selvaggio 
from 1927 to 1943, where he fought for the renewal of Italian mores, 
literature, and more broadly, popular culture . It was in Selvaggio, charac-
terized by its free and biting satire, that carlo Mollino published his second 
serial novel in 1936. Mollino’s fame as a writer of serial novels as well as 
his friendship with Italo cremona and literary figures opened him up to very 
interesting clients, such as Mino Maccari himself. In fact, L’ora del té, an ex-
hibition that he curated with cremona in 1935 seemed to be less dedicated 
to Futurism than to cremona’s wife, a scholar of english literature. she was 
probably the person who introduced henry Miller’s writings to Mollino.
Mollino leapt from the strapaesana culture to the literary phenomenon that 
challenged american cultural and moral values in the 1930s, but his leap 
was only apparently acrobatic. he and cremona developed a line of thought 
on ‘abstract decoration’17 that turned out not to be very distant from the 
aesthetic reflections of albino galvano. We can see examples of this “ab-
stract decoration” in the evanescence of a 1935 exhibit, evanescence in 
his interpretation of the drapery folds and the design of the (ironically nick-
named) libèrti whirls for cremona’s coat hanger. another example consists 
in the designs of the seats for the exhibit planned for Mastroianni. In his aes-
thetics, galvano, to whom we owe the only description of the devalle house, 
distinguished sharply between the concepts of form and image. Form can-
not be separated from the idea of art as representation and objectification. 
Image is the overcoming of the object-subject duality typical of representa-
tion; it is a semantic immediacy.18 
these were the years 1933-6. Mollino was also working on the five install-
ments of his novel Amante del Duca (the duke’s Mistress) in close contact 
with his editor Maccari. their conversation turned to a project for a house 
for Maccari in Forte dei Marmi, tuscany.19 Initially, it was a question of 
adding a floor to a one-family villa (about 3000 sqm) on the road towards 
Montignoso, illustrated by several drawings by Maccari, aimed to emphasize 
the villa’s rustic features. then, in spite of this, Mollino decided to trans-
form the villa completely. he carved out a courtyard, disassembling and 
re-assembling the villa’s rustic features in light his provokingly classicist take 
on things. For example, the main entrance with its portico was associated 
with that of a roman aquarium. classicism was a recurrent trait of Mollino’s 
in those years. 
Mollino made his way in cultural circles. cremona was the person who intro-
duced Mollino to Maccari. Maccari then introduced him to leo longanesi, 
who egged him on to write what he felt about Marcello Piacentini, the official 
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regime architect, in an article for the journal, Omnibus; to members of the 
editorial board of L‘Italia letteraria already co-edited by curzio Malaparte; 
and to the writer ezio d’errico. however, giorgio devalle did not need an 
introduction. 
devalle was a member of the wealthy turin bourgeoisie. he came from 
wealthy families that had been involved in the textile industry since the eigh-
teenth century. on his mother’s side, the family, of jewish origin, hailed from 
sordevolo in the biella area. on his father’s side, the family was specialized 
in the importation of silk from lyon and in textile dying, with a factory on 
the bank of the Po in the center of turin.20 In 1930 devalle inherited his 
father’s collection of sixteenth-century Piedmontese art and continued work-
ing on it. beginning with the late 1930s, he kept in contact with resistance 
militants. he was arrested in november 1943 and then deported to Mau-
thausen along with 50 other political deportees on june 13 1944 on a train 
convoy (later catalogued as Trasporto18/Tibaldi). he was then transferred 
to Melk, because he had financed and aided partisan bands on the eve of 
general badoglio’s signing of the armistice. 
devalle and Mollino, both the same age, attended the same catholic board-
ing school together from primary school on to classical secondary school. 
devalle graduated in the university in law, taking two exams along with Italo 
cremona on the same dates – a constitutional law exam and the general 
oral exam for the laurea degree. It was his friendship with Mollino that 
convinced him to proceed with a project that was rather distant than the 
aesthetics mandated by the regime. Mollino took on the renovation of two of 
devalle’s apartments, both at via delle alpi 3 in turin. the furnishings were 
‘conceived for an initial resolution, but after a few months, were almost en-
tirely transferred, adapted, and integrated into a wider space.’21

there is no information about the fate of the furnishings in via alpi after his 
deportation. What is left consists in only two seats and a small table from 
the dining room in a private collection. contemporary publications confuse 
the two apartments, treating them as if they were only one, almost to dem-
onstrate that they were dealing with a little series, a kind of limited-edition 
garconnière. the matrix, the Miller house, was derived from the idea of set-
ting up ambiences beginning with a unique open space, articulated only by 
glass dividers. the ambiances were carved out with drapery hanging from 
transparent walls. there were two of them: the office and the cave (the 
bedroom), both introduced by a vestibule. 
these areas were arranged differently from case to case, while maintaining 
the same order. the vestibule is at the entrance, perpendicular the apart-
ment’s axis of symmetry. the bedroom, composed of a bed area and an 
adjacent bathroom, is across from the entrance. on the right, the office/

studio could follow, with or without a kitchen. these ambiences were at 
times able to penetrate into each other through transparent walls and re-
flecting surfaces, generally doors. the vestibule almost entirely penetrates 
the studio/office-living room and hence form a kind of long introduction. the 
studio-bedroom penetrates the cavern-bed only in the upper areas of the 
wall between them.
there is a sense that there are two variants in the devalle apartments. 
here Mollino reinterpreted the entrance-vestibule element by adding a gal-
lery and the office/studio was extended until it became a living room. de-
valle, businessman and manager, was also a collector of ancient art, as 
can be gathered from the series of semi-serious photographs that Mollino 
took of the little sculptures preserved in a precious glass case in the shape 
of a temple that he designed for via alpi. this tempietto design with sliding 
doors would be repeated in other apartments in several versions, which 
were perhaps based on research that covered three types of ‘houses’ - casa 
pompeiana, casa cariatide and casa prospettica, (Pompeii, caryatid, and 
Perspective houses). these designs, his project for the casa per l’ultimo dei 
Moicani (house for the last of the Mohicans), - another literary reference 
he got from the cremonas - and his novel fragment, Agonia degli Apollidi, 
(agony of the stateless) are the elements that make up the chapter that 
characterized his 1934-4 decade.22

objects, subjects: series inside of series

between 1928 and the mid-1930s, domestic space began to be consid-
ered as something to be transfigured by the most refined amateurs, who 
were being influenced by the avant-garde movements encountered at the 
photographic salons of turin. For example, the photographs of the engineer 
Italo bergoglio reveal a sense of ‘domesticity’ that was vanishing. his photo-
compositions did not consist of ‘common objects’ but of ceramics, Murano 
glass, crystals, and dolls crafted by the lenci factory in turin. What was 
happening here was that people influenced by the second wave of torinese 
Futurism sought to dramatize objects – objects that interacted in a space 
thick with scenic allusions. they did this through artificial lighting, multiple 
and clashing sources of light, the spacing of corners, the production of 
shadows, and close-up points of view.23 
Mollino’s photographs of architecture and portraits that he took in garçon-
nières present a vast repertory of different series, in which the main subject 
is, in reality, the human figure. of these photographs, we can tally an almost 
equal number of negatives and prints of the devalle and the Miller houses, 
while photographs are the only things that are left of the d’errico house. 
Mollino photographed a series of plaster casts he had installed in the Miller 
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house on via talucchi. he photographed so much that a series could be 
dedicated to each of them, held next to models or in their hands. these 
were produced by plaster artisans with the very traditional techniques com-
monly used in the fine arts academies. there were also other plaster casts 
that Mollino planned and modeled with cremona, such as a shelf-capital with 
its acanthus leaves that end in fingernails, an allusion to another classical 
decorative topos – the hands. 
every snapshot of a series of plaster casts potentially became part, in turn, 
of another series dedicated to the single models – for example, the Lina 
series and the Cremona series. each plaster cast stopped being something 
that bore a meaning. the models and the objects came together almost to 
turn into ‘abstract decoration’. they were things that Mollino enjoyed mulling 
over, photographing them from many points of view at the same time, using 
mirrors and reflecting surfaces. the apartments were projected basically as 
if they were machines. they were ambiances that were completely artificial 
and perfectly calculated to be enjoyed through one sense only – the sight. 
People were completely free to decide what to look at and how to look at it. 
the apartments were to be looked at only in the way that people decided 
to look at them. this need for freedom and autonomy was expressed very 
intensively, but necessarily remained enclosed within interiors that did not 
communicate visually with the outside world in any way.

the human fiGure

Mollino changed the objects but not the subjects of his various series of pho-
tographs that he took in the Miller house (about 1938-42) and dedicated 
to quotations, including a series of plaster casts. the subjects stayed the 
same because, for him and those of his circle, the process of emancipation 
happened when they frequented each other in his apartment. emancipa-
tion was completed especially through the celebration of the human figure 
and the body. this is perhaps the reason for Mollino’s interest in sculpture 
and its topoi. For example, he reinterpreted the venus of Milo in the Miller 
house. he denied it its volume, flattening it as a two-dimensional slab hung 
in mid-air between the rug and the ceiling. It became a space that mirrored 
and potentially produced virtual space rather than taking up space with its 
volume. the venus was to appear again in his project for the Maccari house. 
there was a practically life-sized photograph of one of Michelangelo’s sculp-
tures of prigioni (also termed ‘captives’) lying horizontally and visible from 
above. It was sandwiched between two slabs of securit in Mollino’s work-
table at the Miller house. along with two colleagues, Mollino projected a 
pavilion in 1940 mainly featuring a cast of the same ‘captive’, another of 

Michelangelo’s ‘captives’, and an original fifteenth-century Flemish copper 
sculpture.24

this period (1934-44) was marked by an obsession with the human figure, 
classicism and sculpture that was shared by Mollino and the artists he fre-
quented intensely. all of them had studied sculpture with Michele guerrisi, 
who came to turin in 1922 from the carrara Fine arts academy in order 
to teach art history. guerrisi considered sculpture the Italian art par excel-
lence. In 1930 he published I discorsi sulla scultura [discourses on sculp-
ture] and in 1941 he was commissioned to create the state of philosophy 
for the Palace of civilizations at the eur in rome.
In the post-war period, most famously, Mollino worked with Mastroianni and 
adriano alloati on the monuments for those fallen in the liberation of Italy 
at turin (1945-7), referred to by Kidder smith,25 and at Fossano (1956-
63) as well as on the uncompleted project for a monument for adriano 
olivetti (1956-63). In the private sphere, we should recall Mollino’s long and 
intense bond with the sculptress carmelina Piccolis. Mollino was sentimen-
tally bound to her from the early 1930s to the mid.1950s until she moved 
to brazil, where he tried desperately to spend some time with her in 1953. 
the human figure was something that stood out not completely defined in 
the works of ‘Mastroj’ (Mastroianni) and alloati, with whom Mollino worked 
by providing them with structures and placing them in the settings. the 
human figure became the figure of women by Piero Martina (1940). even-
tually, the artistic work of carmelina Piccolis turned the human figure into 
a fragment, taken from one body or from two bodies together. this is a 
phenomenon that has been written about not only by Mollino but also by gio 
Ponti, the architect Mario roggero, galvano, carlo levi, ada gobetti, music 
critic Massimo Mila and art critic luigi carluccio.26 In the work of the painter 
carol rama the human figure again became a body, surrounded by obses-
sions, vices, taints, and shame, treated not as an obstacle but again as a 
resource. her art was balanced between existentialism and art brut and 
her studio renewed the sociality of the garçonnières in the post-war years 
without depriving them of their spirit. 
the male artists drifted away from each other according to with the political 
choices they had made. Instead, Piccolis and rama were virtually two mus-
es for Mollino. he had never collaborated artistically with either of them, 
but they were omnipresent in the way his anti-conformism took shape. Pic-
colis accompanied him in his breaking off from the paternal culture and its 
suffocating affection. rama accompanied him as he bid farewell to his city, 
his public, and the world, down to the inauguration of the new opera house 
Teatro Regio.
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Luigi Foglia, 1940 (acM, P.11d.156). to-
gether with Pifferi, his coursemate at the 
Faculty of architecture in turin, Mollino 
wrote three articles for Domus in 1935. 
see “Mille case,” in comba, Carlo Mollino, 
98.
25 Kidder smith and george everard, L’Italia 
costruisce: sua architettura moderna e sua 
eredità indigena (Milan: comunità, 1955).
26 there are many letters that carluccio 
wrote to Mollino. an admirer of luigi spaz-
zapan, he had been responsible for some 
exhibitions organized at the gallery of Mod-
ern art of turin in the late 1960s. Le muse 
inquietanti. Maestri del surrealismo, edited 
by luigi carluccio. torino: associazione ami-
ci torinesi dell’arte contemporanea, 1967. 
exhibit catalogue.

2.4.3 the logics of arredamento: art and Civilization 
1928-36

IgnacIo gonZÁleZ galÁn
Princeton University, USA

abstract

the discourse of arredamento constituted a privileged realm for artistic syn-
thesis in the central decades of the twentieth-century in Italy. such was the 
nature of the concept, which refers both to the piece of furniture and the 
ensemble of elements furnishing a livable space – an architectural interior. 
the emphasis on arredamento was different both from the association be-
tween interior and interiority of the german tradition and the insistence on 
social control of French modern practices of the interior. Italian discourse 
distinctly encapsulated an interest in the material elements that construct 
an environment and paved the way for its regard as an artistic medium. this 
material emphasis additionally transformed the interior from a unified and 
enclosed realm into an ordered arrangement of elements that moved beyond 
stable boundaries. In fact, the discourse of arredamento not only concerned 
the arrangement of elements within a room, but also the movement of goods 
and meanings throughout the territory, as curated interior ensembles were 
key in the circulation of architecture both in the media and the market. 
the tension between the constitution of the interior as an artistic medium 
and its transformed effects when submitted to modern forms of circulaltion, 
was of particular concern to the writings of edoardo Persico and gio Ponti 
in the early 1930s. While the former regarded the interior as ‘a work of art’ 
(l’arredamento come opera d’arte), Ponti maintained that it was ‘not only a 
problem of art’ but more so ‘a question of civilization’, (un problema di civiltà). 
It is the tension underlying this dual repurposing of the interior that concerns 
this paper. I will explore how it was precisely as an artistic medium that the ar-
chitectural interior was introduced to different circulatory processes and par-
took in the regulation of social relations to which Ponti referred as ‘civilization’.
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2.4.4 the Synthesis of the arts as a Critical Instrument 
for Modern architecture. the role of Ernesto nathan 
rogers: 1944-49

luca MolInarI
Seconda Università degli Studi di Napoli, Italy 

abstract

In a letter written in the mid Forties ernesto nathan rogers, member of the 
bbPr and former director of Domus, declared that ‘every good, modern ar-
chitecture should be done in strong collaboration with the work of a modern 
artist’. 
In the period between 1944 and 1949. the reflections on the ‘synthesis of 
the arts’ played a relevant role in the theoretical experiences of rogers mainly 
expressed by Domus, which he directed between 1945 and 1947, and by his 
relationship with sigfried giedion and Max bill. 
My paper will be focusing on this defined historical phase trying to consider 
the discussion around the ‘synthesis of the arts’, on one side, as an ambigu-
ous consequence of the critique of the architecture fonctionnelle, and, on 
the other, as a relevant field of discussion between designers and artists in 
post-war europe. 
I will concentrate on the role of ernesto rogers who played a significant cultural 
and political position in this historical phase as member of the council of cIaM 
and as the director of one of the most influential architectural magazines. 
I will consider four main situations related to the discussion around the ‘syn-
thesis of the arts’ and its influence on the design process: 
- the collaboration and discussion with giedion, and its consequences in 
cIaM’s congresses of bridgwater and bergamo;
- the cultural definition of Domus. La casa dell’uomo, between 1945 and 
1947; 
- the relationship with Max bill between 1943 and 1949 around the role of 
art concrète, through exhibitions held in Zurich, buenos aires (Nuevas Re-
alidades, 1948), Milan, and the related conferences and essays of rogers; 
- the relationship between lucio Fontana, saul steinberg and the bbPr.

keyword

Ernesto nathan rogers, Ciam, synthesis of the arts, giedion, 
architecture and politics

on the last day of the sixth cIaM congress in bridgwater in 1947, sigfried 
giedion, secretary-general of the association, launched the theme ‘synthesis 
of the arts’ as one of the key subjects to address at the next meeting to be 
held in Prague two years later.
the proposal would have sounded odd at the end of the congress that had 
been dominated by the hefty burden of post-war reconstruction, the need to 
bring the athens charter up to date as a tool for tackling this huge task, and 
the urgency to radically rethink cIaM congresses in light of new geopolitical 
perspectives.
josep lluìs sert’s appointment as chairman clearly reflected the progressive 
shift in cultural and political balances from europe to the united states, and 
the need to update the actual concept of cIaM, from the romantic la sarraz’s 
‘home of artists’ into an organisation with global scope.
after the congress, the swiss historian’s proposal was greeted with a cold 
reception, except by two different stakeholders: the Mars group and ernesto 
nathan rogers.
support from the Italian architect – an emerging member of the cIaM council 
and director of the publication domus since the previous year – stemmed 
from a cultural and ideological consonance shared with giedion since the late 
1930s, that brought them into frequent contact by personal correspondence 
throughout the decade.
In particular, in the period when rogers lived as a refugee in switzerland after 
september 1943, the two started a dialogue on the problem of reconstruc-
tion and on giedion’s studies in the united states. but their ties became 
particularly strong in 1945 leading to rogers’ nomination to the council, and 
recognition of his ‘political’ centrality within modernist Italian culture due to his 
appointment as director of Domus, and the perception abroad of the cultural 
relevance the bbPr architectural firm was acquiring in Milan and in Italy.1

rogers’ war experience in switzerland under the protective political wing of 
his friends from cIaM, that grew from frequent exchanges and the constant 
dialogue with giedion, alfred roth and Max bill, had enormous influence in this 
historic phase 2 and is significantly reflected in an entire series of his public 
speeches in Milan in the two years immediately following the war. 
bill and roth were the only two foreign architects invited to the first nation-
al congress for reconstruction held in Milan in september 19453. rogers 
brought the pair to conference at the new Casa delle Cultura and in Triennale. 
bill exhibited some of his work in Milan: examples of concrete art he made 
during the war. their works and their theoretical and artistic contributions 
were widely published in the new Domus4 which also contained a preview of 
giedion’s new book Mechanization takes Command5.
but I believe it is necessary to ask why a topic such as the synthesis of the 
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arts became such an important theme for reflection for rogers in this his-
toric period. Firstly we should underline a number of elements making up a 
faceted and ambiguous picture. such elements are intertwined, on the one 
hand, with a characteristic condition of Milan’s rationalist design culture and, 
on the other, with issues of more instrumental and ideological nature, that 
were conditioned by the international political situation of the time.
the issue of the synthesis of the arts – as it was approached differently by le 
corbusier and in the experience of bauhaus – became popular in particular 
in Italy in the thirties thanks to the magazine Casabella and the director-
ship of giuseppe Pagano. namely, the interdisciplinary work of bauhaus and 
the strong influence of de stjil influenced the relationships starting to build 
between emerging rationalist architecture in Milan and como and some of 
the promoters of abstract art like lucio Fontana, luigi veronesi and bruno 
Munari.
exhibitions at the Il Milione gallery held by the ghiringhelli brothers, and some 
of the architecture and fixtures designed for the Triennale in 1933 and in 
1936 demonstrated the desire to explore a dimension apart from the merely 
decorative contribution of artists tending towards alternative and radical spa-
tial unity.
an advertising fixture by edoardo Persico and Marcello nizzoli in scaffold-
ing in the vittorio emanuele gallery in 1936, projects by Franco albini for 
Pinacoteca in brera, some interiors at the Triennale and the design of the 
bbPr school in legnano, the tower in Piazza del duomo or the tuberculosis 
dispensary in alessandria by Ignazio gardella, the olivetti offices in Ivrea by 
Figini and Pollini, the Casa del Fascio in como by giuseppe terragni or the 
debut works by cesare cattaneo, clearly demonstrate how an obsession with 
the grid was the place for the rationalist culture to experiment and start a 
dialogue with abstract art, in strong antagonism to the ‘Italian’ way promoted 
by gio Ponti, Piero Portaluppi and representatives of the novecento Italiano 
movement where the ‘synthesis of the arts’ was seen as a revision of national 
artisanship as part of a domestic project on modernity.6

In this context, the magazine Domus, founded by Ponti in 1928, became the 
most effective ideological and public propaganda tool in strong opposition to 
rationalist internationalism of Pagano’s Casabella that promoted the bauhaus 
experience and de stjil aesthetics as being central to modern european cul-
ture.
While in this stage the neo-plastic interpretation of le corbusier does not 
appear to have a strong influence compared to the impact circulation of his 
writings and his visions on urban planning had.7

With the end of the second World War and the temporary political isolation 
of ‘collaborationists’ Ponti and Portaluppi, rogers, the bbPr and the Milan 

cIaM group started a number of design and cultural projects to maintain con-
tinuity with the rationalist experience of 1930s, strengthening the visual and 
symbolic bond with abstract art and every form of non-figurative art.
the ar Plan for reconstructing Milan in 1944 – ‘ar’ standing for ‘architetti ri-
uniti’, architects united – shared the ideology of the athens charter but, most 
importantly, the Monument to the victims of concentration camps designed 
by the bbPr in 1946 for the cimitero Monumentale8 in Milan is a strong 
political and cultural statement about what happened in northern Italy during 
the thirties, and the european abstract art culture of vantergloo, Kandinskji, 
hans arp and Max bill.
rogers personally saw the exhibition that Max bill was preparing in Zurich in 
1945 to launch his vision of concrete art, and without doubt this closeness 
is reflected in the bbPr first work after World War II.
the square 3d grid incorporating a pattern made up of a series of marble 
surfaces and the transparent glass, sand and barbed wire urn, defines a 
harmonic balance between the spatial dimension of the monument and its 
surroundings, creating a direct relationship with the experiences of abstract 
art and transforming it into an interesting attempt at harmony between dif-
ferent visual experiences. 
the wish of edgard Kaufmann jr, director of Moma’s design department, to 
purchase a copy of the monument after visiting Milan in 1948 with Peressuti 
demonstrated the ambiguity of scale and genre of this work. 
but it was in the two previous years, during rogers’ time at Domus, that 
the idea of a possible synthesis of the arts was explored in greater depth as 
antagonist to Ponti’s vision, and closer to the reflections that giedion was de-
veloping in this period. the architect from trieste took up on Pagano’s lesson 
and proposed not so much a style and formal approach to the topic as the 
idea of synthesis of modern art forms as the only way to build a consistent 
contemporary spatiality that was based on open and heterodox comparison 
of different disciplines.
the magazine as a whole strongly set out the idea of a collaboration be-
tween Modern arts thanks to the involvement of artists who could provide a 
specific and disciplinary point of view that broadened the primary objective of 
its director, which was the construction of the new ‘home for men’. 
riccardo Malipiero for music, gillo dorfles, lionello venturi and Mario de 
Michelis for art, nelo risi for literature, but also elio vittorini, carlo rag-
ghianti, jean starobinsky, herbert read, Max bill, and siegfried giedion, 
expanded on the idea of a synthesis of arts as an open laboratory for mod-
ern disciplines to work together in an attempt at modern reconstruction of 
reality, where ‘functionality’ and ‘beauty’ can find a temporary, necessary, 
harmony.
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What appeared to greatly concern the director of Domus in this stage was 
the reconstruction of humanity in modern architecture, in part through the 
rediscovery of traditions and artisanship, viewed as the ability to express 
the decorative force that exists in every man. rogers’ neo-humanist vision, 
clearly contrasting with le corbusier’s machine aesthetic ideal, led him to a 
problematic and anti-dogmatic exploration of the anti-decorative taboo of a 
section of the avant-garde, to define a much more transversal architectural 
vision open to the humanity populating it.
together, the experiences of concrete art by Max bill became one of the 
possible answers to these questions in regard to Modern art, transforming 
rogers into a passionate promoter.
not only did Domus publish a series of essays bill wrote on the subject, 
but when, in 1948, rogers moved to argentina for almost a year, coming 
into contact with the modernist circles of buenos aires, bill was invited to 
participate in the exhibition nuevas realidades the first major post-war ab-
stract art event in south america, at which bbPr also participated with its 
Monument to the victims of War seen as a work that perfectly underscored 
the ‘social potential of concrete art.’9

but in this stage there is also another, more ambiguous way of interpreting 
the theme of synthesis of the arts, partly explaining giedion’s proposal to 
the bridgwater congress.
between 1947 and 1949, the cIaM were inevitably entangled in growing 
political opposition between the West and the soviet blocs.
Initially, the proposal of the next location for the 1949 congress favoured 
Prague at the insistence of cIaM’s influential vice-chairman helena syrkus, 
but that ran the strong risk of the event being boycotted by a section of 
members from the West. 
the alternative choice of bergamo, proposed by enrico Peressutti at a cIaM 
meeting in Paris,10 was seized upon, and the themes chosen – such as the 
reforming of teaching architecture and synthesis of the arts – were consid-
ered as topics, which avoided ideological and trans-national valence.11

as we know, the final decision was bergamo and the diplomatic role of rog-
ers and giedion appeared to be decisive.
nonetheless, despite the haste, on the second day of the cIaM congress, 
questions became piercing. In the session moderated by giedion about the 
synthesis of the arts, syrkus joined the general discussion with very harsh 
criticism of some of the cIaM founders, raising the lack of true ‘attention for 
people’, and the need for a clear link between art and politics.
Quoting le corbusier’s motto on show at the entrance to the esprit noveau 
hall, Comprendre, Juger, Revendiquer, syrkus alleged that:

people didn’t understand a thing. and this is why we understood in 
the ussr that we had fallen into formalism. Formalism is the attitude 
created by capitalism between art and reality. artists have distanced 
themselves from life and have begun to make ‘art for art’. the true 
artistic revolutions today are, on the other hand, related to social revo-
lutions. goya changed his painting technique and colours to demon-
strate the disasters of war. socialist realism was designed to elevate 
man, the critical realism of goya. the work of Picasso is realist in the 
sense that he developed the tools to narrate the poverty of capital-
ist society. For this reason his work is considered useful for popular 
democracies, and it is what remains of western democracies. In the 
east, where the population is experiencing a new positive stage of de-
velopment, the work of Picasso is useless because it has already been 
defended. the formalism of cIaM was important in its day because 
it was a form of rebellion. they used analytical methods that were 
socialist methods. Formalism identified many positive elements. but 
the content deteriorated steadily. the book on the notions of existenz 
Minumum accepted some mistaken notions of capitalism, and the re-
sults are today very disappointing. there is a very sad difference today 
between what we want and proclaim on the one hand and what we do 
on the other. the public remembers the defects more easily and the 
echoes that succeeded. despite everything, this is what happened a 
while ago with the rebuke of le corbusier’s motto of the ‘machine à 
habiter’. construction is not a skeleton. that might interest an anato-
mist. but others welcome the fact that it is covered by muscles and 
a nice skin. We have nothing else to offer from the days when cIaM 
came into being and then we transformed the structure into a fetish. 
eastern countries have come to the conclusion that the heritage from 
our past needs to be respected and deserves greater consideration. 
this does not mean using the forms of the past eclectically, but that 
we need to have respect for its spirit. the ussr does not impose the 
culture of great russia on the rest of the country, but it encourages 
culture in each region. this is the difference between the ussr and 
hitler’s vision for the Herrenvolk which destroyed important archaeo-
logical traces in Poland cancelling every form of autochthonous trace. 
Polish cIaM fights against any form of formalism, but also against 
any academic force that uses eclectic forms. the new Warsaw shall 
preserv the link with the past. We, as cIaM, must revise our vision. 
bauhaus is as outdated as scamozzi. It is time to take the athens 
charter from words to blows.12
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syrkus’s speech clearly represented the issue of ideological opposition con-
ditioned by a radical change in politic perspectives in post-war europe and 
brought the level of discussion at cIaM to unprecedented heights. the pro-
motion of socialist realism, as antagonist to any form of capitalist formalism, 
embodies the soviet political recommendations in terms of languages and 
cultural approach to design.
but this criticism, shared by other communist members of cIaM like Mucchi 
and bottoni, was immediately followed by the ‘cultural’ responses of rogers 
and giedion who tried, once again, to shift the scope of the discussion from 
political differences to a vision of art as a ‘pure’ and absolute phenomenon. 
the attempt at mediation appeared fragile and the outcome of an impossible 
settlement between reality and ideological visions that were far away from 
history and the political clashes that were dividing the world.
When, in autumn 1949, the association for the synthesis of Plastic arts 
was created, and henri Matisse was appointed chairman with le corbusier 
and andré bloc as vice chairmen, attracting some leading modern archi-
tects and artists such as Picasso, arp, giedion and rogers, it appeared to 
mark the end of a romantic dream that all the avant-garde had experienced 
in different ways. le corbusier’s design for a hall for the association did not 
take concrete form,13 while the supporters of the synthesis of the arts as 
an element of harmony between modern disciplines shifted rapidly to some 
of the themes that marked the definitive crisis of Modernity.

1 between 1945 and 1949, the architec-
tural firm bbPr was the foot in the door 
in Milan and Italy for most of the leading 
names in international modern culture such 
as alvar aaalto, edgard Kaufmann jr, Max 
bill, alfred roth, and tomàs Maldonado.
2 luca Molinari, “continuità. a response to 
identity crises. ernesto nathan rogers and 
the Italian architectural culture after 1945” 
(lecture given at the tu delft, 2008), 115-
9.
3 Rassegna del Primo Convegno Nazionale 
per la Ricostruzione edilizia a Milano (Milan: 
grafica Marinoni, 1945).
4 Max bill, “Pittura concreta,” Domus 206 
(1946) and “la costruzione concreta e il 
dominio dello spazio,” Domus 210 (1946).
5 sigfried giedion, “l’era della meccanizzazi-
one totale,” Domus 216 (1947).
6 luca Molinari and cecilia rostagni. (eds.), 
Gio Ponti e il Corriere della Sera. 1930-63 
(Milan: Fondazione corriere della sera, 
2011).

7 Marida talamona (ed.), Le Corbusier e 
l’Italia, (rome: electa-MaxxI, 2012).
8 various authors, Il segno della memoria. 
BBPR Monumento ai Caduti nei campi na-
zisti (Milan: electa, 1994).
9 edgar bayley, “nuevas realidades,” Ciclo: 
arte, literatura, pensamiento modernos 
november-december (1948), 88-90; er-
nesto nathan rogers, “situazione dell’arte 
concreta,” in luca Molinari (ed.), Esper-
ienza dell’architettura (Milan: skira, 1996), 
103-14.
10 enrico Peressutti’s letter to sigfried 
giedion, 30 october, 1947, bbPr ar-
chives, Milan.
11 Peressuti’s letter to e. n. rogers, 1 
February  1949, bbPr archives, Milan.
12 IIème commission, compte-rendu de 
la séance Plenarie, 29 juillet, bergamo, 
cIaM archives; ethZ-ch.
13 arnoldo rivkin, “sintesi delle arti. un 
doppio paradosso,” in Le Corbusier. Enciclo-
pedia (Milan: electa, 1988), 439-43.
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2.4.5 gio Ponti’s Stile

cecIlIa rostagnI
Politecnico di Milano, Italy 

abstract

gio Ponti’s work is of particular interest when analyzing the relationships 
with the visual arts that characterizes the Italian architectural panorama 
in the years before and after World War II. architect, painter and designer 
himself, as well as an organizer and promoter of Italian taste abroad, since 
the early days of his career, Ponti aims to overcome the traditional bounda-
ries between different artistic disciplines. during his long and varied activity 
he is in constant pursuit of a blend among the different creative spheres: 
from decoration of ceramics to furniture and everyday objects’ design; from 
conception of residential homes to skyscrapers and large-scale buildings 
construction; from exhibitions to the design of sets and costumes. 
but it is not just in his design activity that he pursues the synthesis of the 
arts. the research of the possible relationship between architecture, paint-
ing, furniture and applied arts, cinema, literature, music and theatre, is the 
core of Stile magazine, which he created and directed between 1941 and 
1947. amplifying the action and the original spirit of Domus, the magazine 
is intended to show the high level of the Italian ‘stile’, by which he meant 
not a specific form, but the result of a common expression, of a collective 
feeling and taste. 
Stile is therefore a central episode, although little studied, within Ponti’s re-
flection and work. at the same time, it highlights the liveliness of the Italian 
artistic and architectural debate of the 1940s, on which historiography has 
rarely focused.
the paper aims to reconstruct, through the published writings and the un-
published documents, the synthetic strategies put in place by Ponti in Stile, in 
the light of the Italian debate of the time, as well as of his project activities. 

keywords

Ponti, Stile, domus, magazine, architecture, linea

‘under the sign of a highly challenging word, “stile”, we will seek to present 
works of architecture and furniture, as well as of drawings, paintings and 
sculpture’. so wrote gio Ponti in january 1941 when introducing the first 
issue of Stile1, the journal he created for the publisher garzanti after leaving 
the editorship of Domus2.
Lo Stile nella casa e nell’arredamento, the journal’s full title3, was published 
monthly throughout the entire duration of the war4, and continued until 
1947, when, after more than 70 issues, Ponti resumed negotiations with 
gianni Mazzocchi to return to the editorship of Domus5. In these six years, 
Stile was Ponti’s magazine, his creation: he was its creator and general edi-
tor6, but also subeditor, layout designer and its most prolific author, signing 
the more than 400 articles that appeared in it with his own name or with 
one of his many pseudonyms7.
accompanying him on this new publishing venture were a number of his col-
leagues from Domus: carlo Pagani8, hired as managing editor, Piero gadda 
conti, editor of the literary page, gian galeazzo severi, who reported on 
newly released recordings, carlo enrico rava and alberto lattuada, who 
specialized in articles on cinema and stage design, sandra Zelaschi guy 
and emilia Kuster rosselli, in charge respectively of flowers and gardens 
and embroidery. others, almost all writers, critics and journalists prominent 
nationally, were working with Ponti for the first time on this occasion: Pier 
Maria bardi, editor of the roman section of the magazine, Irene brin, au-
thor of short stories and articles on popular culture, augusto donaudy and 
rubino rubini, book and poetry critics, giuseppe gorgerino, who reviewed 
the major art exhibitions, and his daughter lisa, who was in charge of the 
Corriere di Stile, as well as the architects adalberto libera, carlo Mollino, 
armando Melis and giovanni Michelucci. In each issue, moreover, being 
unable to arrange regular monthly contributions, Ponti sought to publish at 
least one testimony – ‘a challenging text, a special article, impassioned and 
elevated written for ideal readers’9 – by the artists and intellectuals he ‘most 
esteemed’, and whose ideas he wanted Stile to express, such as Massimo 
bontempelli, giuseppe bottai, raffaele carrieri, Fabrizio clerici, Filippo de 
Pisis, beniamino dal Fabbro, ada negri, alessandro Pavolini, alberto savinio 
and leonardo sinisgalli. (Figure 1)
With regular features, essays and articles covering the most varied aspects 
of the country’s intellectual and artistic output, as well as trichrome prints and 
reproductions, pages in colour and painted covers, the review sought to docu-
ment contemporary Italian style and make it better known. Ponti saw the defi-
nition of ‘style’ not as referring ‘to the formal rigour of buildings, soft and hard 
furnishings or products’, but rather ‘a broad range of feeling, taste, inter-
relationships, noble and harmonious exchanges among the many things that 
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are the expressions, ornaments 
or instruments of our lives’.10 the 
vision of style that was presented 
in the magazine’s pages was not 
intended, therefore, to suggest a 
‘manner’, a formal vocabulary, but 
a ‘way of life’, an ‘atmosphere’, an 
‘attitude of the spirit’, of the kind 
that characterised the new sca-
glia store in Milan, a house by as-
nago and vender or the ceramics 
of Mario Morelli; the quality that 
is instantly visible in the glassware 
and lamps produced by Fontana 
arte, the frescoes of Massimo 
campigli or a poem by leonardo 
sinisgalli; or again the approach 
that marks a sculpture by arturo 
Martini, enamels by Paolo de Poli, 
a radio designed by livio casti-
glioni or the architecture of adal-
berto libera.11 

While constituting an experience of limited duration and largely conditioned 
by the wartime climate, the new review dealt with a theme always at the 
centre of Ponti’s thought and work: style. since the early thirties, in addition 
to personally engaging in various creative fields, as if seeking to verify their 
shared stylistic elements in the field,12 he had explored the significance of 
the term ‘style’ and described it as that ‘common and widespread charac-
ter that makes the works and objects of a given country in a given period 
recognizable’, interpreting its spiritual impulses, technical methods and cus-
toms.13 he subsequently applied the title ‘stile e civiltà’ to the fifth Milan tri-
ennale of 1933, the first to be hosted in the new premises built by giovanni 
Muzio in Milan.14 “lo stile nell’architettura e nell’arredamento” was also the 
title of a regular feature introduced by Ponti in october 1934 in the pages 
of Domus, where the word ‘style’ was understood as the ‘discipline’ capable 
of transforming modern art from an isolated gesture to a collective work, 
meaning its ‘total stylistic affirmation’.15 unsurprisingly, the next instalment 
of this new column in Domus proposed, as a contribution ‘to the forma-
tion of a taste of modern architecture’, edoardo Persico’s famous ‘Punto 
ed a capo per l’architettura’, his most thoroughgoing indictment of Italian 
rationalism, which, one should take note, appeared in Ponti’s journal rather 

than in the pages of Casabella.16 Persico himself, militating for a similarly 
non-ideological vision of modernity, had repeatedly explored the question of 
‘style’ in his writings, and some months earlier, in a portrait devoted to Ponti 
in Italia Letteraria, he recognized in his work the character of a ‘concretely 
modern style’ or an ‘aspiration to modern art through a problem of cul-
ture’.17 even before Ponti, Persico had defined ‘style’ as the product not of 
‘a solitary endeavour’ but of a ‘living collaboration of a whole age’, its way of 
being, aiming to show this theme – more specifically through the analogies 
and convergences between works of art and architecture and utilitarian cre-
ations from the same period – in May 1930 he had inaugurated the column 
‘Stile. Un modo di essere’ in the pages of La Casabella.18

hence Stile, though addressing topics for a refined and cultivated read-
ership, maintained continuity with the principles and objectives of Domus. 
Moreover the very idea of the home, from which the latter had started in 
1928, seen not ‘only as a problem of art’ but as ‘a problem of civilization’, 
already subtended a moral conception of style. over the years Domus, while 
preserving its fundamental character as a popular organ of modern taste, 
had been changing, following the changing inspirations and inclinations of its 
editor-publisher. then from 1938 on, in conjunction with the experiments in 
the ‘synthesis of the arts’ developed by Ponti in the projects in Padua for the 
university buildings of ‘bo’ and liviano,19 and with the launch of his collabo-
ration with daria guarnati’s review Aria d’Italia,20 Domus began to devote 
increasing amounts of space to literature, cinema, exhibitions, theatre and 
fashion, in addition to architecture and furnishings, and all the most recent 
expressions of culture.21 but though in the same year Ponti was confirmed 
president and managing director of the società editoriale domus, securing 
his absolute control over the company and the journal in technical, financial 
and cultural terms,22 something must have intervened to thwart his new 
editorial policy,23 since in March 1940 he resigned and his place was taken 
by giovanni Mazzocchi, previously the general manager of the company with 
administrative duties alone.24 this was confirmed the following november, 
when Ponti definitively abandoned his first publishing venture to create a new 
one, ‘like domus, but with class’,25 centred on the home ‘as an expression 
of taste and as up to date in technology, construction and furnishing’, on the 
arts ‘as the supreme Italian spiritual expression’, and on artistic products 
‘as an expression of the creation of the work of thousands and thousands 
of Italians’.26 
the opportunity was offered to Ponti by aldo garzanti, who first became 
a publisher only in 1939, and in the same year, with the acquisition of Ar-
chitettura and of Illustrazione Italiana, began to devote himself to art publica-
tions.27 although he was not, therefore, a specialist publisher –  or perhaps 

Figure 1 cover of stile 13, january 1942
(epistolario gio Ponti, egP)
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for this very reason –  garzanti allowed the editor of Stile a completely free 
and independent line. a draft contract dated 15 november 1940, shows 
that Ponti was ‘responsible for the technical, artistic and literary policy 
of the text of the journal’; ‘editorial control and aesthetic decision-making 
across the range of all the publications (art books) that arise as a corollary 
of the magazine, as well as the special christmas issues and those dealing 
with any particular building or exhibition or event’; ‘full jurisdiction over the 
aesthetic’ of the advertising pages; and finally the ownership of the draw-
ings, photographs, original writings and other materials used. the società 
garzanti further undertook to advertise and launch the review in the ways 
accepted by Ponti, including ‘the writing and layout’).28 It was thanks to the 
complete confidence garzanti reposed in Ponti that, despite the difficulties 
of the historical period and the misunderstandings and technical issues that 
often arose, in the same years he managed to pursue other major publish-
ing initiatives in the arts, with aims analogous and complementary to those 
of Stile. (Figure 2)
First of all, he imagined a second magazine, this time ‘in the style of Harp-
er’s’, meaning Harper’s Bazaar, devoted to high fashion and Italian life, to 
be called Linea. like Stile it was aimed at coverage of the arts and major 

tendencies and events in Italian 
culture, with chronicles of the 
theatre and cinema, articles 
by celebrated writers, and tri-
chrome reproductions of paint-
ings and sculptures, in order to 
display that taste and climate 
of which, according to Ponti, 
fashion is an emanation. For 
the publication of Linea Ponti 
and garzanti set up a dedicated 
company in october 1940.29 
but even before the first issue 
came out in january 1941, it 
was taken over by eMsa (ed-
izione Moda società anonima di 
torino) and Linea was absorbed 
into the magazine Bellezza, 
leaving Ponti as no more than a 
member of the editorial board, 
together with cipriano efisio 
oppo, lucio ridenti and alberto 

Francini, rather than as general editor.30 nevertheless, Ponti was actively 
interested and involved in Bellezza; he wrote a number of articles31 and 
sought important contributions, including those by Massimo bontempelli, 
curzio Malaparte, Irene brin and edina altara.32 but two years later, in May, 
1943, he was forced to resign, being unable to approve the policy of ‘cul-
tural disengagement’ adopted by the review, sharply focused by oppo’s deci-
sion, on fashion and clothing, rather than on what Ponti saw as its true mis-
sion: a ‘civilizing mission through the promotion of ways of life (costumi)’.33 
In 1941, moreover, Ponti launched a new collection of monographs with 
garzanti, to make up for the absence in Italy of an adequate artistic bibli-
ography, capable of documenting the ‘expressions of the culture, spirit and 
customs of Italian work’ that were not, as he believed, as well known as they 
deserved to be.34 these were to be the Monografie d’arte di ‘Stile’, a limited 
edition volume in large format, with 50 reproductions in colour and black 
and white and introductions by prominent scholars, dealing with the work 
of leading contemporary artists, including carlo carrà, Massimo campigli, 
giorgio de chirico and Filippo de Pisis.35

again for garzanti, in 1943 Ponti created the collection of the Idearii, cheap 
booklets, mostly devoted to architectural matters, but also conceived as 
‘an editorial development’ of Stile, whose slogan was: ‘We do not sell paper, 
book covers, book jackets, wrappers, cellophane, endpapers, frontispieces, 
margins, colours, etc. We sell ideas’.36

It is within this broad and varied picture that the adventure of Stile should 
be seen: a picture made up of both the vibrancy of Italian culture and the 
artistic and architectural debate in the late thirties and early forties – an is-
sue not yet fully investigated by the historiography –  and Ponti’s urgency to 
ensure that the work of artists would become an integral part of the national 
life and activities, which constituted for him the measure of the civilization 
of a country. the review therefore served as a showcase of the Italian arts, 
which Ponti regarded as unparalleled in europe, and thus finally capable of 
producing a modern ‘style’. 
to achieve this, meaning a truly shared ‘style’, Ponti saw it as necessary to 
begin by recognizing the ‘style’ of individual artists, in order to be able to 
draw from their work the canons to be developed and disseminated. this 
gave rise to the articles entitled Stile di... the review’s true core, largely writ-
ten by Ponti and devoted to artists (“stile di carrà”, “stile di Morelli”, “stile 
di ciuti”, “stile di sironi”, “stile nell’antica pittura”, “stile nei nuovi artisti”), to 
the productions of art (“stile di Fontana”, “stile di scaglia”, “stile nella mani-
fattura richard ginori di doccia”, “stile nel ricamo”), furnishings (“stile negli 
ambienti per il pubblico”, “stile di azzoni”, “stile di tempestini”, “stile sulle 
pareti di faesite”), film (“stile negli interni di film”), and achievements in other 

Figure 2 letter from gio Ponti to giuseppe bot-
tai, 18 december 1940, soliciting an article for 
stile (egP)
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countries (“stile d’oggi nelle riviste”). starting in May 1942, a long series of 
these articles was devoted to young Italian architects, whose architectural 
and professional development was reinterpreted by Ponti to present their 
characteristic features. the first of these portraits, devoted to adalberto 
libera, began by saying that ‘reviewing libera’s work is rather like reviewing 
the recent history of Italian architecture’. however Ponti also observed that 
his work involves ‘a clearly identifiable personal character, which in turn en-
ables one to see and identify his personality’: this he termed ‘stile di libera’, 
or his ‘example’, his ‘lesson’, his ‘school’.37 after libera, Ponti turned to the 
lesson of Mario and giulio Pediconi, bbPr, Melchiorre bega, Mario ridolfi, 
luigi carlo daneri, giuseppe vaccaro, giuseppe Pagano, asnago and vend-
er, and Franco albini,38 in addition to his own.39 despite the differences be-
tween their individual temperaments, Ponti pointed out that the ambiences 
created by these designers, beyond all formal discussion, were adapted and 
adhered to the spiritual, practical requirements of the lives of each, being 
capable of finally becoming – as an expression – the modern ‘style’.
the need to remain faithful to this ideal of ‘style’ and beauty that illuminated 
Italian civilization led Ponti to continue to believe in the review through the 
war years, despite the destruction that damaged his office and the prem-
ises of garzanti during air raids on Milan in the summer of 1943. and even 
though by this time Stile was beginning to develop a more technical focus 
on the themes of ‘exact’ housing, of unification of the elements and industri-
alization (in February 1944 it even changed its masthead and became Stile 
– Rivista per la ricostruzione, the meaning of the term ‘ricostruzione’ (recon-
struction) was not limited to building but extended to all human activities, 
in particular the arts understood as the supreme expression of civilization.
Ponti did not see it as a contradiction ‘to be at war and speak of art’, be-
cause ‘the word that shapes the verse, the veil of colour on canvas or wall 
that is painting, the form of stone or of folds of bronze are, by the power of 
beauty, the most durable’,40 and because, as he wrote on the cover of the 
july 1943 issue (‘this miracle that emerged from the rubble’, as emilio villa 
termed it41) ‘before the material and moral devastation’ striking Italy, ‘it has 
only its civilization to save its civilization’.42 

1 gio Ponti, “Presentazione,” stile 1 
(1941), 11. 
2 also beginning in january 1941, the gen-
eral editors of Domus were Massimo bon-
tempelli, giuseppe Pagano and Melchiorre 
bega, with giancarlo Palanti as managing 
editor. the editors remained in office until 
1943, when bega was made sole editor of 
the review.
3 the subtitles changed over time, lo Stile 
nella casa e nell’arredamento (1941-2); lo 
stile – architettura, arti, lettere, arreda-
mento, casa (1943-4); Stile – rivista per la 
ricostruzione (1944); Stile – architettura, 
arti, arredamento – rivista per la ricostruzi-
one e per la casa di domani (1944-5); Stile 
(1945-7).
4 Stile was one of the few reviews that was 
published continuously throughout the war.
5 Domus was issued again, under Ponti’s 
editorship, in january 1948.
6 Ponti officially became the editor from n. 
5-6 in May-june 1941, while for contrac-
tual reasons the first issues were edited by 
aldo garzanti. the review’s price was 10 
lire. 
7 Massimo Martignoni has counted 24, in-
cluding archias, artifex, catholicus, Mitus, 
serangelo and tipus. see Massimo Mar-
tignoni, Gio Ponti. Gli anni di Stile (Milan: 
abitare segesta, 2002), 101.
8 carlo Pagani was on the editorial staff un-
til n. 30 in 1943, while Francesco ravaioli 
was general editor.
9 see for example the letter from gio Ponti 
to Massimo bontempelli, 6 november 

1942, in epistolario gio Ponti, Milano (here-
after egP), cat gP 001.
10 Ponti, Presentazione.
11 these are neither historiographical nor 
critical interpretations, based on an ac-
curate methodological approach, but the 
ideas of a ‘communicator’ who felt the urge 
to externalize, stimulate, provoke and edu-
cate readers. In this regard see also luca 
Molinari and cecilia rostagni (eds), Gio 
Ponti e il Corriere della Sera 1930-1963 
(Milan: rcs-Fondazione corriere della sera, 
2011).
12 Ponti’s frequent incursions into the 
other arts (scenography, industrial design, 
graphic arts, painting), in an attempt to at-
tain an ideal expressive totality, have been 
interpreted by annalisa avon as an early 
translation of his idea of ‘style’. see an-
nalisa avon, “uno stile per l’abitare. attività 
e architetture di gio Ponti fra gli anni venti 
e gli anni trenta,” Casabella 523 (1986), 
44-53.
13 see gio Ponti, “gli indirizzi dello stile,” 
Realtà (1930), and Id., “arte e industria,” 
Domus 54 (1932), 323-4.
14 gio Ponti, “I fascicolo dedicato alla tri-
ennale,” Domus 65 (1933), 223, and Id., 
“stile e civiltà,” Domus 45 (1931), 23.
15 gio Ponti (ed.), “lo stile nell’architettura 
e nell’arredamento. verso funzioni nuove,” 
Domus 82 (1934), 3.
16 edoardo Persico, “Punto e da capo per 
l’architettura,” Domus 83 (1934), 1-9, in-
troduction by Ponti.
17 edoardo Persico, “l’architetto gio Pon-
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ti,” L’Italia letteraria, 29 april 1934; repub-
lished in giulia veronesi (ed.), Edoardo Per-
sico. Scritti d’architettura (1927/1935) 
(Florence: vallecchi, 1968), 137-8. Per-
sico polemicized with ugo ojetti, who the 
year before had spoken of Ponti as a cre-
ator of a style of luxury art. see ugo ojetti, 
“lettera a giovanni Ponti sul lusso neces-
sario,” Pegaso january 1933, 97-9. Ponti, 
who on many occasions recognized his 
debt to Persico, replied on May 1, 1934, 
writing to him: ‘your way of seeing things, 
which places my work under the scrutiny of 
an artistic ethic and an aesthetic as a re-
sult of what might be called “the adventure 
of my success”, confronts me with a re-
sponsibility. that you are close to me might 
be another piece of good luck: let’s hope I 
deserve it’ (quoted in giulia veronesi (ed.), 
Edoardo Persico. on relations between 
Ponti and Persico see Fulvio Irace, Gio Pon-
ti. La casa all’italiana (Milan: electa, 1988), 
18-25, and giorgio ciucci, “gli architetti 
e la guerra,” in giorgio ciucci and giorgio 
Muratore (eds.), Storia dell’architettura 
italiana. Il primo Novecento (Milan: electa, 
2004), 476-501.
18 see edoardo Persico, “stile,” La Casa-
bella May 1930, 47.
19 In the case of the new building for the 
Faculty of letters by liviano, Ponti asked for 
a contribution from Massimo campigli, who 
painted the large fresco at the entrance 
in 1938-9; he himself, in the same years, 
painted the murals in the building of ‘bo’. 
20 Aria d’Italia, edited by daria guarnati 
and published by the edizioni guarnati, 
came out in seven instalments, between 
1939 and 1941. an eighth instalment, 
titled ‘espressione di gio Ponti’, wholly de-
voted to the architect’s work, was published 
in 1954. It sought to promote the Italian 
heritage and was undoubtedly an example 
for Stile. In it Ponti published “Introduzione 
della vita degli angeli” (december 1939,); 
“tutto al mare deve essere coloratissimo” 
(summer 1940); “sirene” (summer 1940); 
“Pinacoteca” (autumn 1940); “affreschi 
nell’università di Padova: studi e particolari” 
(autumn 1940); he also designed the cov-

ers of n. 1, 3, 5. see silvia bignami (ed.), 
‘Aria d’Italia’ di Daria Guarnati. L’arte della 
rivista intorno al 1940 (Milan: skira, 2008).
21 see the programme for “domus 1938”, 
published in Domus 120 (1937). on Do-
mus see charlotte&Peter Fiell (eds.), Do-
mus, 12 vols (Köln: taschen, 2006).
22 see società editoriale domus, Ver-
bale della riunione del Consiglio di ammin-
istrazione della società, 16 july 1938, in 
archivio camera di commercio di Milano, 
registro ditte, n. 161022.
23 on this date, moreover, Domus was 
already starting to feel the first pressure 
from the financial crisis, due to the ‘sharp 
increase in costs together with the inabil-
ity to increase the price of the reviews and 
subscriptions, the fall in advertising revenue 
and the restricted development of publica-
tions as a result of the overall situation’. 
see società editoriale domus, Verbale 
dell’Assemblea generale ordinaria e straor-
dinaria, 31 March 1941, ibidem.
24 see società ‘editoriale domus’, Ver-
bale dell’Assemblea generale ordinaria del 
30/3/1940, and Verbale della riunione 
consigliare del 18/4/1940, Ibidem. see 
also R. Tribunale Civile e Penale di Milano. 
Causa Editoriale Domus contro arch. Gio 
Ponti, January 1942, preserved in Fondo 
Marcello Piacentini, Firenze. Further docu-
mentation of the break between Ponti and 
Mazzocchi was unfortunately lost in the air 
raids that damaged both the premises of 
‘editoriale domus’ and Ponti’s office.
25 so Ponti characterized Stile in a letter 
of november 21 1940 to his former con-
tributor and friend tomaso buzzi. see enrico 
Fenzi (ed.), Tomaso Buzzi. Lettere pensieri 
appunti 1937-1979 (cinisello balsamo: sil-
vana editoriale, 2000), 41.
26 arch., “due nostri nuovi grandi argo-
menti”, Stile 3 (1941), 1. at the same time it 
appeared that Domus, to deal with the ‘com-
pany competition that particular positions, 
even internal, have increased’, was forced 
to ‘improve the edition’, to secure ‘new and 
more costly contributions’ and to ‘burden the 
management with unexpected expenses that 
are not recoverable’. see società editoriale 

domus, Verbale dell’Assemblea generale or-
dinaria e straordinaria.
27 the garzanti publishing house was set 
up in 1938, following the acquisition of 
the treves publishing house by aldo gar-
zanti. the official transfer of ownership was 
made in april 1939. on this date garzanti 
took over the review Architettura, which 
was edited by Piacentini and an organ of 
the national union of Fascist architects; 
since 1941, Architettura also absorbed 
the Milanese Rassegna di Architettura and 
was edited by a committee that included 
Ponti. In 1943 the garzanti printing works 
and warehouse were destroyed in the air 
raids that bombed Milan. see Patrizia cac-
cia (ed.), Editori a Milano (1900-1945). 
Repertorio (Milan: Franco angeli, 2013), 
149-50.
28 see the draft of the contract between 
s.a. ‘aldo garzanti editore’ (formerly Fratelli 
treves) and gio Ponti, 15 november 1940, 
in egP gP 019. the contract also stipulated 
the layout of the review, which was printed 
in-house by garzanti but in the tipografia al-
fieri & lacroix: ‘covers in offset weight 250, 
size 200, advertising in gloss 130, basic 
text in gloss 130, with interlayers of rough 
paper, 100 coloured or not, gualino paper, 
offset paper 140, special rough paper’; also 
‘a minimum of two pages in colour; a maxi-
mum of four (excluding advertising pages in 
page and full plate); covers in colour with 
paintings or watercolours in three-colour 
printing or offset’.
29 the ceIM (centro edizioni Italiane Moda) 
was set up on 30 october 1940: the part-
ners were gio Ponti, sante astaldi, Pier luigi 
gomez and aldo garzanti. see R. Tribunale 
Civile e Penale di Milano.
30 the first issue, in january 1941, was 
titled Bellezza Linea. by the second issue the 
world Linea had been eliminated.
31 Oroscopi della moda (n. 1, january 
1941, 32), La casa vivente (n. 10, ottobre 
1941, 5), Limitazioni e vera eleganza (n. 11, 
november 1941, 7).
32 see correspondence and documentation 
of the review in egP, cat gP 005.
33 see letters from Ponti to oppo on 13 

February and 19 May 1943 in egP, cat gP 
005.
34 dir., “l’attrezzatura bibliografica delle 
arti,” Stile 19-20 (1942), 24.
35 the volumes published by garzanti in the 
series of the Monografie d’arte di ‘Stile’ were: 
Piero torriano, Carlo Carrà (1942); giovanni 
scheiwiller, Arturo Tosi (1942); raffaele car-
rieri, Giorgio De Chirico (1942); g.iuseppe 
raimondi, Filippo De Pisis (1942); guido Pio-
vene, L’arte di Lea D’Avanzo (1943).
36 the volumes published were: archias, 
Politica dell’architettura (1944), and arman-
do Melis, Profezia urbanistica della macchina 
(1944). the correspondence, preserved in 
egP, gP 019, shows that in this case Ponti 
had the full confidence of garzanti, from the 
start gaining complete responsibility for pro-
duction of the review.
37 gio Ponti, “stile di libera,” Stile 17 
(1942), 10-19.
38 dir., “stile di Paniconi e Pediconi,” 18 
(1942), 4-10; Pier Maria bardi, “stile di Pier 
luigi nervi,” 19-20 (1942, july-august), 
9; gio Ponti, “stile di bbPr,” 22 october 
1942, 11-18; Id., “stile di bega,” 23 no-
vember 1942, 14-22; Id., “stile di ridolfi,” 
25 (1943), 2-15; Id., “stile di daneri,” 26 
(1943), 10-20; Id., “stile di vaccaro,” 27 
(1943), 1-9; g.P., “stile di Pagano,” 32-4 
(1943), 21-31; g.p., “stile di domani. su 
alcune architetture di asnago e vender,” 35 
(1943), 9-22; gio Ponti, “stile di albini,” 38 
(1944), 7-23.
39 gio Ponti, “Invenzione di una architettura 
composta. dai ‘cuboni’ alla composizione 
d’una architettura,” Stile 39 (March 1944), 
1-16.
40 “siamo in guerra e parliamo d’arte”, Stile 
13 (1942), 6. the words were repeated in 
subsequent numbers, to reiterate the pur-
pose of the magazine. 
41 see letter from emilio villa to Ponti on 
9 november 1943, in egP, cat gP 001. 
the july issue, which was destroyed in the 
air raids, was reprinted complete and distrib-
uted in september.
42 see cover of nn. 32-33-34, august, sep-

tember and october 1943.
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2.5 the Medium is the Message:  
the role of Exhibitions and Periodicals 
in Critically Shaping Postmodern 
architecture

SESSION CHAIRS: 
vÉronIQue PatteeuW
École Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture Lille, France
lÉa-catherIne sZacKa
École Nationale Superieure d’Architecture Paris-La Villette – Centre Pompidou, 
France

as recent scholarship has pointed out “the history of the architectural me-
dia is much more than a footnote to the history of architecture” (colomina 
1988). ever since the late eighteenth century, architectural exhibitions and 
periodicals have played an essential role in the dissemination of architectural 
culture. emphasizing the work of certain architects and belittling that of 
others, they introduced movements and constructed new tendencies while 
theoretically and critically shaping urban and architectural discourse. While 
a number of scholars have recently reconsidered the role of these media 
in the modern era, their significance for the postmodern decades has only 
recently opened up as an important field of research.
relying heavily on the circulation of images and on so-called “paper archi-
tecture”, postmodernism has always been intertwined with the media. In 
their critique of the Modern Movement and exploration of a new spatial and 
visual culture, architectural exhibitions and periodicals played an essential 
role as sites of production. the examples are telling: from the 1976 Idea 
as Model exhibition, the 1978 roma Interrotta project and the 1980 stra-
da novissima, to periodicals such as Architecture Mouvement Continuité, 
Controspazio and Oppositions. as hypothetical spaces these media contrib-
uted to the development of new architectural approaches, providing an al-
ternative to the built project. as discursive platforms they enhanced cultural 
transfers, transatlantic or paneuropean encounters. as critical practices 
they extended the role of the architect beyond its traditional boundaries, 
functioning as vehicles for research based design. In short, exhibitions and 

periodicals acted as critical projects that shaped postmodern architecture 
and urban design.
In this session we will bring together presentations that focus specifically 
on the role of postmodern architectural exhibitions and periodicals as sites 
of critical production. We are particularly interested in papers that discuss 
thematically or through case studies one or more of the following questions. 
What was the role of the postmodern media in proposing a new spatial and 
visual culture? to what extent are these projects a response to the end of 
the “grand narrative”? how did the exhibition design or the editorial appa-
ratus enable an unorthodox approach to the built project? What was the 
influence of paper projects as they were elaborated for these media? and 
how did exhibitions and periodicals function as laboratories for alternative 
architectural practice?
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2.5.1 Charles Moore’s Perspecta: Essays and 
Postmodern Eclecticism

PatrIcIa a. Morton
University of California Riverside, USA

abstract

In the 1960s, Perspecta, the journal of the yale school of architecture, 
was a crucial venue for promulgating nascent postmodern ideologies. stu-
dent-run and the antithesis of commercial media, Perspecta published ex-
cerpts from robert venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction and essays by 
charles Moore, Philip johnson, james stirling, vincent scully and others 
that proved seminal to the emergence of postmodern architecture. In this 
period, charles Moore wrote three essays for Perspecta that formed a 
prolegomena to postmodern eclecticism, with documentation of potential 
pop culture inspirations and manifestos for a new architecture based on 
commercial, historical, and high culture referents. beginning with “hadrian’s 
villa” in Perspecta 6 (1960), continuing with the famous “you have to pay for 
the public life” in Perspecta 9-10 (1965), and concluding in Perspecta 11 
with “Plus it in ramses and see if it lights up, because we aren’t to Keep it 
unless it Works” (1967), Moore laid out a program for an architecture and 
urbanism that abandoned the pretense of a grand narrative in favor of an 
architecture and urbanism of juxtaposed fragments and fantasy.
this paper reads Moore’s three Perspecta essays in conjunction with jean-
François lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition, specifically his notion of the 
postmodern as ‘that which denies itself the solace of good forms, the con-
sensus of a taste which would make it possible to share collectively the nos-
talgia for the unattainable’. according to Moore, disneyland and california 
freeways could provide models for public space and ‘a kind of rocketing mon-
umentality’. anticipating lyotard’s assertion that ‘eclecticism is the degree 
zero of contemporary culture’ Moore developed an architecture where ‘there 
is everything instead of nothing […] a kind of immediate involvement […] with 
the vitality and the vulgarity of real commerce [that] quivers at a pitch of ex-
citement which presages […] an architecture for an electric present’.

2.5.2 Between language and Form: Exhibitions by 
reima Pietilä, 1961-74

eeva-lIIsa PelKonen
Yale University, USA

abstract

My paper will discuss series of exhibitions and related publications by the 
Finnish architect reima Pietilä (1922-92): who can be credited for introduc-
ing postmodernism, almost single-handedly into Finnish architecture culture 
through his buildings, teaching activity, editorial work, theoretical writings 
and exhibitions. his could be considered a unique kind of national postmod-
ernism, which distinguished itself from the contemporaneous international 
trends by focusing on the relationship between architecture and landscape, 
the synergy between verbal and visual communication, and the uniqueness 
of Finnish nature, culture and language.
I will trace the origins of his unique brand of postmodernism through four of 
his exhibitions, namely “Morphology-urbanism” (1960), “the Zone” (1968), 
and “space garden” (1971), and “notion Image Idea” (1974), which took 
place in helsinki respectively at an art gallery, the Museum of Finnish archi-
tecture, and at his home-office. I will show how his later interest in semiotics 
and various symbolic systems, which he explored in the exhibitions space 
garden and notion-Image-Idea, evolved out of his early interest in morphol-
ogy he explored in his first exhibition Morphology-urbanism, as well as on 
the pages of the magazine Le Carré Bleu, of which he was a founding editor. 
the exhibition Zone from occupied an in-between position in this transition: 
in it Pietilä put forward an idea of a ‘zone’ between language and form, be-
tween verbal and visual communication.
the paper pays particular attention to the chosen exhibition display tech-
niques and use of periodicals like Le Carré Bleu and the Finnish Archi-
tectural Review, en lieu of gallery and museum catalogs, to elaborate the 
theoretical ideas behind the shows.
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2.5.3 Bau Magazine and the architecture of Media

eva branscoMe
The Bartlett School of Architecture, UK

abstract

‘read (if you know where to find a copy) that slim, sophisticated viennese 
magazine Bau edited by hans hollein, oswald oberhuber and gustav Peichl, 
and you will enter a world of architectural fun, fantasy and wit. nothing 
is rigid, nothing is fixed in their vision of what constitutes architecture or 
arouses architectural interest’. Bau magazine surprises with its professional 
a4 format complete with product placement in stark contrast to the avant-
garde content. unlike Archigram or other little magazines from the 1960s-
1970s, this was not a handmade production. Bau looked like a conventional 
specialist publication. Bau was hybrid – it looked like one thing but was doing 
something else. Bau developed out of the publication of the Zentralvereini-
gung der architekten Österreichs – the austrian professional representation 
for architects. It is not out of place to imagine the impact of the RIBA or AIA 
journal changing their conservative content like that of the new Bau.
the 24 issues of Bau that exploded onto the scene of architectural publica-
tions from 1965-70 remain curiously under-researched. they illustrate the 
struggle of austria’s post-war generation of architects for new definitions in 
architecture beyond function. It was an experimental platform from the be-
ginning; fusing intellectually challenging content and international exhibition 
reviews with art, advertisement and sex. the format was a testing ground 
for new ideas. It was simultaneously overloaded with fun and criticism. Its 
disjuncture of content and form can be considered a unique fusion between 
architectural establishment and radical counterculture. My paper will argue 
that if Post modernism was about bringing communication back to architec-
ture, then Bau magazine must be understood as a Postmodern phenom-
enon by adopting the media of conventional architectural communication 
and promoting subversive content.

2.5.4 Entertaining the Masses: IauS’s Economy of 
Cultural Production

KIM FÖrster
ETH Zürich, Switzerland

abstract

In the 1970s, when postmodernism as a discursive formation and a cultural 
phenomenon took shape and started to affect architectural thought and 
practice in both europe and the united states, the new york based Institute 
for architecture and urban studies (1967-85) under the long time direction 
of Peter eisenman entered centre stage as a new kind of educational and 
cultural facility, competing with both the museum and academia. as a collec-
tive actor, the Iaus can be argued to have had a huge impact on architec-
tural education and debate. this paper critically discusses the interest and 
strategies of the Iaus, understood both as a highly networked group and 
as individual fellows, since it was able to establish itself as an authority for 
the consecration and diffusion of new architectural knowledge. objects are, 
in spite of or rather due to their ephemeral nature, the public programs, 
both the evening lectures and the exhibitions program, since these were 
the formats that generated a new economy of attention and fostered the 
commodification of architectural models and drawings, exploiting the syn-
ergy effects of all other projects, programs and products. not only did the 
Iaus produce and disseminate a narrative about a postmodern approach to 
architecture, be it the self-legitimizing opposition of styles, i.e. the ‘Whites’ 
and the ‘greys’, or the circularity of the debate on autonomy. due to the 
artistic credo of creativity, the Iaus as an epistemic and cultural space not 
only shaped an intellectual habit based flexibility and performance but also 
new modes of production and circulation that came to be seen as immate-
rial labor. eventually, the Institute as functional elite not only launched many 
careers, but also, according to the cultural logic of postmodernism, coined 
a celebrity culture and the current star system in architecture.
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2.5.5 Image, Medium, artifact: heinrich Klotz and 
Postmodernism

danIela FabrIcIus
Princeton University, USA

abstract

this paper will look at the representation of postmodern architecture 
through media forms in the work of the curator and historian heinrich Klotz 
(1935-99). I will focus on two aspects of Klotz’s framing of postmodernism. 
the first is the ideological and curatorial construction of the 1984 exhibi-
tion, “die revision der Moderne. Postmoderne architektur 1960-1980”, 
organized by heinrich Klotz at the deutsches architekturmuseum (designed 
by oswald Mathias ungers). “revision der Moderne” was the first major 
exhibition on postmodernism in germany, and one of the first anywhere to 
historicize postmodernism. this exhibition, based largely on artifacts col-
lected and archived by the institution, emphasized original drawings, plans, 
and models as opposed to photographs and reproductions. I will also dis-
cuss Klotz’s use of slide photography to document postmodern architecture, 
which began during his travels to the us in the 1960s. these color slides 
reflect Klotz’s interest in representing architecture in a subjective, contex-
tual, and ‘unmonumental’ way, and were key to developing his narrative of 
postmodernism. I will look at these images – which were used as private 
archive, didactic lecture material, and published illustrations – and their rela-
tionship to Klotz’s emphasis on material artifacts in the exhibition, as a way 
to discuss the relationship between the auratic object and the reproduced 
image in Klotz’s work. how did these materials serve as evidence for Klotz’s 
narrative of postmodernism? how can Klotz’s contextual and material con-
cept of medium be understood in relation to postmodern architecture, and 
more generally, within postmodern discussions around reproduction, simu-
lation, and the loss of origins?

3. QuEStIonS oF MEthodology
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3.1 Producing non-Simultaneity: 
Construction Sites as Places  
of Progressiveness and Continuity

SESSION CHAIRS: 
eIKe-chrIstIan heIne
Universität Stuttgart, Germany
chrIstoPh rauhut
ETH Zürich, Switzerland

ever since ernst bloch coined the term Ungleichzeitigkeit – non-simultaneity 
– the concept has been widely accepted, particularly in german-speaking his-
toriography. a place where progress and tradition markedly co-exist is the 
construction site. especially since the Industrial age, new technologies and 
the ever larger scale of sites and numbers of workers on one hand were ac-
companied by continuity and custom on the other. however, ungleichzeitigkeit 
is a relatively new theme in the study of construction sites. the grand nar-
rative of construction history for the nineteenth century customarily focuses 
on the technological innovations of buildings such as london’s crystal Palace, 
while social history has concentrated mainly on the craft character of the 
building sector. and architectural history for the first part of the twentieth 
century repeatedly ignored the ambiguity of construction sites and interpreted 
them as mere symbols of modernity. only recently has research started to 
engage with the complexity of construction sites more fully. on construction 
sites, progressiveness and tradition do not simply co-exist, they are places 
that represent non-simultaneity. these spaces offer the symbolic resources 
to demonstrate and stage both progressiveness and, at the same time, con-
tinuity and custom.
the session invites discussion of the nineteenth and twentieth century con-
struction site as places of production within this broad perspective, as loca-
tions of progressive and traditional practices as well as sites representative 
of an ambivalent modernity. Papers are invited from all academic fields con-
cerned with construction, including the history of architecture, the history of 
technology, and the history of knowledge or social history. Papers that ad-
dress the issue either conceptually or through case studies will be considered 
equally.
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3.1.1 Mixing time: ancient-Modern Intersections along 
the Western anatolian railways

elvan cobb
Cornell University, USA

abstract

since the 1860s, the first railroads in ottoman anatolia (today’s turkey) 
have united the prominent port of Izmir with the fertile valleys of the gediz 
and Menderes rivers. the richness of these inland areas derives not only 
from their mineral and agricultural products, but also from their ancient 
histories recorded by herodotus, strabo, and the new testament. this pow-
erful legacy attracted an influx of foreign tourists who could now comfortably 
and quickly visit archaeological sites such as the cities of the biblical seven 
churches. yet, with the laying of each additional mile of track, the railroad 
itself changed this landscape, directly altering the touristic experience. the 
construction sites of bridges, massive hillside cuts, embankments, and the 
rails themselves, embodied an unprecedented and jarring juxtaposition with 
the ancient landscapes of anatolia. the writings of tourists such as Mark 
twain reflect a general dissonance between imagined expectations of the ot-
toman empire and observed realities. conditioned by orientalist stereotypes, 
the touristic experiences often failed to mediate the signifiers of modernity 
with the ancient sites and the contemporary inhabitants of the landscape, 
who fit into neither an ancient nor a modern category within the touristic 
gaze. the loci of this disparity were often the construction sites themselves. 
as one traveling preacher noted: ‘In digging, too, the foundations for the 
[train] station, the workmen came on an old christian cemetery, […] many 
of the monuments were broken by the workmen, and not a few slabs of 
white marble bearing elegant sculpture have been built irregularly into the 
wall of the road’ (somerville 1885). With the simultaneous existence of 
modern railroads, ancient sites and the tourist gaze, the construction sites 
of anatolian railroads were places where multiple perceptions were often 
deeply entangled.

keywords

railway construction, ottoman Empire, Western anatolia, foreign 
perceptions, orientalism, ancient sites

introduction

the earliest railways in ottoman anatolia provide us with an extended spec-
trum for understanding perceptions of non-simultaneity at construction sites 
within a non-european context. since the 1860s, two railroads have united 
the prominent port of İzmir (smyrna) with the fertile valleys of the gediz and 
Menderes rivers in what is now western turkey. (Map 1) the construction 
and subsequent use of these rail lines by foreigners enabled these visitors to 
constantly interact with local people and the landscape. historical sources 
capture an extensive record of how foreigners perceived and conceptualized 
their surroundings. a prominent aspect of their perceptions at these con-
struction sites was the compartmentalization of western anatolia into three 
distinct categories: ancient, oriental and modern. these categories were cul-
turally conditioned in the minds of nineteenth-century europeans and ameri-
cans before they even arrived in anatolia. First, they knew the landscape as 
described by ancient sources such as herodotus and the new testament. 
as a consequence, they understood this region as the birthplace of the clas-
sical foundations of the western civilization that they had inherited and were 

Map 1. Western anatolian railways (red: İzmir-aydın line and its extensions. black: İzmir-
Kasaba lıne and its extensions.) source: bas̨bakanlık osmanlı ars̨ivleri, İstanbul, turkey.
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perpetuating and progressing. next, the prevalent orientialism of the time 
conditioned them to expect a timeless, unchanging and exoticized orient of 
the ottoman present, symbolized by camels, indolence and harems. Finally, 
once in anatolia, they conceived of the train as a sign of modern progress 
endowed to the region by the West. through their writings, the foreigners 
convey a tangible sense of the dissonance they perceived in the immediate 
spatial juxtaposition of these three constructed categories. 

Moving from a western european context to a nineteenth-century exam-
ple from the ottoman empire provides the opportunity to illuminate from a 
new angle the flexible scope of non-simultaneity as a concept. through this 
perspective, I aim to shift the focus to a study of how perceptions of non-
simultaneity have developed in a particular context and how the local charac-
teristics of place affected the conceptualization of categories into something 
more nuanced and blurry than the dichotomy of progress and tradition. 

the impetus for railway construction in western anatolia was the intersec-
tion of ottoman modernization impulses and british economic expansionism. 
Following the rapprochement of the british and ottoman empires during the 
crimean War, the ottoman state granted the earliest railway concession in 
anatolia in 1856 to a group of british entrepreneurs led by sir joseph Pax-
ton and the well-known railway engineer Macdonald stephenson. this railway 
began in İzmir on the aegean coast in 1857, and after nine years of south-
ward construction, it reached the provincial ottoman city of aydın (aidin) in 
1866. an extension of the railroad further inland to denizli was completed 
in 1889. In 1863, a second line from İzmir, the Kasaba route, was awarded 
to another british subject, edward Price. 1 the initial construction phase of 
this route went faster and reached Kasaba through Manisa in 1866 after 
only two years of construction, but would not reach alas̨ehir further to the 
east until 1875. not until the very end of the nineteenth century did either 
line reach the central anatolian Plateau.

during their construction and use, these two railroads served as the physi-
cal locus of the encounters between the foreigners, the ottoman popula-
tions and the landscape. the imposition of railways on western anatolia 
caused unprecedented changes to the physical character of the landscape. 
bridges, tunnels, massive hillside cuts, embankments, station buildings and 
the rails themselves were built over the course of several decades in what 
can be conceived of as one massive, long-term construction site. this site 
presented a continual locus of interface through bodily practice, from the 
building phase through to the use of each completed section. Foreigners 

and local inhabitants alike experienced new sights and sounds from the rail-
roads that permeated their interactions with each other. Within the context 
of this construction site, foreigners made the observations that reflect their 
perception of this division into the three categories.

perceptions of the ancient as activated throuGh archaeoloGical 
site-railroad intersections

Foreign engineers perceived significant differences in the working conditions 
between the ottoman empire and their original european context. William 
davis haskoll, one of the resident engineers of the İzmir-aydın railway line, 
wrote a practical guide based on his experiences on this line that describes 
the important considerations of building railways in the ‘east’. these in-
clude the need to train local laborers in european methods of construction, 
and the reliance on pack animals such as camels and donkeys for procur-
ing materials. at the same time, he acknowledges the importance of local 
practices and knowledge to the process. he says: ‘We can scarcely listen 
to too much, from the fear of missing perhaps only one portion of valu-
able information.’ 2 similarly, haskoll values ‘men whose skill and experience 
brought from europe had been ripened into greater value by knowledge of 
the language, of the habits and capabilities of the men they had to lead, and 
by many local technical advantages’. thus, haskoll comes to define the ideal 
modus operandi for railway construction in the ‘east’ as one that takes as 
much advantage of local knowledge and customs as possible, but still priori-
tizes the methods of organization and operation originating from european 
construction expertise.
several of the european experts that were brought to anatolia to lead the 
operations of railway projects according to european know-how found them-
selves drawn to the ancient heritage of the area. they ventured forth to 
explore and connect with a rich landscape consisting of greek and roman 
antiquity, as well as sites of biblical importance that were part of the west-
ern historical self-consciousness. this ideology set the framework for one 
of the three aspects of the foreigners’ perceptions of anatolia. john turtle 
Wood embodies the essence of the engineer-scholar, having come to the 
ottoman empire as an architect on the aydın railway line, he soon also 
initiated excavations at ephesus with funding and encouragement from the 
british Museum. he was drawn to this site both by the temple of artemis, 
considered one of the seven Wonders of the ancient World, and by the bibli-
cal narrative of the seven churches. thus, a perceived connection with the 
ancient world motivated the expenditure of imperial resources at archaeo-
logical sites in parallel with railroad development.
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the archaeological site was a type of construction site, employing the meth-
ods of the railway construction, where people performed similar roles with 
a division between educated foreign supervisors and the local labor force. 
Wood hired the first workmen for the ephesus excavation from among former 
turkish railway employees and while they did the physical excavation work, 
he occupied himself with the more ‘scientific’ aspects of excavation such as 
drawing.3 When it was necessary to complete skilled tasks, Wood turned to 
the british. as he describes the intricate task of lifting a delicate mosaic pave-
ment, he writes: ‘this, the most difficult part of the work, was done with great 
skill, by an english carpenter named “long Wilson,” who had worked under my 
directions at the stations of the smyrna and aidin railway.’4

the perceived connection to the ancient world would continue to motivate 
archaeological exploration by foreigners in western anatolia throughout the 
decades of railroad construction. another important late example of railroad 
engineers applying their skills to excavating ancient sites was Paul gaudin. In 
1904, while he was the director of the ̇Izmir-Kasaba railway, he commenced 
archaeological research at the classical site of aphrodisias.5

archaeological sites also became intertwined with the construction of the 
railroad through the practice of spolia, as worked stones removed from 
ancient sites were used as material for the railroad and its stations, thereby 
physically encoding a non-simultaneity between ancient and modern that 
was often recognized by foreigners. a main driver for this reutilization prac-
tice was pragmatic- the easy availability of resources. during a visit to the 
ancient site of sardis, located on the Kasaba line, the archaeologist Francis 
bacon observed that ‘the railway company has dug at the scena for building 
stone, and there lie about a mass of pieces of inscriptions, marble blocks 
etc. – mostly of roman workmanship.’6 In some instances, however, there 
were likely also symbolic motivations. some believe that the station at the 
İzmir terminus of the aydın line was partially decorated with marble revet-
ments from ephesus.7 this type of reuse fits well within a foreign perception 
of the continuation of ancient civilization through a plan of modernization 
and progress.

alexander somerville, a traveling preacher on a quest to visit the seven 
churches, makes an observation about material reuse at a construction 
site that encapsulates not only perceptions of ancient and modern, but also 
contrasts the ottoman present. he reports that the railway station in Phila-
delphia (modern alas̨ehir) had been constructed with stones ‘quarried from 
its ancient ruins’8 the local workmen and their labor were a central aspect 

of somerville’s observation as he writes: ‘In digging, too, the foundations for 
the [train] station, the workmen came on an old christian cemetery, […] 
many of the monuments were broken by the workmen, and not a few slabs 
of white marble bearing elegant sculpture have been built irregularly into the 
wall of the road’.9 the differentiation in somerville’s perceptions are palpable 
as the ‘monuments’ are ‘broken’ and the ‘elegant’ morphs into the ‘irregular’.

thine own self in difference: the orientalist perception of anatolian lifeways
While foreigners hoped for continuity with the ancient world, they distanced 
themselves from contemporary ottoman society. In his influential book 
Orientalism, edward said theorized that orientalism as a condition was/
is caused by an imbalance of power emerging out of imperialist and colo-
nial politics. Within that framework, the dichotomy of the ‘east’ and ‘West’ 
originates from the need to find an ‘other’ to the european and american 
notions of ‘self’.10 the implications of such cartesian thinking created a host 
of stereotyped dichotomies. Most relevant to our discussion is the idea that 
for many in the nineteenth century, ‘self’ or the ‘West’ were associated with 
‘progress’, while the ‘other’ or the ‘east’ was equated with ‘backwardness’ 
or ‘timelessness’, indicating lack of change.

the compartmentalization of western anatolia by foreigners is perhaps best 
articulated through the words of Mark twain. In the popular travelogue of 
his voyage through the holy land, he describes his reaction to what he saw 
in western anatolian, saying:

a railway here in asia - in the dreamy realm of the orient - in the fabled 
land of the arabian nights - is a strange thing to think of. and yet they 
have one already, and are building another [...]. the idea of a locomo-
tive tearing through such a place as this, and waking the phantoms of 
its old days of romance out of their dreams of dead and gone centu-
ries, is curious enough.11

In twain’s words, the railway construction and the exoticized orient, which 
is described with nineteenth-century clichés such as the ‘land of arabian 
nights’, are in direct contrast, creating the othering that was necessary 
for the self-identification of western society. In addition, twain perceives 
of the ancient landscape as something that is ‘sleeping’, i.e. in hiatus, and 
may be woken up by the construction of the railways – establishing a link 
between the ancient and the modern. twain’s words are the epitome of the 
non-simultaneity that is observed time and again by foreigners due to the 
juxtaposition of compartmentalized phenomena.
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a discussion of perceptions of the railroad construction through an oriental-
ist perspective must eventually necessarily touch on camels. In their dual 
role as both the direct competitor in the economics of transportation and 
as a signifier of the exoticized orient, camels occupy a prominent position 
in the perception of non-simultaneity in western anatolia. twain had the op-
portunity to observe this traditional form of land transportation first hand in 
İzmir right before he boarded the train for the now easily accessible ancient 
sites. he noted that ‘to see a camel train laden with the spices of arabia 
and the rare fabrics of Persia come marching through the narrow alleys of 
the bazaar [...] is a genuine revelation of the orient.’12

the perception of the ‘curious contrast’ and ‘disparate association’ between 
the traditional camel and the progressive train was most poignantly articu-
lated by vicount vogüé based on what he saw at the first constructed site 
leading out of İzmir. this dichotomy is even captured within this station’s 
name, since the ‘caravan bridge’ now bore iron rails:

I think that this british administration is a monstrous thing under the 
Ionian skies, and yet it gives rise to curious contrasts. the first sta-
tion is the caravan bridge. hundreds of camels clog the lane and the 
surrounding area. nothing can express the disorder thrown into the 
mind by this disparate association: the camels loaded with cotton and 
figs kneeling or slowly putting their wide feet between the rails, the rail 
cars, and the steaming and threatening locomotives.13

thouGhts of modernity: the railroad in the foreiGn imaGination

the competition between camel and train was fruitful territory for foreign-
ers’ perception and articulation of the advantages of modern over orient. 
the foreigners’ inherent confidence in the modern progressive railway’s su-
periority to the traditional technology of the camel is reflected in Macdonald 
stephenson’s observations in a report prepared for railway investors. at the 
end of a detailed discussion of camel transport, he concludes that ‘bad as it 
is, it is the best mode that a country, unskilled in mechanical contrivances, 
could devise.’14 he goes on to state that it takes at least 10,000 camels to 
accommodate the existing trade between aydın and ̇Izmir, implying the direct 
replaceability of these by the train. Furthermore, he notes that there are 
at least 20,000 additional camels ‘employed on various routes in conveying 
produce from the interior to the sea. When this railway is completed to 
aidin, the traffic conveyed by at least 10,000 of these 20,000 camels will 
come to the line.’15

this perception belied a more nuanced reality that came to exist of a symbi-
otic relationship between the camels and the train. this is first experienced 
on the construction site of the railway when progress was impeded by an 
imposing mountain range near ephesus. the managers of the aydın railway, 
frustrated by the difficulties of crossing the cuma dağı mountain range, 
decided to commence simultaneous construction on both sides of the moun-
tain while the construction of the tunnel was progressing. tunneling would 
require upwards of five hundred men and the sinking of three shafts into the 
mountain to accommodate the construction from several points simultane-
ously.16 In order to keep traffic flowing between the two lines prior to comple-
tion of the tunnel, the company hired caravans of camels to carry goods 
between the two stations across the difficult pass over the mountain. as the 
british consul charles blunt noted in his correspondence with london, this 
helped in ‘convincing the camel drivers (who have the whole traffic of the 
interior in their own hands) that their interests will not, as they have been 
led to suppose, be injured by the introduction of this railway.’17

this dependence of the modern railway on the camels actually continued 
well into the twentieth century, and would take on various forms of intercon-
nection. For example, in 1868, the chief engineer of the İzmir-Kasaba line, 
charles austin, noted that their line ‘had a revenue of £35 per mile per 
week from local traffic during certain seasons of the year; but not at the 
present season, because the camel traffic was suspended from the moun-
tain passes being flooded.’18 

although camels were one of the most salient symbols of the orient per-
ceived by foreigners, the practices of the local populations are also often 
noted in the context of the modern railway. local customs were an integral 
part of the construction process, with perceived non-simultaneities evident 
from the beginning at the ceremony commemorating the start of construc-
tion. (Image 1) blunt reports that:

the ceremony then commenced by the Mufti, who with a loud voice 
prayed for the success of the enterprise, the prayer concluded, the 
chief engineer with an appropriate speech presented the silver spade 
to his excellency the Pasha, requesting him to turn the first clod of 
earth, on the Pasha’s receiving the spade he expressed all the satis-
faction he felt in being requested to assist at the commencement of 
an enterprise which would, when terminated, be so advantageous to 
the country, […] upon the Pasha’s filling the wheel barrow a salute of 
seventy one guns was fired from the field pieces brought to the locality 
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for the occasion. several sheep were then taken along the projected 
line and immolated on the spot where the earth had been thrown from 
the barrow.19

Foreign perceptions were informed by varied sensory inputs. a soundscape 
of railway construction on the aydın line was described by stephenson on 
the occasion of the laying of the corner stone for the aydın railway’s ter-
minus in İzmir. during the day-long ceremony, dignitaries took a tour along 
the construction of the railway line and were not only greeted by a newly 
established industrial landscape, but with its aural expressions as well. ste-
phenson comments that there was ‘not a cutting or embankment that did 
not swarm with labourers. nor were the hum of the voices of those busy 
men, the creaking of carts and barrow wheels, and the roar of the blasting 
of the rocks sounds less welcome to his ears, for they gave assurance that 
a great work was being carried on with a zeal and energy that must bring it 
to a successful conclusion.’20

While the extremities of dynamite blasting through the landscape had ended 
with the completion of each segment of the railway, new daily practices 
emerged resulting in changes to established land use patterns in order to 
accommodate the operations of the railway. For example, the first turkish 
language newspaper published in ̇Izmir, hizmet, mentions the killing of sever-

Image 1: commencement ceremony of the İzmir-aydın railway. source: Illustrated London 
News, october 31, 1857.

al cows by the train. In this article, with the title of ihbar-ı mühim (important 
warning), 21 local populations are told to keep their animals away from the 
path of the railway and people who do not abide by this would be penalized, 
resulting in a shift in pastoral patterns.22 

triple intersections: concludinG remarks

as a traditional symbol of progress, railroads are the poster-child for nine-
teenth-century modernity. the unprecedented scale of the construction of 
two rail lines in western anatolia drew the immediate attention of foreign-
ers. their letters, books and journals record their observations and reflect 
the manner in which they perceived this region. this was a place where 
foreigners recognized modern progress in the train, felt connections to a 
romanticised ancient past, and separated themselves from the ‘other’ of 
the contemporary orient. We end with a quote from Karl bernhard stark 
where his observations encapsulate all three of the distinctions salient in 
the perceptions of foreigners. When commenting on the train station at 
ephesus, he says: 

a wonderful impression of the mixture of the modern and the past 
world! a european railway hall with a few office rooms and european 
cleanliness. Inside camels, from which bags full of figs are demounted, 
next to it heaps of marble stones with inscriptions, even fragments 
of sculptures, awaiting transportation, to be sent further to build the 
railway.23 
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3.1.2 Steel as Medium. Constructing WgC, a tallish 
Building in Postwar Sweden

FrIda rosenberg
Kungliga Tekniska Högskolan, Sweden

abstract

between 1959 and 1962 the Wenner-gren center in stockholm was built 
to promote international cooperation in scientific research. It includes a 
25-story tall building, which reintroduced the steel frame as a construction 
method to the swedish building context that was abandoned since before 
the First World War. Iron was the back-bone of sweden’s economic struc-
ture. however, the universality of reinforced concrete dominated the building 
industry at the time. therefore technical advancements were captured in 
public newspapers, described in trade magazines and mediated through a 
15 minute long documentary. this placed focus on how material conditioned 
architecture beyond traditional building methods. My paper argues that the 
building site in the media was a symbol that reaffirmed the myth of moder-
nity, meaning that modernization was perceived as a participatory produc-
tion through political enactment.
the steel lattice truss was in principle the same kind of system used in Mé-
nier’s chocolate factory of the 1870s. however, the inclination towards the 
top together with the rhombic footprint challenged designers and contrac-
tors. a new project process enforced precision, statical calculations and 
prefabrication that also had to cope with the lack of norms as well as inex-
perienced workers. Wenner-gren center signifies a modern trend toward 
highly skilled experts who had to deal with new materials and processes. 
this addresses the non-simultaneous aspect of the construction site where 
traditional craftsmanship such as welding was moved off-site but persisted 
alongside the modernization of construction technologies. 
this building complex dedicated to peace, research and international col-
laboration safeguarded modernization in terms of new methods of construc-
tion. yet, steel did not become established as a conventional building mate-
rial until the 1980s. how do we understand the role of material within the 
frame of non-simultaneity?

keywords 
Steel, methods of assembly, non-simultaneity, building sites
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Wenner-gren center’s primary mission is to promote international 
cooperation in scientific research, but already under construction it 
has been of great significance for the swedish building industry by 
re-introducing steel as a competitive framing material enforcing new 
technical solutions, which are now available to others. 
Byggnadsvärlden n. 45, 1961

introduction

the Wenner-gren center for scientific research built in 1959-62 in swe-
den originated out of a donation by the wealthy businessman axel Wenner-
gren (1881-61) – the founder of electrolux. at the age of 74 he was looking 
for an opportunity to direct some of his fortune into an architectural monu-
ment. Four million swedish kronor was a significant sum, but hardly mea-
sured up to rockefeller or Ford. the Prime Minister tage erlander (1901-
85) agreed to provide a property free of charge.1 
the state located Wenner-gren center strategically according to the wishes 
of the wealthy tycoon, close to all of the main research laboratories:  Karo-
linska Institute, stockholm university, Kth royal Institute of technology and 
the nobel Institute. there it was visible from central stockholm, looking 
north along one of the main streets (Sveavägen), so affirming sweden as 
an international hub for science, which was also in the interest of the social 
democratic Party.  however, most significant about this project is the way it 
reintroduced steel into building. (Figure 1)

In the context of this session, this paper examines how steel was a medium 
in the production of architecture. Making use of a ‘new’ material altered 
the way in which the project was thought of, managed and produced. new 
methods of assembly were enforced without any norms for steel construc-
tion in place. but, the producers also relied on existing know-how in bridge 
building and applied it to building a tall structure. My paper argues that ma-
terial caused architecture to be understood as a construction site at several 
locations. these sites of production can be discussed as having different 
degrees of progressiveness and of continuity. With this perspective, the 
Wenner-gren center produced non-simultaneity in the way a ‘new’ material 
was coupled with both progressive methods of assemblage and with more 
established methods of production. 

a tallish buildinG

the scheme for the Wenner-gren center was the winning proposal in an 
architectural competition. the architects sune lindström and alf bydén of 

vattenbyggnadsbyrån were 
commissioned to realize a 
composition of three geo-
metrical forms placed se-
quentially and in play with the 
ground treatment so that it 
implies a shell or a spiral. en-
titled The Symbolic Form for 
Evolution, the half-circular 
shaped volume, which is a 
four storey apartment build-
ing, surrounds a 25-storey 
rhomboid structure contain-
ing the office space. next to 
the office volume is a cube, 
which holds facilities for con-
ferences and public events 
as well as some public ser-
vices. In the middle of this 
complex, the landscape ter-
races down towards a circu-
lar reflecting pool. effectively, 
progress was embedded in 
the tall building’s rapid con-

struction time: 25 floors in 25 weeks. the media extended the site of pro-
duction by legitimizing ‘newness’ – new material, new tallness, new research 
center.

already at the stage of the competition, the form of the office-structure was 
identified as a very costly building design.2 the 77° skewed footprint created 
problems for the production of the construction drawings: the architects 
were asked if it made sense to apply regularity, i.e. using an orthogonal 
system of grid lines overlaying the oblique building shape. the architects 
concluded that there was no economic advatnage in using these disparate 
sets of geometry and the project proceeded by following the outline of the 
building shell.3 beyond issues of footprint, the presence of tall buildings con-
currently under constrution also had an impact.

by modern standards, 25 floors is not very high, and does not make it a 
skyscraper. the architects wanted the building to be experienced as tall as 
possible. at the time, no less than six other high-rise structures were un-

Figure 1. construction of Wenner-gren center. 
Source: oscar bladh and stadsmuseet
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derway in the city. Most noteworthy was the redevelopment taking place in 
central stockholm where the five 16-floor office buildings Hötorgsskraporna 
were approaching completion.  these had been designed to make up a 
natural culmination to the inner city, which was therefore to be capped by 
the Wenner-gren center.4 slightly inclining the gable walls inwards would 
make the office-building seem higher – or, at least this is what the architects 
thought as they shaved off some mass from the top, shrinking the ground 
level footprint area of 450 sqm to only 400 sqm on the top floor. tallness, 
as it happened, is what made material a central issue.5 

the use of structural steel or reinforced concrete in high buildings became 
a heated debate in the 1959 september-issue of the swedish architecture 
journal (Byggmästaren). a couple of engineers with steel-building experi-
ence from the us advocated using steel rather than reinforced concrete.6 
a recent dramatic drop in steel prices made it a more viable alternative in a 
market dominated by reinforced concrete for over twenty years previously. 
even though sweden is a steel producing nation – of the highest quality – 
ever since the early 1940s reinforced concrete, sustained by education, re-
search and funding, had taken precedence over other possible alternatives.7

the high-rise at Wenner-gren center had been specified to be built in rein-
forced concrete.8 but, adding to the many uncertainties around this build-
ing, the engineer selected for the project, dr. arne johnson, who had a Phd 
in statics, ‘proved’ that steel would be the cheaper material.9 by allowing 
for revenues from leasing out office and residential space once the Wenner-
gren center was completed, the calculations indicated steel to be a cheaper 
material than reinforced concrete because it would take less time to com-
plete the building. In this matrix, the site for the building was no longer the 
only construction site, for construction began much earlier off-site at the 
workshop of the steel manufacturer. 

assemblaGe

the steel manufacturing company bröderna hedlund ab was the obvious 
choice for cutting and delivering the steel to the Wenner-gren center. the 
company had a long tradition of steel building in the stockholm area since 
the early twentieth century. In the 1920s, the company had established a 
strong reputation for steel building as result of a particular productive era 
when large parts of the inner city had been rebuilt. during the years of raw 
material shortage, during the world wars, the company turned to other ar-
eas, namely bridge building as well as sluices for most of the water-power 
plants in the country.10

on account of the halt in the development of steel-construction for buildings 
in sweden, the manner in which the steel parts for Wenner-gren center 
were produced was more related to the tradition of bridge building than 
anything else. the 1935 north-south traffic connection – Västerbron – is an 
indication of how bridge construction informed the way in which Wenner-
gren center was put together.11 at the time this bridge was built, welding 
was the most advanced method of assembly and was introduced as a new 
way of fabricating this bridge, cutting the cost primarily by using less mate-
rial.12 the double steel arched bridge, with a sail free elevation span of 26 
meters above the water line, was welded together in segments, which were 
transported on the water to the location. only the arches with wind bracings 
and cross members were riveted together on site. 

Knowledge of welded construction technology had been retained during the 
decades prior to the building of the Wenner-gren center, where several 
methods of assemblage were used. the exterior frame was largely weld-
ed together at the steel manufacturer’s workshop. the sections spanned 
across four floors, which were transported to the building site and put in 
place by the centrally located crane. the core of the building, i.e. the service 
package with six elevators and escape stairs were also produced off-site 
in segments of two floors and transported in the same manner. Welding 
cut the cost of steel.13 but, steel building had advanced considerably since 
the building of the stockholm bridges, by for example the introduction of 
electrical welding, advanced processing devices and automata in the work-
shop, and the use of cranes.14 For the Wenner-gren center, a pre-stressed 
high-strength bolt was introduced, a new system to assemble the joints of 
the wind stiffening dressings across the two- or four- floor modules. this 
system, tightening the friction joint with bolts instead of rivets was done us-
ing an air compression wrench that automated the process of assemblage. 
tightening the steel elements accurately was crucial to avoid friction. the air 
compression wrench was a swedish invention, developed originally for mine 
drilling. the slanting walls made it necessary to tension the bolts accurately, 
and to adjust each floor according to the specified drawings. Precision was 
crucial. (Figure 2)

because of its geometry, this 50,000 cubic meters of office space needed 
more precise and accurate drawings than had been necessary previously. 
this meant that each of the 7000 parts was specified in a total of 190 
drawings. dr. arne johnson estimated that 75% of the time in his engineer-
ing office was spent on drawings. one might think of this as a precursor 
of the current practice of prefabricating individual pieces, though without 
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the tools we have today, cnc-mill-
ing machines and laser-cutters. 
rather, this project was drawn by 
hand, with 1:1 specifications of all 
the steel junctions, from which the 
components were fabricated in the 
workshop. the quantity of draw-
ings reduced the need for adjust-
ments to be made on the floor of 
the workshop, thereby moving the 
project management to the hands 
of the engineers rather than the 
fabricators.15 a strong project 
management and ‘well thought 
out construction organization’ was 
essential in order for steel to be 
a comparative material with rein-
forced concrete.16

at the Wenner-gren center, the steel skeleton was of the same kind of 
system as used in Ménier’s chocolate factory in noisiel sur Marne in the 
1870s.17 the differences were in the dimensions of the individual parts and 
in the system of joints between the individual members. over the previous 
decades there had been a shortage of labour in the workforce and steel 
prices had been ten times higher than in the early 20th century. the produc-
tion of the Wenner-gren center took place at several building sites, welding 
the modules together off-site and bolting the modules and the stabilizing 
frame together using air-pressure wrenches. this reduced the number of 
workers needed, as well as the amount of steel. ultimately this produced 
an architecture which relied on multiple construction sites. the sequence 
of work on the building sites was adapted to the progress and work-flow of 
steel building. new methods of assembly were tested at the location of the 
building, while established methods of assembly were carried out at the 
workshop. both were dependent on precise drawings, which was of course 
a traditional method, yet the whole process of doing this moved the produc-
tion to the expertise of the engineer rather than that of the worker on the 
floor, adjusting each member within a specified tolerance. What did this 
mean in terms of progress in construction?

swedish architectural historian elias cornell states in his canonical book on 
building technology, Byggnadstekniken: ‘among the most important of tools 

Figure 2. scaffolding. Source: harry dittmer 
and nordic Photos

to simplify [assembly] has obviously been the replacement of bolts and rivets 
by welding.’18 speculating on what this might signify he also proposes that 
‘maybe manufacturing technology has played a greater role than the actual 
construction technology.’ this is worth a thought. the type of box-shaped 
construction used for the 1935 steel bridge was considered to be the 
most advanced construction technology at the time and it was a widely held 
view during the 1940s that complex steel structures, meaning lattice struc-
tures, were of the past.19 nonetheless, buckminster Fuller had seemed to 
advance the terrain by his dome structures. yet, these too had relied on the 
same principles as Francois joseph bélanger and F. brunet had used for the 
first iron dome – Halle au Blé in Paris, 1811 – only with more sophisticated 
geometry. 

conclusion 
the Wenner-gren center was already a monument when it was no more 
than a steel scaffolding. numerous articles were published on the steel 
construction of the office building, aimed at both laymen and professionals. 
‘the steel structure was put up in record time, with the help of the most 
modern construction methods ever used up to that time in this country’, 
stated the public relations agent for the Wenner-gren center.  sweden’s 
most prominent engineering journal, Teknisk Tidskrift, dedicated a whole 
issue to steel building, mostly on new innovations for assemblage, develop-
ment of steel qualities and solutions for fire proofing. the construction of 
the Wenner-gren center appears in every article. yet, the emphasis on 
engineering innovation is only half the truth. the construction happened as 
much in the steel fabricators’ workshops, where they used established tech-
niques to weld the components of the construction, as it did at the location 
of the building. the architecture was a matter of assemblage, in which the 
parts were carefully planned in relation to the whole at several building sites, 
measured, cut and welded at one, and assembled, in 25 weeks, at another. 
When the engineering journal Byggnadsvärlden published an overview of the 
Wenner-gren center, it was introduced as an impressive achievement not 
the least on account of the time constraints and the fact that it was the 
first-ever construction of its type. this, according to the reviewer ‘testifies 
to an extremely high technical standard of swedish designers and contrac-
tors. For many of the project’s detailed solutions there were previously no 
swedish standards – design work has in many respects been innovative.’20 
the architecture, both in form and in layout was indeed impressive. the 
Wenner-gren center is a case where the material demanded precision in 
assembly; rather than competence in pouring concrete, it was through the 
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process of assembly that the non-simultaneity was produced. It was not 
acknowledged at the time that the knowledge of how to build in steel was 
already in existence, and it was this that was used on the Wenner-gren cen-
ter. Media interest in the novelty of this project overlooked such matters. 
several actors in the steel industry had pushed for steel as a competitive 
material to reinforced concrete in building. In this matrix of social forces the 
site towards the end of Sveavägen extended the building site by the media 
into a symbol that reaffirmed the myth of modernity.

1 In the fall of 1955, tage erlander togeth-
er with Minister of Finance Per edvin sköld, 
the Minister of education ragnar edenstam 
and the Minister of transport met with the 
delegates that had been chosen by axel 
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the foundation; Professor ragnar nilson, 
Professor Manne siegbahn and Professor 
hugo theorell. see jan Wallander, Wenner-
Gren Stiftelserna 1955-2000 (stockholm: 
bokförlaget atlantis, 2002), 32; Minutes 
10 september 1954.
2 Prize committee statement about 
scheme, ‘anonym,’ november 1956.
3 Minutes Working committee, 4 april 
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3.1.3 Between technological Effectiveness and 
artisanal Inventiveness: Concreting torres Blancas  
(1964-69)

MarIsol vIdal
Technische Universität Graz, Austria

abstract

In the 1960s, a new era in reinforced concrete construction began and the 
elaborate traditional timber beam formworks were progressively replaced by 
standardised systems with plywood boards, metal props and beams. these 
convenient engineered formwork systems allowed new levels of precision and 
smoothness while significantly increasing the speed of construction and lower-
ing the number of craftsmen. but handcraft and bricolage never left the con-
struction site; they can be found at the most advanced building sites until today. 
the concrete works of the residential tower torres blancas by Francisco 
javier saénz de oíza in Madrid (1964-69) are a good example of this. the 
client for torres blancas was the prosperous patron juan huarte beaumont, 
who also owned the most advanced construction company at this time in 
spain. no expenses were therefore spared to make his dream of a modern 
residential tower in Madrid come true. coated plywood panels, table form 
systems and the newest climbing formwork were used in a construction site 
that the whole country – and for the first time for a long time also the rest of 
europe – were looking at. but soon after the construction started it became 
clear that the complexity of the geometry could only be tackled by traditional 
methods. torres blancas would have become a much different building if it 
had been built only within the constraints of the formwork system.
after the successful completion of the building both the architect and the con-
structor agreed that, despite its spearheading technology, the accomplish-
ment of torres blancas wouldn’t have been possible without the ingenious-
ness of experienced formwork carpenters, steel fixers and concrete finishers. 
With the help of this example I will illustrate why this interplay between tech-
nological effectiveness and artisanal inventiveness is inherent to the nature of 
reinforced concrete. 

keywords

Concrete, formwork, standardisation, handcraft, torres Blancas, 
Sáenz de oiza
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introduction

jump form systems – also known as climbing forms – were invented and 
patented in the 1940s. With these systems, the formwork supports itself 
on the concrete cast earlier and does not rely on support or access from 
other parts of the building. originally developed for bridge pillars and water 
towers, its use did not spread for the construction of concrete core walls in 
high-rise structures until the 1960s. by this time, elaborate traditional tim-
ber beam formworks were progressively replaced by standardised systems 
with plywood boards and metal props and beams, allowing multiple uses of 
the same board and new levels of precision. the cost effectiveness of jump 
form systems relies on the significant increase of construction speed and in 
the decreased dependence of craftsmen – both of their skills and number.
In the 1960s spain, construction time and labour were still very cheap, so 
there were no real incentives for the implementation of such industrial form-
work systems. the construction sector was in fact developing rapidly due to 
the recently approved Planes de Desarrollo1 (Plans of development) and the 
subsequent opening of the country to tourism, but the massive drift from 
the land brought more labour force to the urban areas as to be trained2 and 
employed. jump form systems were therefore mostly used in big scale civil 
engineering projects and not considered profitable for residential purposes 
until the 1970s.3 
Profitability was not the main issue when the prosperous entrepreneur juan 
huarte commissioned in 1960 the architect Francisco j. sáenz de oiza with 
a feasibility study of a residential tower in Madrid. as owner of the estate 
agency hIsa (huarte Immobiliaria sa) and the most advanced construction 
company of his time in spain (huarte y cía), he was looking for a presti-
gious, showcase project. choosing the most innovative building techniques – 
in this case a brand new jump form system – was the natural consequence. 
but that was not the only reason he was willing to pay as much as needed to 
make his dream of a modern4 residential tower in Madrid come true. as a 
passionate patron of the arts,5 he wanted to contribute with this experiment 
to the development of both the city and the society. as daniel Fullaondo6 
put it ‘more than a building, [torres blancas] is a collection of hopeful ideas 
about the human behaviour.’7

desiGninG torres blancas

having worked for huarte before,8 sáenz de oiza knew the chances and chal-
lenges this commission implied. although graduated in 1946, he hadn’t built 
much yet9 but was already renowned at the school of architecture in Madrid 
for his talent and innovative thinking10 as a teacher. In this sense, the commis-

sion of a high-rise residential build-
ing was a very different task than 
anything he had planned before and 
the severe rationalism of his social 
housing projects could give way to a 
more expressive, playful approach. 
clear references for this project 
are the le corbusier’s11 ‘machine 
for living’ and ‘garden city’,12 louis 
Kahn’s rotated spatial structures, 
such as in the richards Medical 
research laboratories (1960) and 
Frank lloyd Wright’s organic and 
tower architecture, particularly the 
s. Mark (1929) and Price (1956) 
towers.13 the floor plans are simi-
larly l-shaped and organized around 
a central core but Wright’s towers 
follow the untold rule of dissolving 
towards the sky while sáenz de 

oiza’s broaden on the top, changing the vertical core system in order to cre-
ate bigger open spaces for the social functions.

I thought of the tower as a tree […]. In the lower part – the roots – the 
parking lot and the canalisation will extend into the city; and on the 
higher part – the branches – the social functions will occupy the space: 
shops, a pool, a gym, etc. this way, in the lift you cannot think in terms 
of going up or down because both the top and the bottom will be equally 
attractive.14 (Figure 1)

the construction works started in 1964, four years after the commission, 
but the design wasn’t actually ever completed. during these years sáenz de 
oiza developed numerous variations of the tower. rafael Moneo (collabora-
tor from 1956 to 1961) recalls:

[sáenz de] oíza used to draw every solution his fertile mind came 
through. he spread all these drawings over the table and struggled 
for days or even weeks in order to choose the best. […] he longed 
for perfection and could give everything up after months of work and 
start from scratch again if he had the impression that the way he was 
following was misleading.15

Figure 1. view of torres blancas from the 
avenida de américa. Source: Photograph by 
the author, 2011
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torres blancas16 was first published in a spanish magazine17 in 1963, 
months before even the earthmoving works started. the interest of ar-
chitects and the broad public was already big enough for such a publica-
tion. torres blancas was actually the most published spanish project of the 
1960s in foreign magazines18, something new after decades of economic, 
social and cultural isolation of the country. In non-specialised magazines, the 
focus was laid in the so-called living concept of the future: a mixture of cos-
mopolitan flair19, futuristic interiors and a back-to-nature-experience through 
the abundance of terraces20. the interest of specialised magazines was laid 
mostly on the experimental character of its construction. In the commercial 
advertisements, the messages were often contradictory, praising the flats 
as both luxurious and affordable21. common to all three kinds of publications 
is the emphasis on the exceptionality of the project.
despite of its ground-breaking technology, it took seven years (1964-71) to 
build the tower. one reason was sáenz de oiza’s thoroughness and strug-
gling method. he confronted huarte constantly with radically new versions 
of the project, even during the building process22. the other reason why the 
building time was so dilated is the difficulties found in the implementation of 
the project as it was indeed exceptional.

concretinG torres blancas

two structural engineers, carlos Fernández casado and javier Manterola 
played a key role in the development of torres blancas. Fernández casado, 
an experienced engineer and collaborator of huarte since 1929, was the 
one who suggested the use of vertical slabs instead of pillars and beams 
but was not further involved in the project. Manterola had just finished his 
studies by the time he was put in charge of this project and soon started a 
complex but fertile creative relationship with sáenz de oiza. the result was 
a structural system based on 46 vertical and partly curved concrete slabs 
that is also responsible for the spatial organisation of the plans and sec-
tions. this is one of the main achievements of torres blancas: merging the 
spatial and the structural requirements into a system that gives the best 
possible answer to both and becomes the essence of the project. 

to calculate such a complex building in the pre-computer era was indeed 
challenging. the organic geometry required a different approach as stand-
ardised rectangular structures so that many calculations had to be based 
on theoretical suppositions more than on empirical facts. In order to verify 
if these assumptions concurred with the reality, 1:20 cement models were 
made and tested in huarte’s own laboratories.23 the structure, as was 

seen decades later through 
computer simulation, is actu-
ally over dimensioned and ex-
ceedingly hyperstatic.24

the organic geometry also 
posed problems for the form-
work. the curved surfaces 
made it not possible to come 
back to standardised plywood 
boards, so they were done 
traditionally, on-site, with tim-
ber. the use of a jump form 
system was possible and rea-
sonable because the section 
of the vertical slabs stays con-
stant during the first 21 sto-
reys. this system did improve 
the quality of execution25 and 
the security conditions at the 
site. In this part of the building 

only the encountering with the horizontal slabs at the points of maximum 
reinforcement had to be solved by traditional means.

In the upper three floors on the contrary, the use of a jump form system 
complicated the construction. one detail that led to numerous discussions 
between sáenz de oiza and Manterola was the encounter of the outer verti-
cal slabs with the discs of the social core on the twentysecond floor. saénz 
de oiza wanted to have a visual transition element – an ‘apophyge’, as he 
called it – but this made no structural sense, Manterola interjected, be-
cause both elements had a very different rigidity. For Manterola, the point 
of contact should be therefore as small as possible and articulated. the 
final solution was found after many hours of discussion and working out 
possibilities: the contact point was to be articulated as Manterola pleaded 
but surrounded by a conical concrete element visually suggesting a clamped 
connection. due to this dual character, moulding this added element had to 
be carefully defined and done on-site.26 (Figure 2)

For these and similar tasks both sáenz de oiza and Manterola had full con-
fidence in the construction manager of huarte y cía., antonio Pallol. It was 
not usual for construction managers to get mentioned yet quoted in special-

Figure 2: detail of the visual transition element 
between the outer vertical slabs and the discs of 
the social core. Source: Photograph by the author, 
2011
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ised publications in the 1960s or 1970s but he does get a lot of credit27 
for his key role in the materialization of torres blancas, as the project was 
often defined on the go. due to the constant changes by sáenz de oiza the 
structure plans and the architectural plans did not always coincide. to make 
both meet was one of his tasks. confronting the architect and the engineer 
with the limits of the construction techniques was another one. 

Manterola and his team did once an exhaustive work in order to define the 
optimal thickness of every slab at every single point. the result looked very 
much like a topographic map with isolines. he then took the plan they had 
been working on for months to the building site: ‘they were beautiful but im-
possible to execute. It took a minute for the building manager [antonio Pallol] 
to turn them down, rightly. they might have made structural sense and been 
formally attractive but they actually didn’t make any constructive sense.’ 28 

asked years later about the building process, Pallol said that ‘building torres 
blancas hasn’t really been a prime example of technological progress but 
rather of artisanal challenge.’29 

learninG from torres blancas

the particular case of torres blancas illustrates the dependence of new 
technologies in concrete construction on the craftsmanship and ingenious-
ness of experienced formwork carpenters, steel fixers and concrete finish-
ers. In the following paragraphs, I will argue the reasons why this interplay 
between technological effectiveness and artisanal inventiveness is inherent 
to the nature of concrete.
the plasticity of concrete makes this material unique insofar as its form is 
not predefined by the natural element it is taken from (wood), the production 
method (steel) or as a result of the accumulation of smaller units (brick-
work). this has two main implications. 

First, the somehow paradoxical fact that every concrete element has to be 
built twice: first with other materials as a negative form (the formwork) and 
only afterwards with concrete (by filling out that form). this has many inter-
esting formal implications, as the three-dimensional imprint of the formwork 
skin will coin the surface of concrete – in a semantic or syntactic way. the 
semantic30 approach focuses on the concrete surface as such, not taking 
into account the building as a whole. the syntactic approach, on the con-
trary, uses the traces of the technical means to organise and articulate the 
whole. torres blancas fits into the second category as it would have lost 
expressivity, sense of scale and proportion without the rough timber imprint 

of its formwork. this tight link between formwork and concrete is also the 
reason why designing an exposed concrete building demands such a strin-
gent conceptual discipline from the designer:31 the form must be conceived 
twice. If the architect considers only the second, the relation between the 
two becomes disaggregated. this becomes especially visible in the case of 
organic and free forms. 

second, the fact that the final form of the concrete element will be deter-
mined by the properties and construction techniques of the formwork32. the 
concrete element and the construction of its formwork follow different laws. 
not only they are made of different materials, they are also made to bear 
different types of load,33 so it is indeed difficult to match both requirements 
equally. the vertical slabs in torres blancas get actually very near to this 
ideal situation (giving the observer an unconscious feeling of perfection and 
completeness), while the horizontal slabs illustrate the dichotomy between 
formwork technique and the internal flow of forces.34 

another distinctive aspect of concrete is the role the human factor plays 
in its construction. concrete is not delivered to the building site; it comes 
into being at the building site. the fact is, no matter how standardised and 
technologically advanced concrete has become in recent years: the human 
hand will always coin its surface. Formworks are still man-made or assem-
bled, workers position the rebar, they lead the pump boom and compact the 
freshly poured concrete35. the consequence is a higher potential for error 
but also for innovation and creativity. that is nevertheless what makes ex-
posed concrete both so challenging and fascinating for architects. 
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23.
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y cía. into an exhibition space for the proj-
ects of the company in 1958. the project 
consisted of 800 sqm divided in three lev-
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es. he had won the national Price of archi-
tecture 1954 for his revolutionary chapel 
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‘in a milder way than the reality’ in javier 
Martínez gonzález and Marta garcía alon-
so, “construyendo torres blancas,” paper 
presented at the 7th congreso nacional 
de historia de la construcción, santiago de 
compostela, spain, 26-29 october 2011, 
875.
17 Hogar y Arquitectura 49, 1963. this 
was the bimonthly magazine of the obra sin-
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dential buildings during the Franco period.
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L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui (1966, 1967 
and 1969), Baumeister (6/1967, cover), 
(1/1969 and 6/1973), Architectural Re-
cord (7/1968), Architettura (1969) and 
Domus (1970) and A+U (1978).
19 each unit had originally a freight lift con-
nected with the restaurant on the top, of-
fering a 24hours room service. Many of the 

first inhabitants were pilots, due partly to 
its location on the way to barajas airport, 
partly to its cosmopolitan character. Many 
artists lived in torres blancas. juan huarte 
was the patron of the writer camilo josé 
cela (1989 nobel Prize in literature) and 
presented him a large flat. sáenz de oiza 
also lived there with his family until his death 
in 2000. john Malkovich is said to own a 
flat in the upper floors (Patricia gosálvez, 
“los bulos del Árbol de hormigón,” El País, 
18 january 2010, Madrid edition). nowa-
days, living in torres blancas is very popular 
among architects.
20 ‘a concrete dolmen, a dialog between 
nature and society, between technology and 
rocks, between the cave and the air con-
ditioning’ in Paulino Posada, “una ciudad 
jardín vertical,” Blanco y negro 2871, 13 
May (1967), 21.
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in torres blancas (only the price is not)’ and 
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world’s best architecture’ – both sentenc-
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ABC, 18 july 1968, Madrid edition, 9.
22 ‘he came up once with plans for a trian-
gular tower. I told him: “What? get out of 
my sight. We are building it already!” but no 
matter how tense their relationship could 
get in these moments, they always reconcili-
ated’. ‘as a contractor that made me suf-
fer a lot; from a personal point of view, I 
admired him even more.’ both quotes from 
juan huarte and Marisa sáenz, “Francisco 
javier sáenz de oiza. Pasión por la belle-
za,” Pasajes de Arquitectura y Crítica 20 
(2000), 20-1.
23 Francisco sáenz de oiza, carlos Fernán-
dez casado and javier Manterola armisén, 
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24 Miguel aguiló et al., Javier Manterola 
Armisén – Pensamiento y Obra (Madrid: 
Fundación esteyco, 2004), 147.
25 the planarity of the vertical slabs 
wouldn’t have been possible with the tradi-
tional formwork techniques of the 1960s.
26 Martínez gonzález and garcía alonso, 
“construyendo torres blancas,” 880-1.

27 Ibidem, 882; Francisco sáenz de oiza, 
carlos Fernández casado and javier Man-
terola armisén, “estructura de torres blan-
cas,” 63.
28 aguiló et al., Javier Manterola Armisén, 
96.
29 Patricia bracco, “torres blancas de 
sáenz de oiza. un proceso abierto” Phd 
diss., escuela técnica superior de arquitec-
tura de Madrid, 2004), 1126.
30 More about the semantics of concrete 
in réjean legault, “the semantics of ex-
posed concrete,” in jean-louis cohen and 
g. Martin Moeller (eds.), Liquid Stone (ba-
sel: birkhäuser, 2006), 46-56.
31 adrian Forty’s formulates a similar idea 
as follows: ‘For any building of substan-
tial size to be realized in concrete, it has 
to be translated [italic in the original] into 
the language of concrete,’ in adrian Forty, 
Concrete and Culture – A Material History 
(london: reaktion books ltd, 2012), 240.
32 cyrille simonnet connects the depen-
dence of concrete on the formwork to its 
‘lack of iconicity’ cyrille simmonet, Hor-
migón – Historia de un Material (san sebas-
tián: nerea, 2009), 119.
33 a formwork usually stands by itself with-

in a scaffold system and does not have the 
three-dimensional cohesion the concrete 
will have after the hardening. Furthermore, 
the pressure of the liquid concrete on the 
formwork during the placing and in the fol-
lowing days can be even higher than the 
loads the concrete has to bear afterwards.
34 the isolines Manterola and his team 
proudly calculated were almost impossible 
to build in the 1960s. nowadays, it might 
be possible through the use of cad-tools 
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35 sáenz de oiza tells in an interview follow-
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this work?” and, do you know what he said? 
he turned over, slow, like painfully, and said 
“the bad part is that no one can ever tear it 
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umentary ‘tres arquitecturas,’ broadcasted 
on 22 november 1990, min. 34-36)
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3.1.4 the glocal Construction Site and the labour of 
Complex geometry

roy KoZlovsKy
Tel Aviv University, Israel

abstract

this paper analyses the construction of Preston scott cohen’s 2010 addition 
to the tel aviv Museum and its complex, computer generated torqued geom-
etry in relation to the labor process that materialized it in order to argue for 
importance of the construction site and its labor practices in interpreting ar-
chitectural culture under globalization by pointing to its un-synchronous reality.
the encounter between elite architectural discourse and local construction 
practices is studied through interviews with workers, contractors and archi-
tects. In a first step, labor on the site is examined using braverman’s deskill-
ing thesis. In a second step, the construction is understood historically within 
the political economy of Israel’s building industry, which has been character-
ized by labor intensive ‘wet’ construction techniques based on exploitation of 
non-unionized labor from the occupied territories. Work on the building site 
was organized as a flexible assemblage of local experts and an international 
labor force recruited for its mastery of traditional building trades. at the level 
of management, it entailed a step back from the modern system of subcon-
tracting. the work process could thus be typified as un-synchronous in its uti-
lization of skill-based and mechanized techniques, often requiring the workers’ 
participation in realizing the unprecedented design.
In conclusion, the paper argues for the relevance of bloch’s interpretive 
framework of the non-simultaneous for theorizing the culture of globalization 
in its local manifestations. the museum’s design was chosen to represent tel 
aviv as a global city by creating a highly polished architectural image of fluidity. 
yet this project was made possible by labor and managerial practices that are 
un-synchronous with such an image, thus highlighting the ambivalence inher-
ent in contemporary architectural culture between effortless integration into 
global culture on the one hand, and reliance on an un-synchronous mode of 
production on the other.

keywords

Building technology, construction labour, digital architecture, history 
of Israeli architecture, globalization

introduction

the identity of modern architecture has been closely tied with the idea of con-
struction. design principles such as truth to materials and honest expression 
of structural forces associated with the arts and crafts movement or the 
new brutalism valorise the labour invested in construction. Functionalism, in 
turn, sought to reform construction via industrialization and standardization, 
while constructivism elevated it as a model for integrating architectural prac-
tice within revolutionary praxis. the importance attached to building activity by 
modern architecture may be emblematic of a broader modernist tendency to 
conceive society as a structure that could be subjected to planning. thus one 
may expect a decline in the rhetorical visibility of construction in postmodern 
architecture, corresponding with its preoccupation with signification and con-
sumption at the expense of production, and its disenchantment with modern-
ist narratives of progress. In recent years, however, the construction site is 
reappearing in presentations of computer generated architecture, where it 
assumes a new meaning related to the debate over the epistemic status of 
the virtual. as antoine Picon argued, digital design combined with computer 
aided manufacturing raises deep anxieties over the loss of values associ-
ated with traditional methods of architectural production, such as materiality, 
craftsmanship or tectonics, while its exuberant formalism is perceived as an 
abdication of social responsibility. examining the construction of realized digital 
architecture, he identifies a creative tension between the fluidity of the design 
and the techniques mobilized to realize it.1

the case study of this paper, the extension to the tel aviv Museum by the 
american architect Preston scott cohen (2003-10), appears to reaffirm 
Picon’s claim that digital architecture is not oblivious to the realities of con-
struction, but rather establishes a dynamic rapport with it. In discussions of 

Figure 1. the lightfall: conceptual model, right. Preparation of wooden formwork and steel 
reinforcement bars, left. Source: the tel aviv Museum of art.
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the building by the architect and the press, attention is drawn to the elabo-
rate, manual preparation of the formwork for casting its concrete atrium, 
known as the ‘lightfall’ (Figure 1), and the assembly of the façade’s prefabri-
cated concrete panels (Figure 2). they rhetorically argue for the unification 
of intellectual labour and manual craftsmanship into a higher synthesis of 
virtual, fluid form and concrete, sensuous materiality.
this regained visibility of construction in architectural discourse raises two 
theoretical concerns not dealt by Picon: the first is the relevance of construc-
tion as a labour process for interpreting the work of architecture. the second 
is the historical framework through which to interpret the revival of interest in 
construction, and with it, the relationship between contemporary architecture 
and its modernist past. this paper analyses the Museum’s design by enjoin-
ing the two themes of labour and history through the concept of the ‘glocal’.2 
While the glocal is defined, and constrained, by the spatial dialectics of the 
local and the global, its rejection of a totalizing notion of globalization as a 
uniform, homogenizing process is closely associated with ernst bloch’s notion 
of the non-synchronous, a point recently made by david durst.3 bloch’s notion 
of coexisting economic structures and sociocultural formations from different 
epochs works to expand the ‘glocal’ to encompass divergent temporalities. 
In the case of digital architecture, I argue, the glocal disengages it from 

Figure 2. overview of the construction site of the tel aviv Museum, showcasing the as-
sembly of the concrete panel façade. Source: the tel aviv Museum of art.

overreaching, linear narratives of technological progress, by focusing on the 
heterogeneous context of its production and consumption. 

the Glocal context of the museum competition

that scott cohen’s theoretical research into projective geometry would first 
be realized in tel aviv is essential for the analysis of the building through 
the dynamics of the glocal.4 according to the architect, his competition 
entry was selected because ‘only foreignness was capable of detaching this 
new building from its Israeli context and of placing it within the context of 
contemporary international architecture – and by extension, of introducing 
Israeli art to the international art world.’5 the architectural avant-garde is 
embraced by the Israeli client to accumulate the cultural capital for estab-
lishing tel aviv as a global city. but to be global is also to integrate one’s own 
cultural heritage into a global narrative. an Architectural Record review of 
the building titled “a new spin to the White city” associated its design with 
‘the city’s history of embracing radical leaps in Modernism within its urban 
fabric’, a direct reference to tel aviv’s designation as a World heritage site 
in 2003.6 Moreover, the extension establishes a dialog with the original 
museum building (1971), considered a masterpiece of Israeli brutalist ar-
chitecture. since the tel aviv Museum was an important agent in canonizing 
Israel’s International style and brutalism, the commission reaffirms its insti-
tutional commitment to international modernism.7 
yet to be consumed as an image of globalization, the building had to be 
realized with exactitude and perfection, which was beyond the ability of the 
Israeli construction industry. once examined through the prism of labour, the 
client’s affiliation with modernism becomes ambiguous, since construction 
labour, to use bloch’s terminology, is asynchronous with the broader shift 
under globalization towards rationalization and optimization. Many building 
skills are resistant to mechanization or offshoring, and work at modern con-
struction sites shares many of the attributes associated with pre-industrial 
forms of labour.8 yet there is another factor that plays a part in differentiat-
ing construction from broader trends in manufacturing: the self-reflexivity of 
architecture in respect to its conditions of production. architects may pre-
scribe for aesthetic or conceptual reasons building techniques that are asyn-
chronous with dominant labour practices. thus elite architectural production 
reacts to globalization in complex, ambivalent ways, simultaneously embrac-
ing the intensification of production through mechanization, while reclaiming 
architectural values associated with artisanal labour, as a form of ‘artistic’ 
critique of capitalism.9 scott cohen’s insistence in using handcrafted, ex-
posed concrete for the lightfall is a case in point. according to the architect,
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one of the most critical functions of the ‘hypars’ was thus to commit 
the museum to a form that would resist the currently popular tenden-
cy to import to tel aviv the postmodern vocabulary of stone facades 
typical of jerusalem. In Israel today, however, cast-in-place concrete 
has become, for all intents and purposes, taboo. For many, it recalls 
a ‘dated’ or by-gone era of provincialism and undignified pragmatism.10

to understand why concrete and the labour process invested in it have fallen 
into disrepute, and what may be the implication of their revival, I will situ-
ate the Israeli embrace of modernism historically within its local history of 
construction labour.

the Glocal meaninG of labour and materiality

the choice of modernism as the dominant architectural medium of the Zion-
ist Movement is closely tied with the movement’s valorisation of construction 
labour. Zionist leaders perceived the occupational structure of the jewish 
people as distorted: the majority engaged in commerce and finance, and a 
minority occupied in productive, manual trades such as farming or industry. 
Zionism exalted the ‘hebrew labourer’ to establish a self-reliant, virile jew-
ish identity, conceived as a counter-image of the diasporic, rootless and 
effeminate jew.11 Moreover, unionization became a necessity for compet-
ing with the cheaper local arab labourer. jewish workers formed building 
co-operatives and utilized modern industrial processes and management 
techniques to increase productivity and monopolize construction activity. the 
crisp, industrialized architecture of the ‘White city’, and especially the labour 
union’s modernist worker’s housing estates came to represent labour Zion-
ism, as it was differentiated from vernacular arab architecture based on 
artisan labour and local materials.

after Israel’s independence in 1948, the imperative of economic self-suffi-
ciency led to the primacy of reinforced concrete and locally manufactured 
building components. jewish immigrants from arab countries were recruit-
ed as construction workers, following the belief that 

construction acts as a kind of natural vocational school for new immi-
grants. the majority of new immigrants come from the middle classes 
and are not accustomed to physical labour [...]. under such circum-
stances the construction industry acts as an important and desirable 
transitional stage.12 

the architecture of that period reflects two complementary trends: on the 
one hand, the glorification of concrete as a malleable, modest material 
showcasing the craftsmanship of unionized, trained labour, for civic archi-
tecture, including the old museum building. on the other hand, the systemic 
use of mechanization and prefabrication to raise productivity and reduce 
building costs, applied mostly to mass housing.

the occupation of gaza and the West bank in 1967 brought the Israeli con-
struction industry into contact with an unlimited reservoir of cheap, unorga-
nized labour, initiating a process of deskilling of construction labour, as there 
was little incentive to invest in vocational training or equipment. another 
effect of the opening of the labour market to Palestinian workers was the 
rise of a neo-vernacular style built with manual stonework, to better express 
the religious-nationalist sentiment that arose from the repossession of the 
nation’s ancestral land; brutalism was spurned for its association with the 
dethroned labour Party.

the reliance on unskilled, exploitable labour was disrupted by the first In-
tifada (1987-93). the building sector was allowed to import workers and 
building materials (especially curtain walls for tel aviv’s high-rise office tow-
ers), a reversal of half a century of protectionist economic policy that shel-
tered both labour and capital. Following the oslo accord (1993), the liberal, 
outward oriented elite begun to embrace neo-modernist and neo-brutalist 
architecture in order to culturally differentiate itself from social sectors it 
deemed too immersed in consumerism or insular ethnic-nationalism. since 
skilled workers had to be recruited from abroad, this new tendency, which 
also informs the choice of cast-in-place concrete for the new museum addi-
tion, contradicts its original labour ethos within the context of Zionist nation 
building.

fluid Geometry and flexible labour 
to overcome the shortcomings of the local construction industry for real-
izing the museum’s design, the contractor drew a conceptual distinction 
between processes that required skill and ingenuity, and processes that 
could be rationalized and realized with existing labour capabilities and con-
struction techniques.13 While the lightfall and the façade belong to the first 
group, the structure exemplifies the second. It utilizes vierendeel trusses 
that are concealed behind drywall, to establish the cubic neutrality of the art 
galleries. It was manufactured in a factory directly from the digital files, and 
bolted onsite; welding was not used because its quality could not be con-
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trolled. thus the hidden part of the building is its most ‘advanced’ in terms 
of applying industrialized manufacturing techniques to minimize labour skills.

the building of the lightfall belongs to a different temporality. Its construction 
took longer than a year, while work around it progressed in a rapid, indus-
trialized pace. the reduced pace was dictated by the architect’s subversion 
of the geometry of the hyperbolic parabola. While the hyper is adapted to 
reinforced concrete construction, as its curved surfaces are generated by 
simple, straight lines, scott cohen’s torqued design does not allow it to be 
built with standardized formwork. Initially, the bidding contractors pushed 
for its realization in drywall, as was done for the vaulted courtrooms of the 
supreme court building by ada and ram Karmi (1992).14 the architect’s 
insistence on handcrafted, exposed concrete entailed the development of 
a hybrid work process that merged computerized and artisanal building 
techniques. the contractor utilized rhIno software to translate the complex 
design into a simplified building process. First, a temporary structure was 
erected to support the formwork and workers. next, surveyors established 
four reference points for each hyper, which were manually welded to the 
scaffolding. From these points a movable mesh of metal rods was erected 
to brace the wooden formwork. due to the asymmetrical geometry, triangu-
lar wooden wedges were manually cut to fit the gaps between the straight 
boards. this delicate work was delegated to a crew of builders from Mol-
dova mastering the traditional building skills associated with craftsmanship. 
other workers skilled in concrete construction came from turkey, the result 
of a 2003 military arms offset trade agreement, in which turkey’s con-
struction expertise was exchanged for Israeli military technology.15 thus the 
construction of the lightfall, the element most associated with the bygone 
brutalist work ethic, is enabled by the globalization of labour, and exemplifies 
its non-simultaneous character.

the construction of the facade reveals another level of ambiguity. In the 
original competition entry, it was conceived as a smooth hyperbolic surface, 
but the client insisted on stone cladding. the contractor promoted an al-
ternative finish made of prefabricated concrete panels, and built at his own 
expense a mock-up to persuade the client of its aesthetic and economic 
superiority. as each of its 465 panels is unique, it could not be mass pro-
duced. a tilting concrete casting table was installed at the basement, since 
assembly had to be sequenced from the bottom up. In addition, it provided 
space for storing completed panels, thus disengaging the pace of produc-
tion from that of assembly. to overcome inaccuracies, the builders devised a 
mediating substructure for attaching the panels to the structure. computer 

generated vertical sections of the envelop at two meter intervals were fab-
ricated on site and welded to the structure, providing 7 cm tolerance for 
fitting the panels and welding them in place.16 the façade’s backside is never 
visible, as it has no craft value. the concealed rudimentary substructure 
is emblematic of the non-synchronous labour on site, interspersing digital 
exactness with manual improvisation.

conclusion 
the project’s reliance on craftsmanship could be interpreted as being criti-
cal of the process of deskilling and degradation of work as theorized harry 
braverman, in which capitalism reorganizes production to decrease skilled 
work, and thus renders labour into a commodity.17 at the site, the rigid 
hierarchies and class demarcations between immaterial labour, manage-
ment, and manual work were dissolved, as workers exercised a high level 
of control over the pace and method of construction, and were required to 
stretch their skills and learn new building techniques.18 yet this flexibility and 
agency is not inherent to digital architecture; rather, it is enabled by the 
global division of labour, in which modes of organization and skills of different 
temporalities and localities are combined in ambiguous coexistence. thus 
bloch’s notion of non-simultaneity is especially useful for analysing the work 
of architecture in relation to both its conditions of production and consump-
tion, and hence as a significant, unacknowledged dimension of the ‘glocal’.
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3.2 the historiography of the Present 

SESSION CHAIR: 
andreW leach
Griffith University, Australia

In her concluding comments on the second International Meeting of the 
eahn in brussels, Mary Mcleod noted a tendency among more recently 
minted scholars and Phd students to be preoccupied (and perhaps prob-
lematically so) with the recent past. evidenced either as the historiography 
or critical appraisal of the architecture since the 1970s or as the study of 
architectural history’s earlier moments and trajectories through attention to 
their historians, this work actively addresses the patrimony of the present. It 
further looks to the task of understanding those moments in the recent past 
in which the form and structures of contemporary architectural thought, 
practice, education and criticism were introduced or confirmed. What do 
the tools and disciplinary perspectives of the architectural historian offer 
this problem? Is this a proper subject for architectural history scholarship? 
can we reverse the implications habitually drawn from tafuri’s maxim ‘non 
c’è critica, solo storia’ to argue that subjects of criticism can, indeed, be 
subjects of history? that the passage of time is not the only means by which 
to foster critical distance? When does it stop being too soon to start writing 
architectural history?
this session invites speakers to reflect on the broader issues at stake in 
this pull to the present: to historicize this development, to contextualize it 
institutionally and intellectually. What is at stake in the perceived growth 
of attention to the recent past? What is the nature of this work? What 
objectives underpin its momentum? does it speak to the history and fates 
of architectural theory among the architectural humanities? or the role of 
cultural studies in positioning architectural matters in hitherto unconsidered 
territories? and what are the implications of attending to the present and 
the recent past rather than other historical moments? Is there an impact 

upon resources, students and opportunities that can reshape architectural 
history and undermine traditionally strong fields of historical study (antiqui-
ties of various stripes, the medieval epoch, and so forth)? how does it affect 
architectural history’s geography, or the parallel pull to consider the global? 
Papers in this session will address these broad-ranging questions through 
focused reflections on the current shape of architectural history as a field 
of study. contributions may offer cross sections through a series of cases, 
through treatment of a defined moment (such as postmodernism, or de-
constructivism) or present examples symptomatic of broader problems or 
positions within the questions sketched out here. Papers will ultimately con-
tribute to the broader historiography of ideas in architectural culture, and 
contributions may also reflect on the role and valency of this disciplinary 
agenda on architectural history writ large.
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3.2.1 Proclaiming the End of Postmodernism in 
architecture

valÉry dIdelon
École Nationale Supérieure  
d’Architecture Paris-Malaquais, France

abstract

In recent years, ever greater numbers of researchers have been turning 
their attention to the subject of postmodernism in architecture, with most 
starting by stating when it expired. Indeed, it is when a cultural movement 
is definitively part of the past that people most commonly undertake to 
study it. Whereas the date of its emergence is regularly put back to ear-
lier and earlier moments in the history of architecture, postmodernism 
in architecture is commonly considered to have ended – or died – in the 
mid-1990s, a period that corresponds to the most recent past into which 
historians have commenced their investigations. From that time onwards, 
the field of contemporary architecture has been declared open to theory 
and criticism. this paper will carefully examine the conditions under which 
postmodernism’s death notice was given in architecture, noting further-
more how this notice differed between the architectural cultures of europe 
and the united states. Which historians, critics and architects conducted 
its autopsy? What arguments were developed, for example, in the columns 
of the american journal Architecture in 2011 to say that post-postmodern-
ism’s time was up? clearly distinguishing stylistic questions and anthropo-
logical issues, the paper will go on to consider the possibility that the end of 
postmodernism was announced prematurely, outlining a number of hypoth-
eses with a view to historicising contemporary architectural production.

keywords

architecture, postmodernism, style, history, criticism

at the end of the 1980s, in the united states and in new york in particular, 
students, architects, critics and historians began to speak of postmodern-
ism as something that belonged to the past. In the columns of the New York 
Times, the critic Paul goldberger assured readers that for thirtysomethings, 
postmodernism was now both institutional and old-fashioned, while modern-
ism was enjoying something of a comeback, albeit ‘in fashion more than in 
substance.’1 a few months later, in june 1988, in an article published in the 
New Criterion,2 roger Kimball expounded on how even the discipline’s most 
illustrious elders were overcome by doubt. he was in fact reporting on a 
symposium and a debate, held respectively at Princeton university and the 
Parsons school of design in new york city, during which architects robert 
Maxwell, anthony vidler, Peter eisenman, robert venturi and many others 
speculated about the ‘death of postmodernism’ and the advent of the ‘next 
wave of architectural fashion’. In this same period, the historian heinrich 
Klotz, who had been a companion to the movement, concluded the english 
edition of his history of postmodern architecture published by MIt Press by 
stating: ‘the result of such daring adventures – trying to reach identity with 
the historical styles and still stay in the present – necessarily leads to the an-
nouncement of the “end of postmodernism.” the final stage seems to have 
been reached, yet there is still much to come.’3 and finally, there are many 
who hold that the Deconstructivist Architecture exhibition held at the Museum 
of Modern art during the summer of 1988 marked the beginning of a new 
era. Indeed, the critic charles gandee, in his review of the exhibition for House 
& Garden, claimed, with a hint of irony, that now ‘Postmodernism is passé.’4

What was going on at that moment? exactly what kind of postmodernism 
was under discussion here? and what does it actually mean to proclaim its 
end? Were the critics writing history in real time or just making hasty judg-
ments? Whether the future proves them right or wrong, at the very least 
we should give serious consideration to these influential commentators on 
the american architectural scene and examine the arguments they put for-
ward. Indeed, it is frequently from this announced end that postmodernism 
is interpreted today, as a movement succeeded by contemporary architec-
ture. In the end, this terminal and founding moment puts into question the 
methods and the aims of historians and critics in ways that the present 
paper will attempt to enlighten.

the fiasco of postmodern architecture

beyond the failures of such notable icons of postmodernism as the Piazza 
d’Italia in new orleans, which fell into disrepair a few years after its inau-
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guration,5 the first, often repeated argument that is used to condemn the 
movement at the turn of the 1990s focuses on the superficiality and artifi-
ciality of most of its realized projects. In the New York Review of Books, the 
critic Martin Filler avers that ‘it is now widely acknowledged that postmod-
ernism, which began two decades ago as a populist rejection of rigid and 
repetitive late modernism, has turned out to be just as formalist and sche-
matic as the style it intended to supplant.’6 the historian alan colquhoun is 
more specific in the columns of Assemblage, highlighting the casual use of 
the classical language of architecture made by developers and large firms: 
‘the problem that we encounter in the typical postmodern american office 
building is the lack of connection between the purpose of the building and 
the historical associations of its artistic form.’7 he goes on to demonstrate 
the inability of postmodernism to implement its promise of giving meaning 
to architectural forms. the skyscrapers designed by Philip johnson in the 
years before for bank of america, at&t, PPg, etc., could easily have served 
him as examples. let us note here that henceforth it is postmodern con-
structions rather than postmodern discourse that are being condemned.

the second argument put forward to explain the burnout of the movement 
concerns the affirmative rather than the critical nature of most of the proj-
ects. For many commentators, by going from camp to kitsch, that is to say 
from parody to pastiche,8 postmodernism lost its subversive and revolution-
ary power and so came to be considered as nostalgic, if not to say reac-
tionary. this is evidenced by many projects, such as those Michael graves 
designed for disney – the swan and dolphin hotels (1990) and the Walt 
disney headquarters (1990) – or robert stern’s casting center (1989). 
Mary Mcleod shows how, in the late 1980s, far from its grassroots origins 
postmodernism was thus directly associated with the ‘new corporate style’,9 
and as a result was devalued in the same manner as modernism had been 
twenty years earlier. For left-leaning architects and critics, this was enough 
of an invitation to bury postmodernism and place their hopes in a new move-
ment awash with references to russian constructivism. 

the third frequently invoked argument concerns what had once been post-
modernism’s hegemonic status. From this point of view, the movement was 
undermined from within by a number of architects rightly or wrongly consid-
ered as its heroes. robert venturi came out with a series of scathing com-
ments. For some time, he had railed against the advent of a new orthodoxy: 
‘the Post-modernists in supplanting the Modernists have substituted for the 
largely irrelevant universal vocabulary of heroic industrialism, another largely 
irrelevant universal vocabulary – that of parvenue classicism …’.10 at the end 

of a decade during which it had been omnipresent in specialized publications, 
postmodernism was a victim of its success, and for many observers had 
betrayed the promise of pluralism and eclecticism it held to in the place of an 
ideology.

the end of style and the rise of stylinG

through the various arguments they developed, most commentators on the 
american architectural scene were certainly in consensus by the late 1980s 
about assimilating postmodernism to a historicist or classical style that suc-
ceeded the International style. Moreover, the detractors of postmodernism 
concurred on this point with its propagandists, a pair of whom, charles jen-
cks and robert stern, successively published two canonical works: Post-mod-
ernism: the new classicism in art and architecture and Modern Classicism.11

What is one to make of the postmodernism becoming a style? Firstly, that 
it retrospectively differentiates projects and designers hitherto bunched to-
gether by charles jencks under the welcoming banner of ‘radical eclecti-
cism’.12 Frank gehry, rem Koolhaas and Peter eisenman can no longer be 
considered postmodernist, but for a time became deconstructivists. con-
versely, allan greenberg, Quinlan terry and john blatteau, who came from 
traditionalist backgrounds, were now categorized as postmodernist. the 
movement gained in unity, but its critical ambitions were reduced and it 
certainly lost some of its richness.

More fundamentally, it was the very notion of style that on this occasion took 
on a particular meaning, even a new one. the classicist or historicist style 
is not a style in the manner this notion is understood by modern architects, 
that is to say, as the historian and critic Peter collins puts it, ‘the expression 
of a prevailing, dominant or authentically contemporary view of the world by 
those artists who have most successfully intuited the quality of human ex-
perience peculiar to their day.’13 Instead, the style in question referred to a 
series of a-historical and a-geographic formal features, completely indepen-
dent of the technical, economic and social context in which they appeared 
– in this case the post-industrial american society of the late twentieth 
century. at a push, style can in this sense be considered as a signature by 
which we identify one architect over another. as understood by late 1980s 
commentators, the classical style was a fashion destined to be replaced 
by another fashion, like that of deconstructivism. Moreover, Philip johnson 
describes the latter as ‘not a new style’ in the same way as modernism had 
been, but rather a set of ‘formal similarities’.14 
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In this sense, the announcement of the death of postmodern style in the 
american architecture world might indicate paradoxically the true coming of 
postmodernism, which from then on would be irreducible to any particular 
style and would deploy itself in countless forms of individual expression. this 
is what Mcleod suggests when she emphasizes the continuity, rather than 
the rupture, that occurs with deconstructivism.15 It is also what jencks ar-
gues in an issue of Architectural Design entitled “Post-Modernism on trial” 
when he interprets the announced demise of the movement as a sign of 
renewal, precisely because of the revived pluralism that it heralded.16

the livinG-dead postmodernism

What light can the discourse pervading other professions and other disci-
plines in the same period shed on this so-called end of postmodernism in 
architecture?

Writing in The New York Times, the critic andy grunberg in 1990 affirmed 
that in visual arts, postmodernism ‘has lost its momentum’ and was show-
ing ‘signs of fatigue’.17 In the art criticism and theory journal October, which 
had for a long time served as a laboratory for the movement, the critic 
hal Foster lamented that ‘treated as a fashion, postmodernism became 
démodé’.18 as for the literary world, the situation was no different. de villo 
sloan commented that ‘postmodernism as a literary movement in the unit-
ed states is now in its final phase of decadence.’ Its misfortune was to have 
been ‘increasingly institutionalized and infested with academic theory and 
criticism.’19 seen from the point of view of its various cultural manifesta-
tions, postmodernism therefore seemed to be in decline and destined not 
to survive very long the modernism it had contested.

In the humanities and social sciences, in contrast, the meaning attributed to 
postmodernism broadened throughout the 1980s. From a subject of strict-
ly epistemological reflection in the work of the philosopher jean-François 
lyotard,20 postmodernism became paradigm that illuminated the economic, 
political and social context as a whole for many neo-Marxist intellectuals. ac-
cording to Fredric jameson, postmodernism refers to ‘the cultural logic of 
late capitalism’,21 and, in the view of david harvey, to a ‘historical condition’22 
characterized by a new form of the flexible accumulation of capital. For those 
academics who single out the example of architecture, questions of style 
are instrumental; the most important thing is that postmodernism meets 
the growing demand for product differentiation in a competitive economy. 
In this respect, historical forms, symbolic images and signed architectures 

play a crucial role in the real estate market. the sociologist james Mayo ar-
gues in this spirit that ‘just as with the historic roots of Postmodernism, ar-
chitectural firms are using deconstruction as a design approach to market 
their buildings. business interests have thus appropriated deconstruction 
for aesthetic capital as they have with other approaches to style.’23 

When thus placed in a broader context in the early 1990s, postmodernism 
seems less ailing than humming with great vitality, a vitality mirroring that of 
american capitalism as boosted by reaganomics. From this point of view, 
one could also consider postmodernism in the light of the debate sparked 
in 1989 surrounding the dissemination of Francis Fukuyama’s thesis on the 
end of history.24 the american philosopher argued that liberal democracy 
had triumphed over rival ideologies and was thus the ‘end point of mankind’s 
ideological evolution’, as well as ‘final form of human government’, therefore 
bringing about the ‘end of history’. In the very same way, it is into a perpetual 
present – a stasis – that postmodernism entailed the american architec-
tural scene in the early 1990s, from which it has been merely adapted to 
various trends in matters of form and signification.

postpostmodernism?
dead, but not really, postmodernism haunted architects, critics and histo-
rians all through the next decade. In 2001, Architecture the journal of the 
american Institute of architects published a special feature whose clearly 
stated objective was again to turn the page. on the front cover, venturi 
defended himself against an invisible prosecutor, arguing that he had never 
been postmodern, and in his editorial, the critic richard Ingersoll stated that 
‘you don’t need a coroner to find out if postmodernist architecture is dead.’25 
throughout the issue, as a decade earlier, the debate was about classi-
cism and historicism. In the academic and professional fields of american 
architecture, postmodernism therefore essentially remained a style of the 
past, and not an active principle in the present. this is a view of reality that 
researchers, particularly historians, now must probe to see what elements 
of denial it includes and how it obscures our understanding of contemporary 
architecture.

that said, many questions arise concerning the way in which the history of 
contemporary architecture can be written today. because it is suspended in 
a perpetual present, can contemporary architecture still be analysed from 
a diachronic point of view? or is it better to approach it from a strictly syn-
chronic angle? one of the issues at stake is in fact to know whether histo-
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rians are best suited for rendering the ever-renewed trends and signatures 
intelligible. Is critical history making way for an historicizing criticism – in 
the event that we might consider them two truly foreign approaches? the 
problem here is that the pluralism and generalized relativism – the ‘anything 
goes’ attitude – characteristic of the postmodern condition also make it dif-
ficult to select and judge works for which it is the calling of any established 
critic to tackle. Finally, while individual backgrounds often appear today as 
the only identifiable patterns in the fabric of history, it seems that archi-
tects themselves may be in the best position to shed some light on their 
own production. are not rem Koolhaas’s S, M, L, XL, jacques herzog and 
Pierre de Meuron’s Natural History and rafael Moneo’s Remarks on 21 
Works among the most remarkable contributions in the historiography of 
contemporary architecture?26 the tendency of some to reflect on their past 
does not apply to all, and one might think that it is the role of independent 
and intellectually challenging interlocutors to assist in these attempts at 
ego-history,27 and to tie these various strains together to better allow for a 
polycentric construction of the history of contemporary architecture.
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3.2.2 architectural discourse and the rise  
of Cultural Studies 

antony MoulIs
University of Queensland, Australia

abstract

none of the recently published anthologies of architectural theory, represent-
ing intellectual work in the field from the early 1990s to the present, refers to 
the rise of cultural studies in the contemporary discourse of architecture. nor 
does the relationship between the history of architecture and the production 
of cultural studies appear to have been addressed. nonetheless it is apparent 
that since the early 1990s, cultural studies – a field covering, amongst other 
subjects, politics, identity discourse, media, gender and popular culture – has 
grown in scope and is now taken up broadly within academic discussions of 
architecture. What can be made of this rise relative to the discipline of archi-
tecture and for an understanding of theory and history as agents of the dis-
course? In seeking to debate the post-critical moment in architectural theory 
of the late 1990s, Mark jarzombek makes the observation that the kind of 
diverse intellectual work to which architecture has become subject since this 
time appears remote from the practice of architecture. though jarzombek’s 
remark is an aside, it raises issues not yet properly faced that concern the 
role of cultural studies within architecture’s disciplinary field. this paper will 
map the rise of cultural studies in relation to architecture from its beginnings 
with the 1990 Princeton symposium ‘sexuality and space’, organised by beat-
riz colomina (subsequently edited and published in 1992) and her 1994 book 
Privacy and Publicity: Modern Architecture as Mass Media, which constitute 
the incipient events setting out the ground for cultural studies entry into the 
disciplinary field of architecture. In retrospect, colomina’s claim to ‘displace 
architecture’ through the frame of cultural studies was not simply about ar-
chitecture as object, but can be seen in architecture’s recent historiography 
as a moment of disciplinary displacement, the effects of which are still being 
felt in its academic field today.

keywords

architectural history, architectural theory, cultural studies
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none of the recently published anthologies of architectural theory, represent-
ing intellectual work in the field from the early 1990s to the present, refers 
specifically to the rise of cultural studies in the contemporary discourse of ar-
chitecture.1 nor does the relationship between history of architecture and the 
production of cultural studies appear to have been addressed. nonetheless it 
is apparent that since the early 1990s, cultural studies – a field of intellectual 
work covering politics, identity, media, gender and popular culture amongst 
other themes – has grown in its use and is now taken up broadly within the 
history, theory and criticism academic discussions of architecture. What can 
be made of this rise relative to the discipline of architecture and for an under-
standing of theory and history as agents of the its discourse? In seeking to de-
bate the post-critical moment in architectural theory of the late 1990s, Mark 
jarzombek makes the observation that the kind of diverse intellectual work to 
which architecture has become subject since the start of the 1990s appears 
remote from the practice of architecture.2 though jarzombek’s remark is an 
aside, it raises issues not yet properly faced concerning the role of cultural 
studies within architecture’s disciplinary field and its own particular ‘history’.

the rise of cultural studies in the discourse of architecture can be evidenced 
in a series of publications spanning across the 1990s. this includes such 
edited collections such as beatriz colomina’s Sexuality and Space (1992), 
diana agrest’s The Sex of Architecture, edited by diana agrest, Patricia con-
way and leslie Kanes Weisman (1996), joel sander’s Stud: Architectures of 
Masculinity (1996) and Postcolonial Spaces (1997), edited by gülsüm nal-
bantoglu and Wong chong thai, and monographs such as jennifer bloomer’s 
Architecture and the Text (1993), catherine Ingraham’s Architecture and the 
Burdens of Linearity (1998) and aaron betsky’s books Building Sex (1997) 
and Queer Space (1997).3 a common thread amongst these diverse publi-
cations was their address to cultural and/or social themes in architecture 
focusing on two broad issues or questions – that of representation, in its dual 
Foucauldian/derridian sense, and that of space, in terms of power-relations, 
politics and gender. the mode of writing was self-consciously interdisciplinary 
in the sense that it brought other disciplinary views to architecture in order 
to transform discussion of it – a means to actively critique disciplinary norms 
and assumptions about the role of the architect and architectural practices.

Illustrative of the moment that cultural studies emerged in the discourse of 
architecture was the symposium “sexuality and space,” held at Princeton uni-
versity in March 1990. organised by beatriz colomina it included presenta-
tions by theorists of film, culture and gender alongside those of architectural 
historians and theorists. the presentations were published in 1992 as the 

first volume in the “Princeton Papers on architecture” series edited by colo-
mina herself, who had joined the faculty in 1988 from columbia university. 
according to ralph lerner, then Princeton’s dean of architecture, the inau-
guration of the series was an important moment in the intellectual life of the 
school – seen as a means to capture and record live debates and discussions 
articulated within the school body – something, he suggested, that had never 
before attempted. It was also lerner’s view that the Princeton papers would 
‘inspect the limits of architectural discourse [and] document discussions and 
images generally left out of the architectural mainstream.’ this was not simply 
a move to promote other voices within the discipline. according to lerner, 
the intent was to ‘contribute to the widening of the architect’s intellectual and 
artistic boundaries.’4

as convenor of “sexuality and space” (and editor of the book) colomina took 
an even more incisive position than lerner on the broadening of architecture 
disciplinary boundaries. In her introduction she notes how the use of contem-
porary critical theory by architects and architectural theorists in the 1980s 
began an opening up of an architectural discourse that had then revealed its 
own limits. by way of example, she saw how that discourse, in failing to ad-
dress the ‘undisclosed’ relations of sexuality and space that pervaded institu-
tions and their formation, had failed to go beyond a defined and delimited set 
of intellectual concerns that were, in effect, sanctioned by the discipline. colo-
mina’s strategy to identify new ways of seeing and understanding architecture 
was to enlist intellectuals from outside architecture’s disciplinary field (cultural 
theorists) to facilitate a broader discussion of architecture and thereby to 
reconceptualise architecture as a disciplinary field. this reconceptualization 
meant replacing ‘the traditional thought of architecture as object’ with the 
view it be approached as ‘a system of representation’. Implied in this simple 
intellectual move was a new set of divisions within the field. Forms of media 
(drawings, models, photographs and well as the buildings themselves) would 
tell their own stories, and would not necessarily cohere around entrenched 
questions in the discipline concerning authorship – the study of an architect’s 
oeuvre through the buildings and projects attributed to them – or assump-
tions about architectural representation that privileged buildings as the ulti-
mate consequence of architectural activity. the greater project announced by 
colomina in staging the “sexuality and space” event was, in her own words, 
‘to displace architecture’ – that is, to reformulate its disciplinary boundaries 
by the introduction of fresh interdisciplinary concepts and questions under-
stood as a critique of the then-current modes of research and analysis in the 
history and theory of architecture.5
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With the publication of Privacy and Publicity in 1994 colomina took this agen-
da to two major authorial figures in twentieth-century architecture – namely, 
adolf loos and le corbusier.6 though the book addressed their work it did not 
do so in a way that was consistent with their assumed authorial positions. the 
archives, photographs, drawings and advertising examined therein were used 
to foreground other issues of cultural context – practices of representation 
that emerged with the rise of mass media in the twentieth century – which 
served to displace architecture from its traditional expression through build-
ings and into these other forms of mass-produced representation. colomina’s 
position and intent was clearly announced in the book’s title, which referred 
to neither loos nor le corbusier as its subjects, but only to the broader cul-
tural issue of media that was at stake in their work. What colomina clearly 
presented as a rebuttal of the terms in which architecture was understood 
in mainstream historical and theoretical accounts at the time became an im-
mediate critical success, with Privacy and Publicity winning the International 
architecture book award sponsored by the american Institute of architects 
(aIa) in 1995 – and arguably inaugurating a new standard in the culturally 
inflected historiography of architecture.

colomina’s work of the 1990s, as well as that of agrest, bloomer, sand-
ers, Ingraham, betsky and others, called for a moment when the study of 
architecture could be loosened from the ‘straightjacket’ of its then historical 
and theoretical framing. It can also be seen, in retrospect, as that moment 
when those modes of inquiry drawn from cultural studies began a process 
of greater legitimatisation within architectural discourse – the occasion when 
they began to operate from within architectural discourse rather than from 
its exterior. the broader context that proceeded this moment is important to 
acknowledge. the intellectual debates of the 1970s and 1980s had already 
opened architectural discourse to its re-coding through the kinds of concep-
tual tools offered by structuralism, phenomenology, semiology, psychoanalysis 
and the heavily politicised thought of the Frankfurt school – a means to test 
and adjust the discipline by its tactical engagement with other discourses. 
yet as K. Michael hays notes in his reflections on the intellectual life of the 
journal Oppositions that prosecuted those famous debates on autonomy and 
history from 1973 to 1984, ‘new textual strategies’ began in the mid-1980s 
to introduce new kinds of themes to that same discourse – ‘subjectivity, gen-
der, power and property, geopolitics and others’ – distinct of those attributed 
to the Oppositions generation of historians and theorists.7 those alternative 
discourses fuelled the issues and questions subsequently used to expand 
architecture’s disciplinary limits in the 1990s, marking the arrival of cultural 
studies.

What also marked the mode of cultural studies deployed within architectural 
discourse was its utility for critical agendas within the discipline. In this re-
gard, the works of theorist/historians such as agrest, bloomer, Ingraham 
and colomina in particular were seen to exemplify, in the intellectual context 
of the 1990s, a critical approach like that articulated by the historian Man-
fredo tafuri in the mid-1970s, namely, his concept of history as a ‘project’. 
tafuri’s intention at that time was to remind those engaged in the discourse 
of architecture of their obligation to history in its own right – of its nature as 
an ‘open discursive construct’8 – whose lessons were timely but also always 
provisional. this approach was a warning against the ‘abuse’ of history – its 
use as a means to reinforce the agendas of architectural practice or of 
individual architects and their beliefs, cast, by tafuri as the spectre of ‘op-
erative criticism’. as teresa stoppani has noted, while the works of agrest, 
bloomer and their contemporaries of the 1990s were not ‘operative’ in ta-
furi’s sense, these authors were nonetheless able to consciously suspend 
‘their theoretical practices between the project as design and the project as 
history’9 – making a position from which to undertake an open and performa-
tive critique of the contemporary conventions of writing on architecture and 
its historical methods in the construction of new contingent histories and 
texts. In their performance of this critique, however, it was as if a place had 
been established within historical discourse from which to enact provisional 
readings of architecture that rendered as a new mainstream that work that 
had been previously characterised as being on the margins of discourse in 
which alternative views of the discipline had been sought and practiced. a 
cultural studies approach to architecture, practiced as a form of critique 
in the 1990s, would quickly move to the centre and become a research 
method in its own right.

a topic deserving greater discussion is the promulgation of cultural studies 
in architecture at an institutional level, which facilitated the rise of cultural 
studies in architectural research. such institutional support can also be seen 
through new journals created as venues for scholarship. the MIt Press jour-
nal Grey Room, founded in 2000, seeks to promote a contemporary ‘cross-
disciplinary discourse’ including architecture, art, media, and politics with a 
focus on aesthetic practice and critical debate. Grey Room was successor to 
Assemblage (also MIt Press), a key international journal of critical theory in 
architecture from 1986 to 2000. Its demise, and Grey Room’s succession, 
further legitimised cultural studies as a mode of inquiry intrinsic to architec-
ture as a discipline – placing it in relation to other cultural practices with which 
there was an implied equivalence.
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understanding the continuity of intellectual practice between 1980s critical 
theory and the rise of cultural studies in architectural discourse, supported by 
contemporary journals like Grey Room, raises questions of this history’s con-
tribution to discussion around architecture’s so-called post-critical moment, 
spanning the turn of the twenty-first century. While harry Francis Mallgrave 
and david goodman argue that the ‘shift from theoretical distance to prag-
matic engagement is inseparable for the “irrational exuberance” of the mid 
1990s,’10 it is also the case that critical operations within the discipline of 
architecture were staged and expanded through the end of the decade via 
the interrogatory mode of cultural studies. the shift to a post-critical archi-
tecture, the notional abandonment of critical theory for critical practice, was, 
in this sense, not a blanket proposition – a mode of architectural research 
based in the practices of cultural studies emerging from the age of critical 
theory would succeed in outliving it, providing different kinds of opportunities 
for criticality in architecture.

the entry of cultural studies into the discipline of architecture not only pro-
vided occasion to broaden the fields in which architecture might operate, 
it also arrived at a moment coinciding with the expanding research agenda 
within universities and the growing recognition of architecture as a subject 
of academic discourse. the effect of cultural studies on the discourse of 
architecture can be seen as twofold. Firstly its effect has been to reframe 
architecture as an object of intellectual work and to displace it into its forms 
of representation, producing a subsidiary and multifarious discourse. s, and 
secondly, and somewhat paradoxically, cultural studies has also been sub-
sumed and absorbed by architectural discourse to the extent that it can be 
used to reinforce the discipline’s claim to its own intellectual concerns, give 
legitimacy to new kinds of intellectual work by which to understand archi-
tecture and underpin architecture’s status within an academic context. the 
mode of cultural studies in present-day architectural discourse can be seen 
as instrumental and even operative – not in relation to the agendas of archi-
tectural practice (as tafuri may have once seen it) but in terms of agendas 
played out at an institutional level – providing a means to underwrite the ex-
panding practice of cultural research for the discipline within the academy.

architecture was hardly the only discipline to be affected by the rise of cul-
tural studies. Its broader impact upon the humanities and social sciences 
is evident and offers useful points of comparison here. the ‘spatial turn’ in 
the study of geography for example – that discipline’s own cultural studies 
moment – introduced a new paradigm that transformed an understanding 
of the discourse and its theoretical construction by the introduction of new 

terms such as ‘space’, ‘place’ and ‘mapping’.11 this was a different impact 
from that experience in architectural discourse precisely because it was 
an architecture rendered as a cultural field that had become available in 
other fields as an analogy. It did, though, lead to the re-evaluation of terms. 
architecture’s effects were more complex and plural when seen from the 
perspective of cultural studies. For architecture and other disciplines cul-
tural studies became an accepted tool of intellectual practice – drawing an 
authority on the basis of its image of marginality despite its now central 
position in discourses and institutions. What effect, though, does this main-
streaming have upon the capacity of cultural studies to serve as a form of 
critical practice? 

this question, and the broader impact of cultural studies entry to the field, 
has largely passed without remark; at the very least, the presence of cul-
tural studies is simply assumed. In An Introduction to Architectural Theory 
(2011), Mallgrave and goodman are alert to the multiple trajectories evi-
dent in the contemporary discussion of architecture but make no strong 
claims for cultural studies as constituting a broader form of practice to 
which architecture is subject, preferring to reinforce its characterisation as 
a presence at the margins, a claim which can no longer be made in a mean-
ingful way.12 In their introduction to The Sage Handbook of Architectural 
Theory (2012) “shifting Paradigms and concerns,” hilde heynen and gwen-
dolyn Wright note with insight that ‘architectural theory now recognizes 
diversity, discontinuity, contingency and inevitable if unpredictable changes 
over time’13 through inclusive discussion on issues such as gender, race and 
culture. yet they shed no light on the bigger picture of how this came to be 
– or on how it relates to the greater rise of cultural studies in the contempo-
rary architectural scene with which they have both engaged in their own work. 

recognising these multifarious forms of inquiry as constituting the presence 
of cultural studies within the discipline as monolithic rather than multiple 
leads to other questions, not yet fully grasped and here only introduced, 
concerning how this presence shapes the present modes of architectural 
discourse and the meaning of its rise as a marker of architecture’s status in 
contemporary culture and practice. as colomina’s writings on le corbusier 
and loos in the 1990s recast an understanding of the construction of 
architect/authors within the field there are other effects of cultural stud-
ies upon the discourse of architecture yet to be examined and explained. 
architecture’s critique through the frame of cultural studies began nearly 
three decades ago, long enough ago for us to realise that the claims made 
at that time were not simply marginal ones as they were often character-
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ised by detractors and supporters alike. an examination of architecture’s 
recent historiography reveals this time as initiating a moment of disciplinary 
displacement the effects of which are still being felt across its academic 
field today.
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3.2.3 after nature: architectural history and 
Environmental Culture 

danIel barber
University of Pennsylvania, USA

abstract

one of the more prominent aspects of recent architectural history involves how 
the field has been configured relative to the environment. since the 1960s, 
a number of historians and critics have engaged the field on these terms. an 
analysis of these histories helps to simultaneously dispel and expand the ru-
brics of ‘environment’ and ‘sustainability’ as they are deployed in architectural 
discourse, and in particular to lead such concerns away from engagement 
with nature as a static object of concern and towards a more diverse and 
broad based attempt – at once aesthetic, technological and social – for the 
use of design tactics to intervene in the global ecological system. historical 
narratives and critical analyses by brenda and robert vale, james Wines, 
Malcolm Wells, Philip drew and many others developed not only in book form, 
but also through articles, special issues, and new journals. the first part of 
this paper will analyze how these projects harnessed historical evidence either 
with the intent of clarifying methodological or technical challenges in the pres-
ent, or sought to describe a longue durée history of vernacular practices as a 
means to justify the contemporary significance of architectural-environmental 
traditions. at the same time, the issues embedded in these writings should 
not be dismissed for their ideological commitments. the second part of this 
paper will place these architectural-environmental histories in a dynamic re-
lationship with, rather than in opposition to, the range of interpretations of 
architecture’s social, aesthetic, and technological future as it has been en-
visioned since the 1970s. the aim is to outline a historiography that sees 
concern over territorial management, social change, and the outlines of the 
ecological future as part of the architectural historiography of the present, 
while also remaining attentive to the premise of the environment as a new 
driver for social and political change. 

keywords

technology, environment, the future, discourse, image, agency
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While interest in those global concerns we now call ‘the environment’ have 
a long history in architectural practices and theories, the historical treat-
ment of architecture in relationship to these environmental factors arguably 
was instigated around 1966, and reflected through concerns developing far 
outside the field. In Kenneth boulding’s essay “the economics of the coming 
spaceship earth,” first published in an obscure collection on resource eco-
nomics but later widely distributed, excerpted, and referenced, he began by 
suggesting that ‘we are in the process of a long transition in the nature of 
the image which man has of himself and his environment.’1 It was an early in-
stance in which the ‘cultural’ and ‘aesthetic’ aspects of environmental change 
were seen to be as significant as the technological and material ones. his 
point, in other words, was that the way in which we conceive of and imagine 
the relationship between humans and the environment affects the patterns 
and processes that allow us to live comfortably within it. architects, it seems, 
were among the first to understand this; or in any event boulding’s injunction 
was of especial relevance to the design fields, of the most prolific producers 
of this image economy. the history of such images – reimagining the rela-
tionship between human and natural systems, and read for their possible 
instrumental effects on environmental conditions, began to be written around 
this same time.

architects, in other words, were producing a number of those images, and 
architectural historians in the period were collecting them, cataloging them, 
and forming them into narratives – of what that image was, and how it could 
change. such images were almost always projective, imagining different, 
though not necessarily utopian, futures; and thinking about how to build them. 
What I want to suggest is that a significant development in the historical 
analysis of threads of environmentalist architecture of the period from 1966 
to the present is less the architecture itself – its forms, its means of energy 
efficiency, its strategies of social engagement – and more the production 
and circulation of images about the future. the production of architectural 
historical knowledge became, and still is, a vibrant discursive project focused 
on the interdisciplinary negotiation of the human dimensions of environmental 
problems. this is not about nature, but about systems, and about how human 
and natural systems, insofar as they can be differentiated, are differentiated 
only so that they can be made to more advantageously interact.

In order to explore this dynamic I want to open up for our collective analysis 
some of the historical production of the period, and in particular examine the 
images – actually reproduced or described in text – that were deployed on 
these terms. rather than look to self-consciously historical scholarship, we 

can find evidence in the production of architectural knowledge that was only in 
part intended to provide a historical narrative. In these cases, this re-assem-
bly of the past – prior centuries or decades – was intended to be instrumen-
tal to re-framing architectural practices in the present. these developments 
played out both through analyses that we can clearly call environmental, which 
I will discuss first; and also, as I will discuss second, through a range of his-
torical analyses and reflections on architecture, technology, and culture that, 
though not explicitly aimed at environmental change, nonetheless operate, 
from today’s perspective, as important interventions in the historiography of 
architectural knowledge as it came to be more engaged with environmental 
concerns. 

this first set of histories of the environmental movement in architecture were 
not histories at all, but rather methodological handbooks aimed at improving 
environmental performance and awareness that also that provided a robust 
historical context – usually with examples of both traditional and modern archi-
tectural practices. one of the more remarkable products here are the books 
Solar Control and Shading Devices (1957) and Design with Climate: Biocli-
matic Approach to Architectural Regionalism (1963) by victor and aladar 
olgyay.2 the two books were written to convey a complex method of adapting 
a building to its climatic region, which the olgyay twins had been playing out in 
their teaching at MIt and Princeton university since the late 1940s. typical of 
the handful of climate-design manuals of the period, they begin by attempting 
to understand the deep past – in this case, an exploration of the migration 
of native american tribes relative to the building types they developed – for 
its relevance to the climatic practices of the present. they showed these 
images and posed these building practices as a natural response to climate 
conditions, available for transformation into modernist practices; mixed in, for 
example, with images of more culturally and historically distant building types, 
they include a photograph and section detailing the climatic innovations of 
Paolo soleri’s dome house, built in the arizona desert in 1951. 

a more aggressive attempt to map the recent history of modernist-inflected 
climatic design knowledge played out in the olgyays’ 1957 Solar Control and 
Shading Devices. (Figure 1) a 96-page “Part II: architectural examples” con-
tained a catalogue of climate sensitive buildings of the inter-war and early post-
war period. here recent historical knowledge is, again, seen as instrumental 
to practices in the present – though in a very specific, and strangely a-historical 
way. there are no dates in “Part II”; the spreads on each building are intended 
for their scientific value more than as a narrative of architectural-historical de-
velopment. technical drawings to determine a building’s ‘sun mask’ – a central 
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aspect of their climatic method – are paramount, and the building photographs 
focus on the variety of façade treatments that their method allows. buildings, 
for the olgyays, are data points, intended to aggregate and produce ‘increased 
knowledge’ about how to build in a range of climates.

at the same time the images tell a history. le corbusier stands out – his 
own set of redrawn sketches, under the title “une petite histoire du brise-
soleil chez le corbusier” was published in Architecture d’Aujourd’hui in 1944; 
the olgyays reprint it at the beginning of the book, and also develop at great 
length a comparative analysis of recent important buildings – including Mies’ 
seagram building; harrison and abramowitz’s alcoa headquarters, and oth-
ers; and find le corbusier’s unité d’habitation to be the most sensible climati-
cally, ‘blocking the sun before it enters the building’ rather than attempting to 
manage it mechanically.3 their implicit history of thinking about architecture 
and climate, with le corbusier in the lead, leads to an alternate geography of 
modernist development. the attention is focused, in addition to the us and 
europe, on south america (especially brazil), West africa, the Middle east, 
australia, and other areas we now see as the global south. the focus is on 
how how design principles can manage the vagaries and unpredictability of 
climate; an interest, in other words, in the recent history of architecture as 
evidence of systems and processes, as an instigation for the field to encoun-
ter a range of social conditions and environmental challenges. 

Much of this dynamic – a focus on design principles, an engagement with 
recent history as example, and an embedded assumption of a modernist pro-
gressive trajectory – persists across a range of methodological books in the 
period. these tend to start with a historical pastiche, and then focus in on re-
cent historical examples to set up new principles, methods, or building types 

Figure 1. an ‘architectural example’ from victor and aladar olgyay, solar control and shad-
ing devices, 1957.

that the book is intending to promote – again, using history, instrumentalizing 
it, to inform methods for building in the present – but writing history all the 
same. brenda and robert vale, in The Autonomous House: Design and Plan-
ning for Self-Sufficiency (1975), rely on a number of alternative traditions in 
this fashion.4 In their case nearly every chapter – on “harnessing the Wind,” 
“heat Pumps,” “the Problem of Water” – is introduced with a summary his-
tory of the relevant processes, suggesting not only possible technological 
forms but also possible engagements with larger socio-historical patterns of 
settlement; this is of course, their point, that different types of technological 
engagement resonate across different kinds of social formation. 

this dynamic is developed with most obvious reference to architecture in the 
vales chapter on the solar house, called “Power from the sun”. after some 
older examples illustrating basic principles, and as a means to introduce their 
own premise of adapting a building’s systems to the possible inputs of the 
natural environment, they discuss in some detail the design and technologi-
cal condition of a number of solar houses built in the 1940s and 1950s.5 
technical means to determine the precise angle of solar incidence, the length 
of the roof projection for a given latitude, and also the mechanics of solar 
heating and storage in water tanks, pebbles, or chemical solution are dis-
cussed simultaneously as historical experiments and directives for the pres-
ent. What is especially interesting in this and other chapters is the transition 
from images of historical buildings to diagrams demonstrating the possibility 
of engaging these historical systems and devices towards transforming build-
ing practices.6

numerous related examples play out similar concerns and strategies, often 
with somewhat more aggressive advocacy for seeing these recent examples 
as directives for future practices. Malcolm Wells’ edited publication Notes 
from the Energy Underground brought together both activists and histori-
ans to consider a range of new building techniques, focused on Wells’ own 
practice of building with berms or underground.7 the book brought together 
a range of voices interested in intervening in the cycles of energy production 
and consumption – here in the midst of a brief period of government interest 
in solar subsidies in the mid-1970s, the force of Wells’ book was a rejection 
of government assistance. the history of the past was justification for a quiet, 
though possibly quite effective, form of resistance. 

It was also justification for the production of images, and Wells’ contributions 
to the energy economy of environmentalist architecture were substantial. 
Wells’ watercolours are another source for images sitting not quite in the 
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present, but somewhere between the recent past and the near future – a 
practice of explicitly examining a project on the terms of its ‘before and after’ 
potential that continued up until he passed away in 2009. his own waterco-
lours operate precisely across the nexus under examination – images of the 
near future, rooted in the possibilities of the present. the obstacles imagined 
are not architectural or technical, but about social formations, and the im-
ages are attempting to convince the viewer of the viability and promise of the 
vision of the built world, so that they will help build it. 

although these examples exhibit a compelling relationship between historical 
and methodological knowledge, they are not intended as histories in the nor-
mal sense. their project is that of material transformation in the built world, 
not the production of scholarly knowledge. they blur distinctions between 
modes of architectural writing. More straightforward historical narratives 
also pursued this instrumental agenda, not through an appeal to design meth-
od but rather according to a broader dialogue on the environment, economic 
growth, and risk. these are also not strictly architectural histories, and they 
see hope for the future in the recent past – though on very different terms. 

the beginning of thinking through architecture and history on these environ-
mentalist terms has its echoes in lewis Mumford’s heralding of the emer-
gence of neotechnic era out of the paleotechnic past in his Technics and Civili-
zation (1934). It is possibly one of the first definitive traces of a technologically 
focused environmentalism, not only in architecture. Mumford inherited the 
historiographic schema of paleotechnic/neotechnic from his mentor, Patrick 
geddes; geddes had himself based it on a careful reading of george Perkins 
Marsh.8 a businessman, diplomat, politician and ‘geographically minded histo-
rian’ Marsh published Man and Nature; or Physical Geography as Modified by 
Human Action in 1864. his basic thesis, developed through studies of defor-
estation in the us and europe gathered during his lengthy travels, is that man 
is inevitably ‘an active biological agent… a disturbing agent, who upsets the 
harmonies of nature.’9 Marsh was among ‘the first to conjoin all human agen-
cies in a somber global picture.’10 Mumford, under this influence, ‘focused 
simultaneously on cultural diversity and relations of power within human soci-
ety, refusing to divorce individual attitudes to nature from their social, cultural, 
and historical contexts,’ thus allowing Mumford to write an ecological history 
of technology, and to prefigure an environmentalism of technological experi-
mentation and new social movements.11

though Mumford would significantly temper his enthusiasm in later years, 
these early formulations maintain their influence; or better, they help to 

describe how the framework, in architecture, of the destructive potential of 
man’s inhabitation on the planet has been re-inscribed as incentive towards 
technological innovation and social transformation. this has had numerous 
threads of development since the interwar period, perhaps most recog-
nizably in giedeon and banham. the architectural history of technological 
optimism reflects the same methodological premise discussed above – one 
good example is the text Radical Technology, developed from an issue of Ar-
chitectural Design (AD) in 1976 edited by Peter harper and godfrey boyle, 
and somewhat from the same milieu as The Autonomous House.12 In these 
texts, technology is seen to be able to provide devices and efficiencies, and 
also to reconfigure social formations, so as to facilitate a new and more 

environmentally sensitive fu-
ture. Radical Technology also 
reflects the premise of the 
better-known Whole Earth 
Catalog by providing a manual 
for living off the grid or in col-
lective housing. by contrast, 
more recent publications, 
such as catherine slessor’s 
Eco-Tech: Sustainable Archi-
tecture and High Technology 
(1997), propose that proper 
technological thinking in ar-
chitecture can lead, without 
social transformation, to a 
more rational relationship 
between human and natural 
systems.13 to a large extent 
this is the dominant premise 
in the sustainable architec-
ture of the present – tech-
nology will provide solutions, 
so that social conditions can 
stay the same. 

another end of the spectrum, 
and one that allows me to be-
gin to conclude this survey 
by returning to questions of 
the image economy, is Peter 

Figure 2. Figures 67-71 from Peter cook, Experi-
mental Architecture, 1970. note the resonance 
with ehrlich’s suggestion of a single, global building, 
perhaps especially in the image running across the 
top of both spreads, ‘jos. Weber: high density city 
strip development, 1965.’
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cook’s Experimental Architecture of 1970. cook explicitly focused on ‘new 
projects [that] anticipate a future condition of man though not consistent 
with other formal interpretations of the same social idealism,’ including the 
work of archigam, superstudio, constantin doxiadis, Paolo soleri, yona 
Friedman and others.14 (Figure 2) cook’s basic goal is to articulate, through 
a historical analysis of formal, material, and technological innovation, how 
architecture engages futurological discourse. In so doing, he attempts to 
use cultural means to re-capture what andrew ross has described as ‘a 
solid claim on the future’. cook is participating in a larger futurological move-
ment that is attempting to ‘respond to popular desires for a more creative 
and less standardized way of life,’ and positions architecture relative to the 
corporate-bureaucratic discussion on energy, pollution and other environ-
mental ‘goods’ and ‘bads’ in the period.15 

similar concerns are evoked with reference to cook’s own work as part of 
the archigram collective, again from a place somewhat outside of the ar-
chitectural discussion. Paul ehrlich’s Population Bomb (1968) emphasizes 
the catastrophic elements of the shrinking availability of resources, and the 
inability of social or political mechanisms to manage these variables effec-
tively within an increasing awareness of the world system. Introducing the 
population problem as ‘a numbers game’ spiraling up towards catastrophe, 
ehrlich refers to a proposal by j. h. Fremlin, a pioneer nuclear physicist and 
frequent futurological interlocutor, who had

guessed that such a multitude might be housed in a continuous 2,000 
story building covering our entire planet. the upper 1,000 stories would 
contain only the apparatus for running this gigantic warren. ducts, 
pipes, wires, elevator shafts, etc, would occupy about half of the space 
in the bottom 1,000 stories. this will leave three or four yards of floor 
space for each person [who] could travel only within a circle of a few 
hundred yards radius on any floor.

this evocation resonates with the imagery being produced as architectur-
al megastructural fantasies and speculations in the same period; it also 
shares their futurological ambivalence. though seemingly dystopic, such a 
structure would, according to ehrlich, ‘permit each person to choose his 
friends among some ten million people… and “one could expect some ten 
million shakespeares and rather more beatles to be alive”.’16 amidst these 
serious technological challenges, the cultural effects, in other words, could 
be dynamic and productive.

thus, again, boulding’s intervention: it is the ‘image of the future’ that is 
at stake. the project is cultural, not technological. environmentalism, read 
through narratives of the past, present, and future embedded in architectural 
writings of the 1970s, is not about a return to a state of natural harmony 
but about the projections of dynamic future – one that is informed by scien-
tific knowledge, inflected by cultural expressions of desire, and instantiated 
through applied technological practices such as architecture. 

boulding’s 1966 text has been reflected in recent ‘eco-critical’ scholarship, 
perhaps most directly in the work of literary scholar rob nixon. his 2010 
book slow violence and the environmentalism of the Poor reiterates bould-
ing’s frameworks, but with the diffuse panic that characterizes contemporary 
discussions. the modern environmental crisis, nixon writes, is a crisis of 
representation; as he writes: ‘climate change, the thawing cryosphere, toxic 
drift, biomagnification, deforestation, the radioactive aftermath of wars, acidi-
fying oceans, and host of other slowly unfolding environmental catastrophes 
present formidable representational obstacles that can hinder our efforts to 
mobilize and act decisively.’17 the relative invisibility of environmental decay, 
its delayed and dispersed effects, and perhaps most importantly its attritional 
or agglomerative condition, renders it irrelevant to an image and spectacle 
infested cultural discourse. From this perspective, the production of images 
by architects, and the collection of those images into complex narratives of 
social progress, environmental decline, and cultural opportunity, are increas-
ingly important. 
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3.2.4 looking Back, looking now: architecture’s 
Construction of history

Inbal ben-asher gItler
Sapir Academic College – Ben Gurion University of the Negev, Israel
naoMI MeIrI-dann
Tel Aviv University, Israel 

abstract

the debate concerning the temporal boundaries of architectural history is a 
pressing issue, the implications of which reach beyond pure intellectual dis-
course to raise questions that are educational, economic and institutional. 
the notion of history in our field has indeed begun to change, concurrent with 
a general re-examination of its epistemological and disciplinary boundaries. 
In this paper, we argue that while practicing the discipline of architectural 
history within traditional timeframes and established analytical tools is of ut-
most importance, scholars should also embrace the research and criticism 
of more recent architecture. taking our cue from scholars who have raised 
similar questions with regard to art history, such as Preziosi and camille in 
the 1980s and rogoff, more recently, we demonstrate that it is not only the 
past that inspires the present: the study of the past as an object or subject 
of research is always influenced by the present, by its current discourses 
and ideologies. In other words, looking at what is built now, or has been built 
only recently, is an important dimension of looking back. While underscoring 
the importance of researching the history of architecture contextually (also 
as a tool for understanding recent architectural production), we investigate 
how historical research is transformed by the present, by intellectual and 
academic “turns” as well as by cultural developments. We will show how 
recent architecture has influenced the architectural canon as well as how it 
has shaped our perspective of architecture’s cultural context in past eras. It 
positions the important role of the present in the construction of history and 
the production of new historical knowledge. Including the present in teach-
ing and research is certainly a breech of disciplinary boundaries, but it has 
the capacity to maintain architectural history’s academic relevance and its 
relevance to society and its evolving built environment.

keywords

architecture, modernism, brutalism, Israel, S. gall, googleplex

last March, the azrieli architecture archive was inaugurated in tel-aviv, Is-
rael. a symposium entitled ‘the history of Israeli architecture in the Informa-
tion age’ was organized to celebrate its opening. on the invitation appeared 
a photograph of architect ram Karmi’s student dormitories, built in be’er-
sheva in 1976.1 this is a late-modernist building of exposed concrete, and 
the question should be raised as to why the conference organizers chose 
this 38-year-old building to advertise the event. as part of our discussion, we 
will propose that this choice attests to a growing interest in late modernism, 
which stems not only from developments in research but also from looking 
at contemporary architecture. 

one of the issues extending from this session’s theme, “the historiography 
of the Present,” is that of the temporal boundaries of architectural history. 
this is a matter with implications that reach beyond pure intellectual dis-
course, raising questions that are educational, economical and institutional. 
the notion of history in our field has indeed begun to change, concurrently 
with a general re-examination of its disciplinary boundaries and methods, as 
well as its objects of research.2 In this paper we demonstrate how the study 
of the past as an object or subject of academic research is influenced by the 
present, by its current discourses, as well as by architectural practice itself. 
by proposing a reading of two examples of contemporary architecture as 
an inspiration for historical inquiry and interpretation, we aim to show that 
looking at what is built now, or has been built only recently, is an important 
part of looking back. 

contextualizinG concrete

the importance of researching the history of architecture contextually and 
with the use of well-established tools and methods is especially evident when 
expanding the geographic boundaries of the field. architectural history’s 
‘global turn’ has revealed significant gaps in documentation and analysis and 
this is the case with Israeli architecture. as such, the influence of recent and 
contemporary architecture upon the objects of architectural history seems 
even more apparent. architecture in the city of be’er-sheva can be taken 
as an example. It is the metropolitan center of southern Israel and is a city 
that exhibits an abundance of distinguished late modernist architecture con-
structed in exposed concrete. the material came back into vogue around 
1995, following a cessation that lasted barely twenty years. It reappeared 
first in the campus of the ben-gurion university of the negev, in a new 
master plan and buildings by ada Karmi-Melamede, an architect of national 
prominence.3 this revival coincided with a global ‘comeback’ in the use of ex-
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posed concrete in architectural practice. It was a conscious, post-modernist, 
approach that revived 1960s and 1970s brutalism, as well as additional, 
mostly local, aspects of modern architecture. academically, however, it was 
only in 2000 that a major exhibition, entitled the Israeli Project, addressed 
Israeli late modernism. It was followed by an extensive catalog published in 
2004.4 another exhibition was held in 2009, entitled the Poetry of con-
crete.5 We can thus trace a process whereby architectural practice in a 
sense canonized a style that had only recently subsided, and inspired exhibi-
tions that marked a commencement of historical research. It is important 
to note that these exhibitions preceded the advent of academic books and 
scholarly papers. this stems, in our opinion, from an ongoing urgency in es-
tablishing an Israeli national visual culture and publicizing it for mass, rather 
than academic, consumption, with the first exhibition roughly coinciding with 
the young nation’s fiftieth jubilee. a historiography of local late-modernism 
was thus embraced as it constructed a history of the new state’s built en-
vironment. consequently, academic publications on the subject significantly 
increased following the first of the aforementioned exhibitions.6 

In the past decade, contemporary architecture’s reification of late modern-
ism has become even more apparent, attesting to the influence of both 
Karmi-Melamede’s buildings of the 1990s and the academic surge. beit 
halohem – a centre for wounded veterans – exemplifies this and shows 
contemporary architecture’s impact upon historiography. (Figure 1) Planned 
by Kimmel-eshkolot architects, the building was completed in 2010. It was 
widely publicized upon its completion and was awarded the prestigious rech-
ter Prize, the most important architectural prize in the country. Kimmel-

Figure 1. Kimmel eshkolot architects, beit halohem, be’er-sheva, Israel, 2010. Photo-
graph by erran gitler

eshkolot have clearly expressed their referencing of exposed concrete as 
constituting homage to be’er-sheva’s late modernist architecture.7 ram 
Karmi’s dormitories, with which we opened this discussion, appear to be one 
source of historical inspiration for the contemporary building, as can be seen 
in the use of angular forms and faceted volumes. Kimmel-eshkolot have also 
noted the building’s visual contextualization of the nearby negev Monument, 
a 1960s environmental sculpture made entirely of exposed concrete, which 
can be seen from beit halohem. 

We would like to argue that the reworking of the forms and materials of late 
modernism in recent and contemporary architecture, such as Karmi-Mela-
mede’s university campus buildings and Kimmel-eshkolot’s beit halohem, is 
indeed affecting architectural history in ways that differ from previous dis-
courses: the renewed appropriation of exposed concrete and its referenc-
ing of a specific urban locale, refine and more clearly define the legacies 
of late modernism. While the exhibitions and research we have discussed 
underscored the ties between architecture, national politics and society, con-
temporary architecture is affecting research beyond this scope: materiality 
and form have begun to be more thoroughly investigated, a focus that also 
resonates the growing international body of research of brutalism and struc-
turalism in the past five years.8 In this respect, an international conference, 
which point of departure was exposed concrete as a material, was organized 
in 2013 in be’er-sheva, concurrently with the launching of a documentary 
website dedicated to ‘Israeli brutalism’. While these are only beginnings, they 
nonetheless underscore the advent of research that aims to focus upon thor-
oughly explaining local architectural phenomena as related to international 
late modernism, opening up new investigations that include aesthetics, tech-
nology, sustainability and more. an additional important aspect of how this 
contemporary architecture is negotiating history becomes apparent through 
publicity and mass communication. 

the ben-gurion university has recently published a book of its contempo-
rary architecture. In this publication, the revival of exposed concrete is un-
derscored and canonized, thus creating an historical field for the campus’s 
present.9 Furthermore, the municipality of be’er-sheva launched a public re-
lations initiative, branding the city as the capital of ‘Israeli brutalism’.10 Finally, 
choosing ram Karmi’s student dormitories for publicizing the consecration 
of an archive that should prove a major contribution to research, it positions 
recent architecture as a valid and central object of inquiry. as a document 
that bridges between visual culture and historical research, it expresses 
an awareness brought about not in the least by publicizing and historicizing 
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the contemporary. Public relations projects such as official publications and 
conferences, national prizes and urban branding, all of which are twenty-first 
century modes of mass communication, have thus become a part of consti-
tuting not just the present, but also what is worthy of attention in the past. 

While contemporary architecture has always influenced historians’ readings 
of the past, it seems that the immense growth of mass communication has 
magnified its impact. documentation that begins as a website, and attention 
brought to a certain issue by a public relations endeavor, have significantly 
more influence today not only upon public awareness but also on academic 
research. What beatriz colomina wrote twenty years ago regarding the im-
portance of mass communication for architecture in the first half of the 
twentieth century has, in a sense, amplified.11 contemporary architecture’s 
engagement with mass communication in the age of the World Wide Web 
has intensified, and its negotiation of its past is dealt with through more 
‘channels’. the architects themselves have better means at their disposal, 
with which to mediate their projects and conceptualize them. the architects 
discussed here actively historicized their present and harnessed it to a read-
ing of more recent architecture. In Israel these processes are also coupled 
with the need to invent an architectural history. contemporary architecture 
thus mediates its precedents as public monuments of historic value and aes-
thetic quality, actively canonizing them.

GooGleplex considered

our next example investigates the twenty-first century workspace as point of 
departure for studying the past. this is another aspect of the profound ef-
fect that the World Wide Web has had upon architecture and its research.12 
While the field of architectural history itself is undergoing fundamental chang-
es in the Information age, a phenomenon addressed by the symposium with 
which we opened, architecture is also changing in its functions, forms and 
modes of production.13 among the most interesting aspects of this change 
are the new physical spaces required by the web industry, for both infrastruc-
ture and operation. the novel production of knowledge and communication 
by companies such as google and Facebook has presented specific and, in 
some ways, unprecedented requirements for office design. google’s main of-
fices in Mountain view, california, known as the googleplex, as well as their 
offices worldwide, prescribe an extremely diversified office environment.14 
(Figure 2) the corporation headquarters reside in a refurbished hi-tech com-
plex redesigned by clive Wilkinson architects and degW. It includes a variety 
of workspaces that, in addition to standard and traditional offices, introduce 

domestic, ludic and pseudo-
urban spaces. rigorous atten-
tion has been given to leisure, 
health and fitness areas as well. 
the googleplex and its like dis-
play a redefinition of workplace 
architecture which intentionally 
blurs the boundaries between 
public and private, work and lei-
sure, implementing them in new 
and unexpected functional and 
stylistic combinations.15 In the 
workspaces of internet-based 
companies new environments 
are formed, environments that, 
as john archer has said, ‘en-
gage (not merely “reflect”) the 
conflicts and challenges of [their] 
time.’16 such profound changes 
call for a fresh look at the history 
of offices, in particular, and work-
spaces, in general. We would 

like to suggest that the interpretation of these new spaces can provide fresh 
insights regarding even medieval architecture – that of benedictine monaster-
ies – and to propose a preliminary exploration of applying concepts such as 
public vs. private and work vs. leisure in studying and understanding them. 

alfred Kieser claimed, already in 1987, that ‘Medieval [benedictine] monas-
teries provide the first example of an “iron cage”.’17 he continues to refer to 
the cistercian monasteries of the twelfth century as an ‘international con-
glomerate.’18 these terms, borrowed from the discourse of modern society 
and economics, are anachronistic and alien to the medieval world. however, 
it is precisely this alienation which, when critically and thoughtfully applied, 
contributes to a fuller understanding of the medieval world. this breach of 
historical concepts provides new discourse and reading formations, raising 
the possibility of reading the plan of the s. gall Monastery, for example, in 
light of the new architecture and discourse of the googleplex. the unrealized 
plan of s. gall, drawn in the third decade of the ninth century, depicts an 
entire benedictine monastic compound.19 because the plan does not exactly 
correspond to any known monastery, modern scholars dispute just about 
every aspect of it. 

Figure 2. clive Wilkinson architects and degW 
(now strategy Plus at aecoM), googleplex, 
Mountain view, california, usa, 2005. source: 
https://www.behance.net/gallery/google-
headquarters-silicon-valley/4858177
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When interviewed about the googleplex, andrew laing of degW observed 
that in general, new hi-tech complexes are ‘much more like being at a univer-
sity than being in a conventional work environment.’20 this apt comparison 
was further emphasized by clive Wilkinson’s viewing of the googleplex plan 
as an implementation of ‘the concept of education in the workplace.’21 such 
an approach paved the way for an architectural plan that merged academic 
campuses and ‘traditional’ offices. the architects of googleplex devised thir-
teen different zones and arranged them from hot to cold, depending on the 
level of interaction they encouraged. ‘engineers,’ said Wilkinson, ‘might work 
in teams, but they require a high level of concentration’.22 accordingly, hot 
areas were defined as more public and active zones, while cold areas were 
more secluded and private. 

since benedictine monasteries were in many ways also a university and a 
work environment combined, we believe that reading them (as they are pre-
sented in the s. gall plan) through the lens of new planning and theorizing 
concepts, can shed additional light upon the division of the monastery into six 
different functions that are generally accepted in current research: health, 
education, reception, church and dependencies, agriculture and crafts. 23 
looking at the googleplex architects’ design and their conceptualization of 
the differentiation between spaces that enable ‘independent study’ and those 
dedicated to ‘community accomplishment,’24 can afford new insights upon 
the benedictine monastery plan. Moreover, our understanding of the division 
of the st. gall church into autonomic units, achieved with the aid of parapet 
screens and a series of separate altars, can benefit from a comparison to 
contemporary office cubicles, and thus provide a fuller perspective of the 
church’s historical context. 

an additional aspect deals with the relationship between the ‘kingdom’ 
(googleplex or the medieval monastery) and the outside world. the monas-
tery wall, its gate, the divisions in the church itself, the cloister, the exact 
location of its dormitories and all other functions, can be re-investigated in 
light of the googleplex plan, which was made for a corporation that exists 
between the passion for accessibility and what has often been described as 
‘paranoia’, since google rigorously protects its operational confidentiality.25 

this re-reading can enable a closer look at the tension that existed in the 
medieval monasteries between privacy and publicity, and between the vari-
ous populations of the complex and the activities conducted within it. In other 
words, until now, the architecture of benedictine monasteries has been ex-
amined through the rule of s. benedict (Regula Sancti Benedictini), which 

requires the monk to work and pray (ora et labora) as well as to integrate 
between segregation and partnership. these requirements can now be ex-
amined by concepts used by the googleplex architects and by the ‘googlers’ 
working there, such as ‘hot vs. cold’, ‘concentration vs. face time’, or ‘open-
ness vs. control’. the fact that both the benedictine monastery and the con-
temporary corporation aspire to form an architecture that creates a world 
that is ideal and utopian, yet simultaneously practical, constructs historical 
positions in which not only the past affects our reading of the present, but 
vice versa. 

an additional dimension to these observations can be provided by the com-
mencement, in june 2013, of construction of a monastery according to the 
plan of s. gall in Messkirch, germany.26 the project, called campus galli, 
aspires to execute the plan using only the methods, tools and materials that 
were available in the ninth century. 27this project, estimated to take about 
forty years, clearly reflects the ‘modernist’ commitment to the ‘objective 
truth about the past’.28 the campus galli project is fascinating in its attempt 
to accurately construct in the most ‘authentic’ way a past that never actually 
existed, since the monastery was never built.  It is thus a process opposite 
to the one that we have suggested whereby contemporary practice and dis-
course are conceived as the ‘methods, tools and materials’ used in order to 
re-build our understanding of the past.

conclusion: architecture’s construction of history

to summarize, contemporary and relatively recent architecture impacts ar-
chitectural history’s objects and themes of research, as well as the study of 
architecture’s cultural contexts in past eras. It can and should be qualified 
along with the advent of interdisciplinarity and the constant and apt search 
for new methods. In the Information age, as mass communication becomes 
even more central to the discourses taking place in the field, the toolbox 
of architectural history’s methods is also crucial for a serious engagement 
with the present. as the boundaries between ‘traditional’ scientific methods 
and new ways of acquiring and disseminating information become blurred, 
their intertwining and balancing need to be addressed as well. thus, while 
practicing the discipline of architectural history within established analytical 
tools and traditional (yet always expanding) timeframes is of utmost impor-
tance, writing ‘the historiography of the present’ is significant in expanding 
our breadth of knowledge. It has the capacity of maintaining architectural 
history’s academic relevance, and its relevance to society and its evolving 
built environment. 
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3.2.5 radical histories and Future realities – noW

lara schrIjver
Universiteit Antwerpen, Belgium

abstract 
over the course of the twentieth century, architecture was marked by a 
series of radical visions in which architecture played a prominent role in 
reconfiguring both society and individual consciousness. architectural mani-
festoes marked a path towards wholesale societal reform, and their sub-
sequent failure to reshape society heralded a period of disbelief in a better 
future through architecture. current culture seems increasingly focused on 
the present. even the appeal to ‘tradition’ or to ‘history’ in current societal 
discourse is a mode of addressing present maladies rather than a long 
historical narrative. Following douglas rushkoff’s suggestion that societal 
developments on the whole are suffering from ‘present shock’, this paper 
questions the agenda of architecture in the twenty-first century. If the pro-
liferation of media directs our attention to a permanent, all-encompassing 
‘now’, then how can architecture, a field driven by the promise of alternate 
futures, find a new mode of existence? this paper takes up a number of 
failures and successes of twentieth-century architectural propositions, and 
questions how architecture might conceive of a future that does justice both 
to imminent realities and possible ideals. In a global state of ‘presentism’, 
if the future is no longer to be envisioned, then what might the future of 
architecture entail? and what will become of history and theory, in a non-
narrative permanent present? does this beg the need for a more extended 
or deeper understanding of history? does it seek timeless critical reflec-
tion that continues time and again to hit the mark? While there is a risk in 
this permanent present – the impossibility of standing out, of teleological 
satisfaction, and of narrative threads that bring together long and various 
histories – might it not also suggest a new relation between the practices of 
history and theory and the bubbling cauldrons of the practices they study?

keywords

architecture, theory, utopia, present shock

In recent years, I have found a striking desire in my students to understand 
historical chronologies – to construct timelines of ‘what’ happened ‘when’, 
and in relation to which conditions. this comes at a time when these same 
students increasingly turn to google to seek out precedents for their proj-
ects or their papers. In so doing, they find Pinterest boards and blogs that 
provide them with a broad palette of examples. yet these examples are 
often presented without particular hierarchy. all the necessary data may be 
literally at their fingertips, including time, place, author, political context and 
social background – yet somehow the necessary historical contextualization 
are read as abstract facts online. While all the pieces are there, the under-
standing of these projects through blogs and digital forums is a steady hum 
of sameness. at the same time, these students ask to hear chronologies, to 
understand the time and context surrounding particular developments that 
have caught their eye.

they appear to recognize that the sources they use make no visual or hi-
erarchical distinction between, say, 1914 or 2014. they seem to sense 
that contextualization will aid them in understanding this material in a dif-
ferent way – and this raises a crucial question for the field of history and 
theory. how much context is necessary to understand these precedents? 
how much continuity must be grasped, and what, if anything, does a ‘situ-
ated’ view provide beyond the abstract factual information? In addition, what 
is it that we gain from the networked and immediately accessible references 
online, beyond the ease of availability? and perhaps, by implication, what 
happens to the information that remains sealed on paper, as long as google 
books has not yet digitized it? 

this is, in essence, a simple observation in three parts. First, an increased 
‘presence’ (both literally and metaphorically) of information leads to funda-
mental questions of selection, evaluation, categorization and understanding. 
second, the mere presence of ‘facts’ as the foundation of rigorous scientific 
research is not felt as sufficient, suggesting the importance of contextual 
information and interpretation. third, if there is indeed an increase in focus 
on the ‘recent past’, the most popular channels of communication may play 
some role in this.

In itself this phenomenon can hardly be considered new. In the discourses 
on architecture published between 1863 and 1872, viollet-le-duc calls at-
tention to the many books available on architecture, as well as the increased 
ease of travel, allowing students to visit projects that were unreachable until 
then. he identifies what today we might call information overload: 
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at present new objects, giving birth to new ideas, are constantly thrust 
upon our attention. It no longer requires six weeks to go to the eter-
nal city; africa and asia are at our doors; photography inexhaustibly 
spreads abroad reproductions of the monuments of human thought 
and labor in every age and clime.1 

Indeed, it is the sheer availability of many sources and references that rais-
es the issue of selection and judgment: 

at the present day, discrimination is difficult in proportion to the great-
er number of objects to which it must be applied. We have in our 
libraries and our museums drawings and other reproductions of innu-
merable monuments, belonging to all ages and all civilizations, but we 
do not possess a method of appropriation and classification. 2

these statements would seem no less appropriate today, begging the ques-
tion of whether we are currently facing no more than a continuation (or 
perhaps exaggeration) of a longstanding development, or whether we should 
see a contemporary state of affairs in which the recent past indicates some-
thing other. Might this be seen as a new turn in historiography? should 
we conceive of our relation to contemporary architecture as marked by 
something more than a sense of rapid change that recurs periodically? In 
Present Shock, douglas rushkoff suggests that recent developments in the 
media and in digital technologies are giving rise to a different relation to nar-
rative and continuity. using examples such as the Facebook and the occupy 
movement, he charts out alternate understandings of what it means to be 
‘here’ or ‘now’ in the twenty-first century. While many of his analyses call to 
mind earlier moments of envisioning alternate futures in response to altered 
societal or technological conditions (from dadaists to the Futurists, or from 
audio systems in the 1960s to mobile phones in the early 1990s), it may 
be worth questioning whether we are currently facing a change in scale or 
a change in kind.

throuGh the rearview mirror: history and narrative 
right now, it seems increasingly difficult to offer an historiographical narra-
tive that does justice to distinct developments on a global scale. this might 
suggest the demise of the grand narrative as both inevitable and liberating. 
however, zooming in on the smaller scale, on to the local identities that are 
equally crucial to our (self-)understanding, we might well ask how personal 
and cultural narratives interact in the compression of time we find on the 

Internet and in social media. the permanent buzz of blogs and of social me-
dia, and their reiteration of the same small blurb makes all things equal, as 
long as they are online. In this, our time may seem unique. however, it also 
recalls many moments in history where a potential ‘information overload’ 
was announced and utilized to argue for careful and considered reflection. 
In other words, each expansion of information is then accompanied by a call 
to the faculties of judgment and evaluation. viollet-le-duc’s identification of a 
nineteenth-century ‘information overload’ was accompanied by his appeal to 
the importance of judgment. While this was directed at the École des beaux-
arts as an explicit proposition to rethink the core values of its curriculum, 
his emphasis on judgment as a central skill to selecting examples and prec-
edents to study might be as easily situated in our own time. 

this judgment typically involves a reflection on the thing itself and its quali-
ties, but situated within a broader context of other projects, of context and 
of timeliness. this knowledge was traditionally founded upon a slow process 
of apprehending, reflecting, and studying a project from a position of privi-
lege. 

architectural works, which fifty years ago would scarcely fill a single 
shelf in our libraries, now crowd an entire room. every pupil pos-
sesses or can possess elements of information which formerly were 
concealed in the cabinets of masters and exhibited only to the elect.3

this offers students now (or then) the opportunity to form their own opin-
ions, independent of the established interpretations of their teachers. as 
such, the availability of reference material enables a more widespread as-
sessment of (historical) value.

For today, this raises the question of narrative. In the wake of postmod-
ernism, we may now agree that a sense of ‘grand narrative’ has disap-
peared – yet this does not completely dismiss the role of interpretation or 
classification. but what if we entertain the thought that interpretation and 
classification are transforming in the wake of poststructuralist analyses? 
For rushkoff, many of the changes in the cultural role of narratives may 
be traced back to digital media. While this is perhaps too simple, he offers 
a thoughtful example of the early deconstruction of narrative in adventure 
books that allowed the reader to choose between different courses of ac-
tion, construct multiple narratives with distinct and different endings. these 
multiple stories thus primed an audience for the gaming platforms in which 
each choice would lead to alternate paths. In this perspective, structure 
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becomes more important than storyline, and individual choices have identifi-
able consequences for the unfolding of the story. 

the future’s so briGht: architecture’s Golden Glow

If there is indeed a breakdown in narrative and a general preoccupation with 
the present, then what might this mean to architecture and its historiogra-
phy? certainly, the storyline of architecture in the twentieth century is one 
of conviction: a deep-seated faith in its impact on future society. From the 
modernists who hoped to construct healthier cities that would by their very 
nature make an appeal to the inhabitants to perform up to the standards 
of modern life, to the happy futures constructed out of plastics and space 
travel in the 1960s, our daily threats of congestion and chaos in the twen-
tieth century city have been constantly answered with ideal cities and struc-
tured ensembles. In the 1960s in particular, this hopeful glow of the future 
fed a plethora of projects with distinct features, from the cheerful fantasies 
of archigram to the brutal gestures of superstudio. ranging the full spec-
trum from techno-optimism to a healthy skepticism, these projects formed 
a drawn, collaged, written field of possible futures, each with its individual 
interpretation of the developments of technology and society. Particular driv-
ing forces recur throughout different projects, including the condition of the 
postwar city, with its suburbs and postwar reconstruction, the relation to 
the environment in various shapes and forms, and technology as the ever-
present driving force of innovation. 

In each of these moments, the present was marked by its promise more 
than its reality. as such, the ‘here’ and ‘now’ were aimed at ‘soon’. this has 
consequences for historical reflection. In the most radical version, it may 
lead to complete dismissal in favor of the future: 

to admire an old picture is to pour our sensibility into a funeral urn 
instead of casting it forward with violent spurts of creation and action. 
do you want to waste the best part of your strength in a useless admi-
ration of the past, from which you will emerge exhausted, diminished, 
trampled on?4 

In periods of strong focus on the future, particularly those strains based in 
modernism, the practice of architecture has put forward environments to 
transform life as we know it. as such, the close relation between the build-
ings and the people within is emphasized, exaggerated even. Might a longer 
historical horizon, or a more in-depth description, clarify the hidden assump-

tions embedded in projects that utilize a moment in time as agenda for an 
architectural project?

this leads to another question. What might a historiography of the pres-
ent offer architecture as a discipline? Might an engagement with historical 
narrative provide an alternate understanding of the present? Might it thus 
reframe the present as a critical moment rather than as a vessel for the 
reintroduction of a lost past or as the beginning of a brighter future? What 
might be necessary to achieve this? and is it possible to attain this without 
the distance over time, which allows us to speak with authority? 

... we Gotta wear shades...
yet, even while in recent history the focus on the future has been replaced 
by the preoccupation with the present, the overarching rhetoric of imminent 
futures is not yet gone. Perhaps though, rather than focusing on ‘the future’ 
or on historical reflection as such, we might turn to a few approaches that 
rethink time and presence in relation to architecture. 

to begin with time, might the notion of ‘timeliness’ offer an interesting path? 
While the importance of facts should not be denied, there is an element of 
cultural depth in historical study. narratives help construct central questions, 
and frame the distinctions between then and now, as well as similarities. 
narratives help create empathy, which may also sensitize us to presence, 
in a phenomenological, embodied sense. In his assessment of our relation 
to digital-age technologies, rushkoff turns to the abstraction of our current 
experience of time.5 While he proposes that our digital technologies have 
extended the forcefulness of an industrial, abstracted, clock-driven sense of 
time he simultaneously suggests that there is nothing inherent in these tech-
nologies that enforces this upon us. Instead, he suggests, the time may have 
come to return to what the greeks called kairos, a form of ‘timeliness’, or an 
embodied form of time experience.6 this experience of time appeals to atten-
tion, multiple senses, and a sensitivity to the ‘right’ moment. as such, what 
rushkoff proposes is to seek out the phenomenological depth of the moment.

bringing this to a historiographical consideration of the present, one might 
ask whether ‘timeliness’ is a manner of bringing empathy, understanding 
and contextual sensitivity into the discourse of architecture. 

our built objects, after all, are present in a material sense. they are ap-
prehensible visually and materially, and may be judged in their drawings. as 
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things in the world, they already may call attention to the embodiment of 
perception. and so I return to my students: they increasingly refuse to form 
a solid opinion without having visited a building, they seem to intuit what 
is missing in the work they read – the considered reflection that is formed 
by walking somewhere, hearing the sounds, smelling it, touching it. aaron 
betsky, in a lecture some years ago, discussed the importance of pres-
ence, and the inadequate descriptions we have. he described how charles 
Moore was able to explain a certain kind of light in new england churches 
in comparison to others, and how it was in the presence of these churches 
that new insights arose on quality of light.

as the turn to modernity in architecture was supported by a historiogra-
phy less focused on context and more on abstraction, so a current ‘his-
toriography of the present’ may be best supported by a ‘historiography of 
presence’. revisiting our understanding of these buildings forms the per-
spective of an embodied perception, reintroducing the architectural tour in 
order to ensure an in-depth understanding of the building, the ensemble or 
the city under consideration, may well be the best remedy for the prolifera-
tion of quick marketing blurbs replicated throughout the many blogs online. 
the architecture of the future is by necessity a projection – we do not build 
our soon-to-be utopias but rather proposed them first as projections of a 
possible future. as computer renderings bring the future to our very pres-
ent, these images may impact our ability to look forward, and indeed to gain 
critical distance. these many possible futures populate our collective reti-
nas, becoming part of the world we live in. our drive to form a better future 
may still be present, but our ability to envision a successful reconfiguration 
of the present to the future is becoming crowded out by the many voices 
claiming that ‘just over there, the grass is greener’. 

Perhaps, for just a little while, we could try some alternate paths: one 
would be that of presence and embodiment.7 a study of projects could 
focus on those we have visited, have experienced, have spent time in. 
the projects and spaces we know intimately, with which we have built up 
a relationship. granted, this may be in opposition to the inventive drive of 
modern and contemporary architecture, but it may also allow us to revive a 
more stable and robust approach to issues such as the ‘tolerant normality’ 
proposed by lampugnani. If we were, as an experiment, to engage in the 
slow gazing proposed by t. j. clark,8 and to build upon a global body of work 
that takes embodied reflection for its core; and if we, instead of basing our 
judgments on the material abstracted in images and words, privilege a full, 
sense-laden experience of space, and use the networks we have instead to 

maintain connections and build a body of work; perhaps we could then truly 
begin to construct a historiography of presence, as a contribution to the 
field of architecture in the early years of this century.

1 eugène-emmanuel viollet-le-duc, En-
tretiens sur l’Architecture, 1863-1872, cit-
ing from Discourses on Architecture, trans. 
henry van brunt (boston: james r. osgood 
and co., 1875), 137.
2 Ibidem, 135.
3 Ibidem, 137.
4 Filippo tommaso Marinetti, “the Futurist 
Manifesto” (1909), in stanislao g. Pugliese 
(ed.), Fascism, Anti-fascism, and the Resis-
tance in Italy: 1919 to the Present (new 
york: rowman & littlefield, 2004) 28.
5 douglas rushkoff, Present Shock: When 
Everything Happens Now (new york: cur-
rent, 2013).

6 see joke hermsen, Kairos. Een nieuwe 
bevlogenheid (utrecht: de arbeiderspers, 
2014). 
7 harry Francis Mallgrave, Architecture 
and Embodiment: The Implications of the 
New Sciences and Humanities for Design 
(new york: routledge, 2013). see also 
russell jacoby, Picture Imperfect: Utopian 
Thought for an Anti-Utopian Age (new york: 
columbia university Press, 2005).
8 bart verschaffel, “omzien naar ‘choses 
plus apparentes que les paroles’: t.j. clark 
over nicolas Poussin,” De Witte Raaf 125: 
9-11.
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3.3 on Foot: architecture and Movement

SESSION CHAIRS: 
chrIstIe anderson
University of Toronto, Canada 
davId KarMon
College of the Holy Cross Worcester, USA

Walking is key to the acquisition of spatial knowledge. It is the most funda-
mental means by which we make sense of architecture and space, and it is 
embedded in the practice of historians who only feel secure in their under-
standing of a structure once they have visited it in person, poking their heads 
through doorways, sensing the narrowness of corridors with their bodies, 
and negotiating physical shifts in elevation as they ascend or descend from 
one level to another. but while the measuring of space with the body may be 
rendered concrete in traditional dimensions – labeling distances the length 
of arms and feet – the act of walking remains so taken for granted that its 
consequences often seem invisible. as Francesco careri observes, however, 
walking represents a transformative practice and, for anthropologist tim In-
gold, circumambulation offers a way of knowing. this most pedestrian mode 
of transport is in fact capable of bringing about radical shifts in meaning 
affecting not only the occupant but even the space itself (as in alfred Kazin’s 
experience of new york). Martin heidegger lamented ‘the loss of nearness’ 
in modern culture where, he suggested, the triumph of modern technology 
in overcoming great distances had also rendered human experience more 
uniform or generic, and where increased accessibility and familiarity tended 
to impoverish the most intimate lived human experiences. and yet perhaps 
within the most basic mode of human locomotion lies the seeds of transfor-
mation and renewal. through walking we come into contact with the object, 
engaging both the distant and proximal senses. through walking we begin to 
recover a sensual experience too casually glossed over in the conventional 
academic study of architecture as a static object projected onto a pixellated 

screen. We measure buildings by paces and construct narratives as we 
negotiate the natural and human world.
this session seeks to investigate the implications of such observations. In 
what ways does the act of walking open up the traditional history of archi-
tecture and urban spaces to new kinds of interpretation? how does walking 
challenge the dominant praxis and modes of understanding that currently 
dominate architectural history? how does walking provide a means to inter-
rogate and even redefine the experience and understanding of buildings and 
spaces? topics might include historically specific questions surrounding me-
dieval pilgrimage or the modern drifter in the city. We also welcome broader 
topics on human locomotion, space and the built world.
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3.3.1 Porticoes and Privation: Walking to Meet  
the Virgin

Paul davIes
University of Reading, UK

abstract

late Medieval and renaissance pilgrimage, whether to distant lands or local 
shrines, necessarily involved movement and this movement often demanded 
some sort of privation. those who normally rode finished the journey on foot, 
those who normally walked went barefoot or even on their knees. this latter 
part of the journey, the final stages of pilgrimage, were – from the sixteenth 
century on – often given architectural expression in the form of porticoes 
that reached out from the shrine to greet the pilgrim and announce that 
their journey was about to be fulfilled. among the most celebrated examples 
are the porticoes of the Madonna di Monte berico near vicenza and the 
Madonna di san luca in bologna. these porticoes were a non-essential part 
of the shrine and would have been very expensive to construct. so why were 
they built at all? Why did the patrons feel it necessary to build them? how 
did pilgrims experience them? how did they enhance the devotional aspects 
of the journey? and what exactly was the relationship between the built ar-
chitecture of the portico and the additional privations that the pilgrims were 
undergoing. these are some of the questions that this paper will address. 
besides this, it will also explore earlier architectural responses to the latter 
stages of pilgrimage in an attempt to identify how this particular architec-
tural form emerged and developed.

keywords

Pilgrimage, walking, shrine, Spoleto, Vicenza, ex-voto

introduction

Pilgrimage to the shrine of a saint is usually accompanied by some form of 
privation. It subjects the body to hardship, or at the least encourages absti-
nence from bodily pleasures as a means of cleansing or purging the pilgrim’s 
spirit. one form of privation associated with pilgrimage was the act of walk-
ing itself. Walking can of course be as much a pleasure as a hardship, but 
when associated with pilgrimage it is usually seen as the latter. What trans-
forms walking into an act of self-denial is both the nature of the journey and 
how the walking is conducted. Privation might be associated with the length 
of the journey, the nature of terrain traversed, the wearing of uncomfort-
able clothing, or the mental concentration needed for prayer or other ritual 
acts undertaken and endured as part of the journey. this ritualised form of 
arduous walking is part of the process that spiritually prepares the pilgrim 
for meeting their chosen saint. 

procession as pilGrimaGe in early modern italy

In the case of cross-continental pilgrimages – so popular during the medieval 
and early modern periods such as those to jerusalem, rome and com-
postela – the journey was certainly long, often uncomfortable and regularly 
prone to danger.1 Privation was thus in-built. but many of the most popular 
shrines erected in Italy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries stood close 
to the communities they served, significantly reducing the opportunity to 
experience the exhaustion and other forms of privation associated with long-
distance walking. typically these shrines were located within a mile or two 
of the city’s walls: such was the case with the Madonna di Monte berico in 
vicenza (1428), s. Maria delle grazie at Fornò near Forlì (1450), s. Maria 
della Quercia at viterbo (1467), s. Maria della Pietà in bibbona (1481), 
the Madonna del calcinaio at cortona (1485), the Madonna delle lacrime 
in trevi (1486) or s. Maria della croce in crema (1490).2 Moreover, many 
shrines were located inside the city walls, including ss. annunziata in Flor-
ence (1448), s. Maria della Pace in rome (1481), tempietto del volto 
santo in lucca (1484), s. Maria delle carceri in Prato (1485) and the 
Madonna dell’umiltà in Pistoia (1492) to name just a few.3 this of course 
limited still further the potential for pilgrimage, and maintaining the notion of 
pilgrimage in such cases was thus very difficult. It is unclear to me whether 
local devotees visiting the shrine as individuals would have seen themselves 
as pilgrims, yet there is some evidence to suggest that they would have 
seen themselves as such when they participated collectively in the annual 
procession to honour their patron. 
the ‘pilgrimage’ made by the citizens of Prato in 1484 to their miracle-
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working image, known as the Madonna delle carceri, soon after the image 
began to exhibit its thaumaturgic powers reveals the ways that devotional 
walking could be carefully choreographed.4 on 23 august 1484 the civic 
authorities decided to hold a grand procession that would involve everyone 
in Prato.5 eight organisers were appointed, four by the comune and four 
by carlo de’ Medici the provost of the pieve, the local baptismal church. 
between them they decided that the solemn procession would take place 
on the following sunday, but that as a prelude participants should attend 
preaching in the pieve on the Friday and saturday, fast for three days before-
hand in the manner of lent and prepare themselves for the procession by 
going to confession and taking holy communion. the organisers wanted to 
make sure that the participants would be prepared and purified in readiness 
for the event. thus privation began before the walking did. and the walking 
itself, the journey, which can be reconstructed from the description provided 
in this same source, took the participants on an extended trip around the 
town in two concentric loops. It began with the outer loop. starting at the 
pieve, the town’s principal church, it set off to the west, making its way via 
san domenico out to s. nicolo, before turning back on itself and running 
south east along the via cambioni as far as s. chiara before turning north 
east and proceeding as far as the Mercatale, where it turned northwest 
going almost as far as s. agostino. then it turned back on itself to begin 
the inner loop running past the pieve once more and running around some 
of the inner streets before reaching the shrine, where it passed in front of 
the image, before going on to the piazza del comune and ending up where it 
began at the pieve.6 Part of the point of extending the route of the proces-
sion in a double loop around the town was to encompass the whole city and 
symbolically take the townsfolk through every quarter so that they could in 
a sense assume collective ownership of the procession and better express 
communal devotion to the image of the virgin, their new protector. but part 
of the rationale too was undoubtedly to lengthen the journey, to make it 
more taxing for the participant. these various forms of privation, the lenten 
fasting, attendance at the Friday and saturday sermons, the participation 
in confession, communion and extended procession would have given the 
event the character of a mini-pilgrimage. other forms of privation could also 
accompany extended processional walking. In 1426 soon after the inception 
of the Marian miracle cult at Monte berico in vicenza, the bishop organised 
a solemn procession, which involved ‘an enormous multitude of both men 
and women of all ages, who took the path towards Monte berico. some 
cried bitter tears, others beat themselves with chains and went barefoot, 
and others wore coarse sackcloth. and everyone sang devout lauds with 
such gentle devotion that it seemed like one of the triumphs in paradise.’7 

such forms of privation would have made the event much more arduous, 
more like a pilgrimage.
In the light of these observations about walking to meet saints, I would now 
like to pose two questions more directly associated with architecture. First 
of all, how did this form of walking affect architectural design? and con-
versely how did architectural design affect walking? 

buildinGs respondinG to walkinG

one example of how local pilgrimage – and the walking associated with it 
– could affect architecture can be seen just outside the medieval walls of 
spoleto at the Madonna di loreto, a centralised shrine built from 1571 to 
house a miraculous image of the virgin Mary.8 the image had been painted 
in 1537 by the relatively well known sicilian artist jacopo siculo as part of 
a wayside shrine, but it did not attract a cult following until 1571 when the 
city was hit by an earthquake and the terrified townsfolk sought solace in the 
image of the Madonna of loreto.9 the early form and siting of the wayside 
shrine is shown in an early ex-voto image.10 the painting shows the shrine 

before it was encased in the 
church, as being rectangu-
lar and open at one end, but 
without its eighteenth-century 
pilasters and decorative garb 
(Figure 1). More significantly 
for the present argument it 
shows the chapel as located 
right beside the main road 
that led from the town of 
spoleto in the valley below – 
off to the left in the image – to 
todi – up to the right. this site 
posed a tricky problem for the 
designer of the church. there 
were two options: either move 
the image or move the road.
Miraculous images were rare-
ly moved and there were vari-
ous reasons why they had to 
be left where they were.11 one 
would have been the widely-
held belief that the site was 

Figure 1. s. Maria di loreto, spoleto (1571). In-
terior.
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chosen by the virgin who wanted to be adored in that spot. It was not just 
that the image was endowed with special powers but rather that the image’s 
powers were associated with this particular place. some further reasons 
are outlined in an account the of spoleto cult written in 1621 by Ignazio 
Portalupi, who explained that 
the chapel stands as if under the cupola near the choir, which is its ancient 
site. and it was left intact with the same roof with which it was covered from 
the beginning. the image was not moved from its place, because as the wall 
was made of masonry it could not be cut out and transported elsewhere 
whole without damaging it. and this is the reason why the church was built 
in the way it was. besides, such transformations generally diminish the de-
votion of the people.12

Portalupi thus pointed out that devotion was clearly site-specific, and by ex-
tension that walking to this particular site had become an important part of 
the miracle cult itself. the image could not be moved. the solution adopted 
was to embrace the road by building over it, thus preserving the route to 
the site that was so dear to pilgrims, while at the same time building a relief 
road around the church for non-devotional traffic. thus it is not by accident 
that the main door of the church is actually on the building’s flank, facing 
spoleto’s Porta san Matteo. 
the Madonna di loreto at spoleto was not an isolated example. this prob-
lem affected many shrines of this period in Italy.13 the road often led to the 
side door of churches with a relief road looping around the building. this is 
the case, for example, at s. Maria della Pietà in bibbona of 1481 and s. 
Maria della consolazione in todi of 1508. given the importance of preserv-
ing the road running through the church on the cross axis some shrines dis-
pensed with the idea of a door opposite the high altar entirely: these include 
the Madonna di Mongiovino at tavernelle near Perugia (1523) and s. Maria 
di varano of the mid-sixteenth century in the Marche.14 especially interesting 
in this respect is the shrine of s. Maria della croce in crema (1490), which 
in an early modification to the layout preserved the original processional 
route through the building, even though an obvious and far more logical ar-
rangement could have been adopted.15 the shrine marked the spot where a 
young woman, fatally wounded by her husband, had a vision of the virgin just 
before she died. With no other physical relic of the vision than the location, 
the site itself became the cult focus. thus the church was built over the site 
with points of access in the form of domed vestibules set into the circular 
exterior placed on the building’s two main axes, one aligned with the city 
gate and the other at right angles to it. soon after the cult’s inception the 
devotional focus was transferred from the site to a miracle-working image of 
the virgin.16 this image needed to be housed in the building and the obvious 

solution was to accommodate this image in the northern vestibule, trans-
forming it into a chancel. this arrangement would have allowed the south 
door facing the town to become the main point of access, with the image 
located opposite it. but this was not the choice the building commissioners 
made. they set the image in the eastern vestibule, preserving the estab-
lished pilgrimage route through the building. Furthermore, it seems the very 
first structure built to accommodate the pilgrims on the site was designed 
at least in part for the transit of pilgrims. stefano colderero, an eye witness, 
described it in his diary as ‘that portico with those two projections in the 
area that corresponds to the road in the middle where the altar is.’17 While 
it is difficult to make sense of colerero’s description, it seems clear that the 
use of the word portico suggests access and that there may well have been 
two access points, highly suggestive of the notions of ingress and egress. 
In these cases the old routes used by pilgrims to visit the virgin were pre-
served in the shrines built to accommodate the cults. Pilgrims would have 
reached the shrine on its cross axis, often given the side elevations of these 
structures greater prominence than the elevation opposite the cult focus. 
given the demand for multiple elevations of equal design weight and the 
demand for strong longitudinal and transverse axes, architects might well 
have been encouraged to turn to the centralised plan as an ideal solution.

walkinG respondinG to buildinGs

If these buildings were designed to accommodate walking, were they also 
able to affect the manner of walking, and were they designed to do so? In 
the case of the Madonna di loreto at spoleto the road leading to the shrine 
was upgraded in 1571 to encourage pilgrims to visit the shrine.18 Moreover 
once the church was built the road led directly to the door. at this point the 
wayfarer needed to make a decision: choose the road which led through the 
church or choose the one that led around it. It was a choice between asking 
for the journey to be blessed or ignoring that option. Many wayfarers would 
have chosen the holy route. It might have slowed walking and slowed the 
journey but it may well have reassured the traveller. once inside the church 
behaviour would have been affected too. this is evident from the ex-voto 
image considered earlier. It shows some dominican friars walking up the 
hill from spoleto. their attitude is one of ambling, discoursing, presumably 
about the virgin. In front of them a lame pilgrim is staggering up the hill, 
bent and clearly struggling. coming down the hill in the opposite direction is 
a pilgrim with a long staff who is chatting with a woman carrying a basket. 
all these figures have not yet arrived at the shrine. the others depicted 
have. they have already rounded the edge of the structure and have gained 
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a view of the image. on doing so they are induced to fall to their knees. 
While it is the image that prompts this reaction, it is the building’s outer wall 
that prevents them from acting in this way earlier. the wall is the boundary 
which transforms walking into kneeling.
I would like to explore one further shrine-related building which seems to 
have affected behaviour in an interesting way. It is the arco delle scalette 
built in vicenza in 1595 (Figure 2), a structure that was designed as a 
marker, a point of access to the holy mountain of Monte berico, mentioned 
above.19 commissioned by the venetian captain, giacomo bragadin, and 
possibly designed by Palladio, it was conceived as a triumphal arch.20 such 
triumphal arches, aside from their association with ancient roman building 
types, would have been most familiar to the general public through the great 
ephemeral structures built to honour visiting dignitaries such as that built 
in venice in 1574 for henri III, King of France.21 In this particular case the 
arch was undoubtedly honorific, as it was designed to accommodate the 
annual civic procession undertaken to the shrine of the Madonna di Monte 
berico. It would have reminded devotees not only of the protection the vir-
gin offered the town in times of calamity and her triumph over plagues, but 
also of the virgin’s assistance in their own personal triumphs over ills that 
afflicted them. It was very much a civic monument, one that faced the town 
in a way that the shrine itself on top of the hill could not owing to its siting, 
with its façade facing away from the city. In this respect it was rather like an 
extension of the shrine’s entrance. It addressed the town, bearing aloft its 
two other patron saints leonzio and carpophoro whose bones were housed 
in the cathedral, and thus linking the shrine with the city that it served.22

before the arco delle scalette was built there was probably no marker indi-
cating where the route up the hill to the shrine began. once built, it seems 
to have had a significant effect on the nature of walking. an ex-voto image 
of 1696 housed at the church shows the arch and bears an inscription that 
tells the following tale: 

Figure 2. arco delle scalette, vicenza (1595)

catherine, wife of gerolamo da soggio from schiavon near Marostica in 
the vicentino, after having lost the power of speech for 15 days came with 
fervent faith to this virgin in the following manner. she began her journey at 
11.00 at the foot of the stairs on her knees and went on her knees as far 
as the church kissing the stones on the road as she went and she finished 
it at 23.00 to the amazement of all the people visiting the blessed virgin 
there. the miraculous image was uncovered and immediately her tongue 
was loosened…23

What seems to be clear from this account is that the arco delle scalette 
and its steps acted as a threshold that induced a different mode of move-
ment. We have already see how pilgrimages were broken down into different 
stages of privation: preparation for walking in the form of fasting, purging 
oneself through confession, taking communion and listening to preaching 
before the walking began. What this suggests is that the walking itself could 
involve stages with increasing levels of privation too. What seems to be the 
case here is that the walking from Marostica was supplanted at the foot of 
the hill by a more severe form of privation – climbing the hill on one’s knees. 
In the image we see her beginning her ascent at the foot of the steps. It took 
the building to change her behaviour.

Notes
I would like to thank Christy Anderson and David Karmon for their helpful and stimulating 
suggestions. 
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23 the painting is reproduced in giuseppe 
barbieri, Monte Berico (Milan: terraferma, 
1999), 49. the inscription reads: ‘cat-
terina moglie di hieronimo dal soggio ha-
bitanti in schiavon soggetta a Marostica 
del vicentino dopo 15 giorni di perduta 
loquella si portò con fervorosa fede a’ 
questa vergine in questo modo: principio’ 
la sud[etta] donna il viaggio alle hore 11 al 
fondo delle scalette a’ genochinuni in sino 
alla chiesa non cessando di continuo bac-
ciare le pietre della strada e terminò alle 
hore 23 con grand stupore della gente per-
venuta che fu alla b. vergine li fu scoperta 
la miracol[osa] ima[gine] e sub[ito] la lingua 
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Madre mia di tutto questo [missing words]. 
di tutto questo ne son testimoni religiosi 
tanto secolari quanto regulari, gentilhuo-
mini, gentildonne, cittadini, essendo in sab-
bato giornodi concorso piu’ di tutte gli altri’ 
(author’s transcription).

3.3.2 defining the Boundaries of london: Perambulation 
and the City in the long Eighteenth Century

elIZabeth McKellar
Open University, UK

abstract

this paper will explore how london was defined by the new interest in walking 
in the long eighteenth century. as Michel de certeau famously wrote, central 
to understanding the ‘practices of everyday life’ which create the urban milieu 
was the act of walking. however, such a notion can be traced back beyond 
the modern flâneur to the eighteenth century when perambulation was also 
seen as an important mode in the comprehension and experience of the 
city. In the writing on eighteenth-century culture a great deal of attention has 
been given to london’s coffee houses, assembly rooms and the open areas 
of the inner city, such as squares, as the quintessential habermasian spaces 
of sociability and forgers of the public sphere. but little attention has been 
paid to the equally important outer london suburban playgrounds. this talk 
will focus on the periphery of the capital to consider how the outer london 
landscapes were understood by contemporaries through the act of stroll-
ing in their green spaces. the paper will draw from a large body of urban 
literature such as the anonymous guidebook, A Sunday Ramble; Or, Modern 
Sabbath-Day Journey; In and about the Cities of London and Westminster 
(1774-1780) which offered a guide to ‘the various interesting scenes … of 
this Metropolis and its environs’. visual evidence in the form of topographi-
cal prints will also be used to establish the significance of this new leisure 
activity in contributing to the character and culture of the outskirts and its 
architecture as a distinct metropolitan zone spatially and metaphorically. this 
was a landscape created by movement and its accessibility from the centre, 
by a variety of means of transport, among which pedestrianism can be seen 
to be of crucial importance.

keywords

london, eighteenth-century architecture, open spaces, perambulation
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introduction

 london in the long eighteenth century was a vast sprawling region whose 
outer limits were depicted on maps from the 1680s onwards as being 
anywhere from 20 to eventually 50 miles from the centre. up until the 
building boom which followed the great Fire of 1666 the ‘outparts’ were 
generally only a short walk away and generations of citizens had resorted 
to them for rest, sport and recreation. the elite meanwhile indulged in the 
traditional aristocratic pursuits based around horsemanship and hunting. 
With the extraordinary growth of the middle-class in london from the later 
seventeenth century onwards a new class of wealthy urban dwellers were 
formed who, while often able to afford to at least hire a carriage (if not own 
one), began to enjoy the simple pleasures of pedestrianism in and around 
their urban heartland. as Maclean, landry and Ward have noted ‘walking, 
once the resort of the indigent traveller, had become a fashionable form of 
recreation for the middle and upper classes’.1 the beginnings of the vogue 
for urban promenading can be traced in john gay’s 1716 mock-heroic 
poem Trivia: Or, the Art of Walking the Streets of London. the poem itself 
asserts the pleasures, and perils, of a new form of bourgeois urban pe-
destrianism. gay’s walker eschews the carriages and sedan chairs of the 
wealthy in favour of a healthier and more frugal means of self-propulsion: 

let beaus their canes with amber tipt produce,
be theirs for empty show, but thine for use. 
In gilded chariots while they loll at ease,
and lazily insure a life’s disease;
While softer chairs the tawdry load convey
to court, to White’s, assemblies or the Play;
rosie-complexioned health thy steps attends,
and exercise thy lasting youth defends.2

gay associates unhealthy carriages with the centrally-located spaces of the 
elite such as the court, gentlemen’s clubs and theatres; thus linking luxury 
and vice with ‘the false lustre of a coach and six’.3 In contrast to this iden-
tification of a dissolute lifestyle with inner-city excess an increasing number 
of visual and literary accounts from the later seventeenth century began to 
depict the ‘outparts’ or ‘environs’ as they came to be called as a rustic idyll 
for leisurely walking and taking the air.4

a sunday ramble

this paper will concentrate on one account, drawn from a large body of 

urban literature, the anonymous guidebook A Sunday Ramble; Or, Modern 
Sabbath-Day Journey; In and about the Cities of London and Westminster 
(1774-94). It will focus on four places visited by the two ramblers - the 
unnamed author and his companion the captain - which illuminate various 
facets of the relationship between the peripatetic and the spatial. the book 
offered a guide to ‘the various interesting scenes… of this Metropolis and 
its environs’ which included: mineral wells, coffee houses, places of public 
worship, taverns, public gardens, sunday routs and bagnios.5 this was a 
landscape far removed from the everyday commercial and domestic sphere; 
instead it was defined by the extremes of the sacred and the secular. not 
only was the ‘journey’ specifically set on ‘our weekly holiday’ but each chapter 
also began with the time of day starting with dawn and finishing after 9pm 
at night. Walking distances were measured as much in time as in distance, 
a very important consideration due to the dangers of walking abroad in the 
dark. traversing the open fields around the city was an unwise and perilous 
undertaking where robbers who preyed on pedestrians, known as footpads, 
as well as highwaymen on horseback lurked at night. the joys of rambling 
were therefore temporally proscribed but also geographically limited to 
those places within 5 miles or so of the centre, which as daniel defoe put 
it, lay near enough london so that ‘they can walk to it in the morning and 
return at night’.6

the first area our ramblers came to was Islington, a couple of miles from 
their start and a place featured in many of the earliest prints of the outer 
london environment. such images depicted a landscape filled with figures 
talking, strolling and viewing the semi-rural zone that surrounded them. 
the circumambulatory routes around the capital were also shaped by meal-
times and the set-times for imbibing a range of liquids at the large number 
of establishments that sprang up to cater for these demands. a walk in the 
outskirts was often a trawl from spa to inn to tea-room to tavern as much 
as anything else. the morning was devoted to the taking of mineral waters 
and so our two walkers began with a trip to bagnigge Wells, a spa retreat 
just outside city. It was thronged with visitors at mid-morning taking the 
waters, enjoying the splendid gardens or reading the newspapers provided 
on a sunday. by these means and the addition of a large assembly room the 
spa had been transformed from ‘a little alehouse’ to a place comparable to 
vauxhall. Walking was not confined to movement between sites but was also 
one of the primary activities to take place at the resorts themselves. at the 
Wells the author relates that so popular was parading in the new assembly 
room that it had to be divided in two, creating one section for walking and 
one for eating, so that ‘the waiters…were … [not] prevented from giving 
proper attendance to those dining’.7 the gardens with their walks were 
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another draw and included architectural features such as a ‘small neat 
cottage built in the rural stile’ and a grotto ‘large enough to contain twenty 
people’.8 architecture in this account is continually related to its capacity for 
absorbing crowds of people estimated at three hundred in this one resort 
on a sunday morning. 
having established the defining features which determined the route and 
timing of The Sunday Ramble I will now focus on a number of locations that 
display different aspects of the spatial-peripatetic dynamic. one of the last 
places that the pair visited was Kensington gardens, ‘where we proposed to 
spend an hour in the elegant shades of the favourite retirement of his late 
majesty george II’.9 they journeyed here by coach - which they were well-off 
enough to afford - as it was by now 8 o’clock in the evening. such gardens 
had of course long served the upper classes as spaces for perambulation 
in their terraced walks and wildernesses, as had their indoor equivalents of 
long galleries and covered loggias.10 the novelty in london in this period lay 
in the opening of such spaces to the broad mass of the public. the author 
described how such gardens could accommodate a whole host of activities, 
both the solitary and the sociable: 

does the ruralist wish to indulge his meditations in private – he may 
plunge into the recesses of a thick grove, and enjoy his own reflections 
… burns the beau to appear in a crowd of gaiety and elegance – he 
may visit the enchanting walks behind the Palace and greenhouse… or 
seeks the rejected lover to forget the frowns of a capricious mistress 
– let him join the giddy crowd with the beau.11 

the gardens were not completely open access. servants were placed at the 
entrances to regulate the company and ‘prevent persons meanly clad from 
going into the garden’. ‘but notwithstanding the great care that is taken to 
preserve decency and decorum’ a problem with the scribbling of obscene 
verses on the glass of the green-house persisted ‘to the great offence of all 
those who are not lost to all sense of shame’ with even ‘many apparently 
virtuous females poring over the lines’.12 the danger but also the thrill of 
perambulation was that the experience and the view could not be controlled; 
idealised architecture and landscape constantly collapsed into the brute re-
alities of urban life. the author recounted that the Mall in s. james’s Park 
was: ‘chiefly used by the quality to walk in before dinner; and seldom visited 
by them in the evening, as it is too much frequented, at that time, by the 
more publicly complying females’.13 the participation of respectable women 
in strolling and inhabiting such public places was a new phenomenon in lon-
don from the mid-seventeenth century onwards.14 the experience of walking 

in the grounds of a palace might have been a thrillingly novel experience 
for the large numbers of the urban middle classes but it was an inherently 
traditional form of perambulation in a garden that they were undertaking. 
Increasingly men and women began to seek a closer involvement with na-
ture in the fields and open spaces outside the city. such practices became 
more self-conscious under the impact of the Picturesque from the later 
eighteenth century onwards but as with other cultural engagements with 
the environs, such as landscape views, were already well-established by the 
1750s.15 
the essentially family-orientated and middle-class nature of this new form 
of excursion is made evident in our sunday ramblers’ trip up Primrose hill, 
situated about two miles north of the centre. the author commented that it 
was ‘a place of very fashionable resort of the moderate bourgeoiserie [sic], 
who usually lead their children there to eat their cakes and partake of a little 
country air’.16 he then provides a wonderful account of a scene which was 
later illustrated by george cruickshank as Pastimes of Primrose Hill (1791) 
which demonstrates other dimensions of the enlarged notion of the metro-
politan that the act of walking engendered. (Figure 1)
the print shows tom cheshire, a cheesemonger, ‘who is so remarkable in 
his patriotic affection for the place of his nativity that although he spends six 

Figure 1: george cruickshank, Pastimes of Primrose hill, 1791. Source: british Museum.
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days of seven in the very centre of it, the whole of the seventh is occupied 
in viewing it through a telescope from some of its most convenient and con-
tiguous acclivities’.17 as de certeau noted the ordinary citizens live ‘down 
below’ and write ‘an urban text … without being able to read it’.18 the desire 
to make that text legible and totalize that experience through viewing di-
rected many day trippers towards the highest points around the city.19 tom 
focuses his instrument towards the dome of s. Paul’s, the symbolic centre 
of the city, and used on maps and in texts of the period as the point from 
which distances were measured.20 the experience of architecture there-
fore was shaped not just by the act of walking but also by scopic practices 
which created an aerial scenography around the city constructed around 
its highest points. such elevated positions were seen as physically desir-
able due to their clean air and lack of smoke but also as morally superior.21 
the spatial mapping that these pedestrian journeys created allowed for a 
kinaesthetic experience of the city: satisfying the sight with viewpoints, the 
smell and breath through clean air, sound through the relative tranquillity 
and taste through the gustatory delights available. If we free ourselves from 
the tyranny of the gaze and the visual, to which art and architectural histo-
rians have traditionally given primacy, the realm of the environs is revealed 
as a sensory smorgasbord in which the other senses were as important as 
viewing. of course ‘sites’ do not simply equate with ‘sight’. 
Puffing up the hill behind tom cheshire is his neighbour Mr Zachary save-
all, a tallow chandler – ‘dragging a four-wheel chaise behind him with four 
children in it, while his wife followed with his wig fixed upon the point of his 
cane, and his hat placed upon her bonnet’.22 Mr save-all has been:

somewhat longer in the accumulation of wealth and rotundity; and is 
therefore of course the greater man in the world; besides, Zachary 
has to boast, what is an object of infinite importance to a citizen that 
he has lived thirty years in the same house. Zachary’s week-days are 
spent so very much alike his neighbour’s that it would be inhuman 
to separate them on the sabbath… but, as tom’s hobby-horse is 
perspective on that day, so is Zachary’s exercise. For that reason 
Zachary has provided a vehicle… in which he crams four of his wife’s 
children, and by lugging them up the side of a forty-five degreed angle, 
hopes to reduce a corporal magnitude which however, great, is rather 
inconvenient.23 

laura Williams has shown how perambulation was also influenced by new 
ideas about health and movement. It was thought to be one of the best 
ways to stimulate the necessary circulation of the fluids in the body, in line 

with harvey’s theories of the blood. this was deemed to be particularly im-
portant for urban dwellers whose lives were more physically circumscribed 
than was ‘natural’.24 such satirical images of overfed city families resorting 
to the rural environs were a popular genre but they also bear witness to a 
new middle-class appropriation of the landscape around the town centre.25 
the association of rambling specifically with sundays came about with the 
relaxation of Puritan attitudes from the early eighteenth century onwards. 
the sabbath walk became acceptable initially as a means for pious reflec-
tion to aid the spiritual journey, as in Moses browne’s Sunday thoughts: The 
morning’s meditating Walk (1750). the strength of non-conformism in the 
outer areas led to the fields around london being thronged with dissenters 
on sundays. these outdoor meetings combined the spiritual with the pos-
sibility of more secular pleasures as the author of A Trip from St James’s 
to the Royal-Exchange cynically observed:

In my Peregrinations through the city, I could not help observing that 
the dissenters are much degenerated from their former way of keep-
ing the Sabbath… to have refresh’d the joints with a Walk, or the 
countenance with a smile, would have been as bad as sacrilege or 
Murder… but now also the case is quite otherwise with too many of 
them, who can on the lord’s day prefer Saddler’s Wells to Salter’s 
Hall, and a Bottle to the Bible.26 

nowhere represented this mixture of the sacred and the secular better than 
another stop on our ramblers’ itinerary, the Pantheon in spa Fields. It was 
built on the model of james Wyatt’s Pantheon in oxford street (1769-72) 
or the rotunda at ranelagh (1742), a much grander pleasure garden in 
chelsea. the latter was the largest of these structures on the truly gigan-
tic scale of 150ft diameter and 555ft circumference. the main attraction 
was the interior which was specifically designed as ‘a promenade’. (Figure 
2)  one observer commented on the sound created by the acoustic of the 
vast interior space: ‘all was so orderly and still you could hear the whishing 
sound of the ladies’ trains as the immense assembly walked round and round 
the room’.27 a guide-book of 1793 states that ‘walking round the rotundo’ 
was ‘one of the pleasures of the place’ while others referred to the parade 
more disparagingly as ‘circular labour’ or ‘the ring of folly’. 28 the depiction of 
such spaces as scenes of confusion and gaudy ornamentation reflects the 
critiques of contemporary architectural theorists, such as robert Morris and 
john gwynn, who argued that the grotesque and the novel had first been 
introduced into architecture by the goths and the vandals. thus the mixing of 
styles and breaking of classical order, as the hallmarks of the new commercial 
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leisure architecture, were a symbol of the wider disorder of society and its 
moral decline.29 
the spa Fields Pantheon may have been designed by William newton, who 
had been apprenticed to the designer of the ranelagh rotunda, William 
jones, and there are strong similarities between the two buildings.30 the 
interior, for which no views are known (although a plan survives), according 
to our guide consisted of ‘two galleries, reaching entirely round the whole 
[…] in the middle is a curious stove, with fire-places all round’; the chimney 
of which protruded through the roof.31 the interior was of 50ft diameter, 
small compared to ranelagh but still of a considerable size, and formed a 
space for strolling and display. the clientele was less refined: ‘consisting of 
some hundreds of people of both sexes; the greater part of which, notwith-
standing their gay appearance, were evidently neither more nor less, than 
journeymen taylors, hair-dressers, and other such genteel people’.32 Indeed 
it was so crowded that: ‘the noise of people’s feet, together with the shape 
of the building, rendered it no bad similitude to what it was compared by a 
countryman present; who staring at the multitude of people in the spacious 

Figure 2: thomas bowles, the Inside view of the rotunda in renelagh gardens with the 
company at breakfast, 1753. Source: british Museum.

galleries, declared that it was the largest beehive he had ever beheld’.33 For 
contemporaries the allusion here to bernard Mandeville infamous satire The 
Fable of the Bees (1714) would have been evident. he used the ‘grumbling 
hive’ as a metaphor for the teeming activity of the commercial city fuelled by 
luxury and avarice: ‘vast numbers thronged the fruitful hive;/yet those vast 
number made ‘em thrive;/Millions endeavouring to supply/each other’s 
lust and vanity.’34 
the Pantheon in the two earlier editions of the Sunday Ramble figures as 
a pleasure dome yet from 1777 this ‘hive’ of lust and vanity had become 
a non-conformist chapel, with symbolically ‘the statue of Fame on the top’ 
removed.35 as a chapel the building remained equally popular, attracting 
crowds of up to 2000. the countess of huntingdon, who formed her own 
denomination in 1783, took over the building and used the adjoining house, 
previously the dog and duck Inn, as her residence. this transformation 
from hunting inn to pleasure dome to chapel perfectly represents the layer-
ing of respectability and dissidence to be found in these outlying areas as 
well as the mutability of classical architecture at the time. the ideal form of 
the Pantheon suggests static uses but in practice it housed fluid and chang-
ing functions, only truly revealed to the visitors who strode its floors, heard 
its sounds and experienced the paradoxical juxtaposition of vast space and 
pressing humanity. Much of the urban literature of the period reflects this 
ambiguity towards the crowd and it is part of the environs’ essential urbanity 
that they formed a space for sociability just as much as the centre.36 urban 
dwellers left the city on sunday to escape its cramped conditions but flocked 
to large, open spaces outside the city paradoxically equally thronged with 
their fellow escapees. 
jane jacobs in her The Death and Life of Great American Cities discussed 
how perceptions of strangeness and social distance vary according to the 
circumstances of city life and built environment.37 In rambling through the 
london outskirts our eighteenth-century Modern Sabbath-Day Journey ex-
pands our notion of urban spatiality into the surrounding countryside to set 
up a more dynamic dialectic between town and country. It also provides 
alternative narratives for the georgian city based not on notions of form, 
nor even function, but rather on contemporary social and phenomenologi-
cal experience.  these new understandings overturn traditional perceptions 
of classical architecture to reveal it not as an idealised construct but as 
the contemporary, contingent and continuously re-configured landscape of 
modern life. 
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3.3.3 Walking through the Pain: healing and 
ambulation at Pergamon asklepieion

ece oKay
University of California Los Angeles, Usa

abstract

due to their curative function and their proximal relationship with patients’ 
bodies, perhaps the sanctuaries most sensitive to the moving body in antiq-
uity were the asklepieia. the high imperial period of second century ce saw 
enthusiastic roman additions and renovations of earlier existing asklepieia 
of asia Minor and greece, during which they became ubiquitous, manifest-
ing themselves forcefully in the landscape through their architecture. this 
emphasis on the curation of healing spaces is not surprising since in roman 
culture, the body occupied a privileged condition whereby its visible manifes-
tations were considered as signs of character and identity. Furthermore, 
the numerous textual and material references to movement and healing 
in second-century medical literature indicate a link between body kinetic 
and architecture. accordingly, this intrinsic link not only heightened in a 
healing environment but was also instrumentalized purposefully as a curing 
mechanism in roman healing spaces. therefore, these sanctuaries of heal-
ing were considered to be of utmost importance in their task of orchestrat-
ing and regulating citizens’ bodies and thus the spaces through which they 
moved. In my paper, I offer an experiential reading of the healing sanctuary 
of Pergamon. I argue with the aid of this fairly well preserved site, that the 
healing sanctuaries of asklepios located mainly in the countryside away from 
cities, not only mimicked the kinetic vocabulary of the romanized cities they 
were linked to but also employed this kinetic lexis to create spaces for move-
ment therapy. through orchestration of armatures and other architectural 
elements, romans developed visual, aural and haptic sequencing within the 
grounds of the sanctuaries to allow a form of locotherapy. through the anal-
ysis of archaeological, literary and architectural evidence, my paper aims 
to achieve a phenomenological understanding of the kinetic body and its 
employment in roman healing practices.

keywords

healing, kinetic, ritual, movement, phenomenology

golden venus it is said, while on her way from the height of eryx to 
the Idalian groves, driving her gentle swans, entered the shrine at Per-
gamum, where the great helper of the sick is present to aid and stays 
the hurrying fates and bends, a kindly deity, o’er his health-bringing 
snake.1

this mythical story by statius is one of the many references to the much-
revered god of asklepios, the healer of the sick in antiquity and his sanctu-
ary at Pergamon. approximately 25 km inland, established in between two 
rivers – ceteios and selinus – its neighbouring city Pergamon was located on 
the northern side of the caicos valley in the region of Mysia. this extensive 
greco-roman city had a remarkably long history, from its earliest phase of 
development dating back to seventh century bce to its latest, a byzantine 
phase of fourteenth century.2 
at around 400 bce the Pergamene asklepieion was established at the ex-
isting religious sanctuary of an unknown deity located at a spring three km 
southwest of the city. this early asklepieion consisted of a number of tem-
ples, the first of which was asklepios soter, an early healing building, a foun-
tain house, and several altars. In the late hellenistic period the sanctuary 
expanded southwards and took the form of a large rectangular court sur-
rounded by porticoes, temples, and an enlarged so-called ‘treatment build-
ing’. a gymnasium and colonnaded portico was also constructed to the west 
of the main complex. beginning with the early roman rule, this rather exten-
sive hellenistic sanctuary was gradually re-organized and over two centuries 
-through the addition of new structures, which were particularly positioned 
on the east and the renovations of the existing buildings- was transformed 

into a comprehensible 
axial space. by the time 
of hadrian, around sec-
ond century ce, the en-
tire sanctuary assumed 
a readily coherent archi-
tectural language (Fig-
ure 1).3 It is this specific 
period of renovations of 
the second century ce 
that provides the nec-
essary fodder for the 
study of the link between 
movement induced by 

Figure 1. an areal view of the schematic model of Per-
gamon lower town Source: base map daI annotated by 
the author
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architecture and healing in asklepieia. to clarify this relationship, the analy-
sis initially considers the positioning and orientation of Pergamon asklepieion 
within its urban landscape and the reaffirmation of its ritual boundaries 
during the renovations. subsequently, it explores the temple grounds to 
highlight the intricacies of architectural articulation that induce movement 
and bodily curation. through phenomenology, the purpose of this study is to 
unveil the specific narrative that governs this extra-urban curative complex 
and illustrate the possible subjective interaction through the eyes of the 
‘moving’ patient.4 

the urban milieu and the asklepieion: via tecta, 
heiliGestrasse and hallenstrasse

almost all asklepios sanctuaries located in the territory of the roman em-
pire associated with healing or therapeutic activities were exclusively located 
outside of the city gates or were sanctuary complexes, autonomous and 
self-sufficient and laid in the countryside located on major intercity thorough-
fares. they were rejected, displaced entities that would otherwise pollute 
the ancient city fabric. Pergamon’s asklepieion, in its early life as a helle-
nistic sanctuary, was also an extra-urban complex isolated three km away 
from the city centre. after the roman expansion/renovations of second 
century, it was engulfed by the surrounding city. the solitary disposition of 
the sanctuary was jeopardized by urban sprawl during the second century, 
causing it to lose its autonomous quality. a main thoroughfare, which began 
at the acropolis, proceeded down to the plain through the urban sprawl, 
diagonally crossing the lower forum and connecting to the bridge over the 
selinos river terminating at the gates of the temple asklepieion.5 once an in-
consequential country road leading to the relatively loosely designed temple 
grounds, this main avenue assumed the role of a major avenue traversing 
the entire city as its civic and religious functions culminated at the propylon 
of asklepieion. this civic urban density adjacent to temple grounds posed a 
new design challenge. as there was an urgent need to separate the realm 
of asklepios, the milieu of the ill, from that of the healthy, the renovations 
to the asklepieion now included the last 500 m stretch of the main avenue. 
burdened with the responsibility of marking a ritual boundary, much of the 
main avenue was transformed into a colossal via tecta – a covered walk-
way – while the last 130 meters was turned into a colonnaded sacred way 
– heiligestrasse –. the two individual stretches were built architecturally, 
spatially and programmatically distinct from each other. architecturally, the 
20 m wide and 500 m long via tecta with its large pillars, its massive vaults 

and its monumental size provided a stark visual contrast with the slender 
and elegant unfluted columns and the relatively human scale environment of 
the colonnaded street enhanced with the help of its segmented travertine 
paving. the two sections were also spatially distinct. the via tecta as a 
closed and finite thoroughfare with heavy masonry, its bustling atmosphere 
of shops and food vendors, posed a contradiction to the openness, translu-
cency and breadth of the colonnaded street. these two sections of streets 
were deliberately detached and slightly slanted to be perceived individually by 
walkers. the pilgrims approaching the sanctuary were displaced from their 
civic surroundings and civic identities as they exited the via tecta and were 
re-placed, repositioned mentally and physically into a ritual realm of healing 
as they entered the colonnaded street. the definition of a terminus and 
displacement was reinforced by visual inaccessibility. Walkers coming out of 
the via tecta could not catch any glimpse of the entrance to the temple and 
instead they perceived a wall of receding columns. several views taken from 
the 3d model indicate that there was no direct visual relationship between 
the two armatures (Figure 2). It is possible that this offset relationship was 
created purposefully to startle the visitors and was intended to cause a 
mind shift as they contemplated proceeding towards the colonnaded sacred 

Figure 2. 3d sketch-up visualization of the temple grounds on google earth
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way. as Petsalis-diomidis states ‘as pilgrims approached the sanctuary and 
expectation mounted they mingled seamlessly with marble likenesses from 
the public mythological and religious realms.’6 
this moment by moment unfolding of ritual meaning created a significant 
crescendo that peaked at the gates of asklepieion. Finally at the gates the 
pilgrims had to turn and adjust their views once again to climb the stairs of 
the propylon which was itself 52˚ off-centre. david Macauley in Walking The 
Urban Environment defines urban strolls as a way to perceive our environ-
ment whereby they ‘… orient the lived body while ceaselessly dislocating and 
relocating us within new boundaries, regions, and territories.’7 In the light of 
this, the deliberate act of disconnection does indeed define a new territory, 
causing a mental dislocation followed by its relocation in a new mind-set. 

within the bounds of the sanctuary precinct 
the various changes in the architectural language and spatial distribution 
that were visible in Pergamene asklepieion, mirrored the many alterations 
the cities of asia Minor went through over 300 years. by the roman Impe-
rial period both displayed a palimpsestic bricolage of hellenistic, local and 
roman architecture. 8 Mid second century spatial and architectural recon-
figuration of the complex drew on roman Imperial architectural order and 
composition utilizing armatures, connective tissues, framing porticoes and 
other unifying architectural elements to encourage and direct movement. 
however this kinesthetic experience, achieved through this architectural vo-
cabulary, was deliberately more acute than that which existed in the cities. 
after the roman intervention of second century, with its theatre, library, 
Propylon and forecourt, temple of Zeus-asklepios and later rotunda, la-
trines, bathing areas, its forum and its surrounding walls, the sanctuary of 
asklepieios had all the trappings of a compressed roman urbis. In truth, 
these hadrianic restorations and additions to the already existing early ro-
man – most likely trajanic – and pre-roman hellenistic structures – asklepios 
soter, hygieia, telesphoros and apollo Kaliteknos – provided the necessary 
foundations for a timeless city: with both its civic and religious edifices com-
plete with its fountains, its theatre and public gathering areas, – such as the 
forum and stoas – the complex was designed with such complexity and unity 
that it encouraged no adjustments to its existing ‘encyclopedic framework’.9 
here, there was no room for public display of local wealth or any other 
form of personal display but the Imperial vocabulary and the therapeutic lan-
guage of the reigning deity asklepios. Providing various facilities the complex 
grounds entailed a range of spaces, an abaton – a dream room  –, a library, 
a theatre, a healing centre, pseudo-agora exhibition spaces for healing testi-

monies and spaces for rituals and processions. these range of spaces and 
their architectural elements practically constituted a well-orchestrated ther-
apeutic environment that provided holistic cures and ritualistic, religious and 
medicinal activities within its walls. there was no one specific structure that 
mediated healing but the entire space contributed to the healing process 
and imposed its rules upon the mind and upon the body of the sick pilgrim.
In On the Margins of the City of Rome, classicist john r. Patterson explores 
the physical, ritual, economic and legal boundaries governing ancient rome. 
his definitions of boundaries also covers what the roman jurists called con-
tinentia aedificia, an expanse of built form that reached beyond the city 
walls.10 by this definition, the sanctuary was in fact a continentia aedificia 
which entailed its own ritual demarcations. the ritual boundary that was al-
ready expressed successively after the via tecta through the heiligestrasse 
and the closed cradling architecture of hallenstrasse reached its high point 
at the propylon. the handsome forecourt that prepares the visitors provided 
an ascending and then descending viewpoint into the courtyard of the sanc-
tuary. In other words, as the visitors stepped into the propylon and moved 
through these undulating spaces, they became aware of the ritual-sensitive 
gaze that governed the entire complex.
the body and mind of the pilgrim was first prepared to enter the religious 
boundary by the forecourt after passing through the gates of the temple. 
the rectangular geometry straightened the viewer’s gaze and body to fit the 
true way to approach to the temple. the rite of passage, a true displace-
ment from civic boundaries, was completed as the visitor stepped into the 
temenos through the propylon, raised above ground level to deliberately 
mark this transition. aristides, a greek rhetoric of 2nd century and a re-
lentless hypochondriac who famously spent months on end in Pergamon 
asklepieion, defined the sacredness of this area and the importance of the 
propylon by giving details about the ceremonies carried out, which clearly 
point out the importance of this pre-preparation and prepositioning: ‘I stood 
at the propylea of the temple. Many others were also gathered together as 
whenever there is a purificatory ceremony at the temple. and they wore 
white garments and the rest of us an appropriate form.’11

the courtyard

upon passing through the forecourt, the pilgrim once again had to reposi-
tion by descending the staircase to a large courtyard housing various func-
tions. bathing and other therapeutic activities occurred in the fountains and 
within the courtyard while prayers and dedication were carried out in cult 
niches and temples located within this courtyard. aristides comments on 
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the importance of the appropriate positioning of the body while carrying out 
these activities, where the movements of various bodies of pilgrims were 
put on display, loosely choreographed around the existing shrines, wells 
and temples within this courtyard. these armatures defining the courtyard 
acted as hinges to which bodies would be attached and manipulated. as 
aristides states more than once in his sacred tales:

I was lying in accordance with a certain dream vision, between the 
doors and latticed gates of the temple and the god gave me the fol-
lowing verse…then I anointed myself in the open air, in the enclosure 
of the temple and baths in the sacred Well and there was no one who 
believed what he saw.12 

there was an inherent display of movement apparent in the designing of 
the courtyard and the porticoes. Petsalis-diomidis chooses to categorize 
these spaces of pageantry as a part of a ‘spatial taxonomy’ apparent in 
the sanctuary. this terminology however brings a certain inertness to this 
otherwise active space.13 bathing and other therapeutic activities occurred 
here and within the courtyard while prayers and dedication was carried 
out in cult niches and temples located within this courtyard. this area was 
teeming with patients, pilgrims, temple staff and even spectators. aristides 
always stresses his bodily actions, his ablutions, his dedications and even 
his exercises that he performs in front of his ‘spectators’. his emphasis 
on the exactitude of his actions bespeak the importance of the appropriate 
positioning of one’s body according to the various sacred wells and altars 
as well as the timing and sequence of each activity in the courtyard. draw-
ing water from the hellenistic fountains whose stairs descend touching the 
sacred ground water, and making libations or giving prayers to the temple 
altars whose steps ascend towards the heavenly statues of gods and god-
desses, the visitors would be in constant undulation and oscillation within 
this open space. these armatures defining the courtyard served as sign-
posts to which bodies would be attached and manipulated. this movement 
therapy – locomotion therapy – needless to say not only had a component 
of temporality and therefore an inevitable ephemerality but were also strictly 
tailored according to each individual person and his/her illness. 
second-century galenic theory, an amalgamation of socratic and hippo-
cratic medical notions, clearly indicates that disease was not seen as a 
separate entity and was accepted as an imbalance, a disorder of the human 
body, which itself was a wholesome unit composed of separate parts [mo-
ria].14  Inevitably the healing spaces created, were not geared to address 
the individually defined illnesses but were designed to cure the entirety of 

the citizen’s body and its humors. these humors were not static entities but 
were flowing through the body of the individual thus this idea of the kinetic 
was already heavily incorporated into the medical corpus. as the human 
body with all its humors was taken as an extension of the natural world, its 
healing environment, asklepieia were designed to house therapeutic rituals 
that would activate the body. 
throughout the day ritual boundaries within the courtyard would alter in 
locality and time both according to individuals and according to commu-
nal rituals. a ritual often mentioned regarding this particular sanctuary of 
asklepieion is that of the lighting the lamps. after the night fell, the patients 
who would by now retreat to their chambers would place gifts on a table 
or altar. the temple staff nakoroi, would come around to light the sacred 
lamps located in the incubation chambers and around the temple.15 the 
priests would enter and after reciting the evening prayers to the god asking 
for divine help, collected these votive gifts. later, the lights were put out and 
the patients fell asleep hoping for a vision for an ailment. these types of daily 
rituals would mark territories within the courtyard, the incubation rooms 
and the shrines dotting the temple grounds.

the colonnaded porticoes and other spaces

as early as the second century, hippocrates argued for the benefits of 
walking as an exercise for the soul and the body; vitruvius, the architec-
tural writer who lived in the time of augustus, listed the benefits of walking 
with exceptional scientific precision and stressed its effects on the neces-
sary modulation of dry and humid body, and underscored the importance 
of walking in open air and its benefits to one’s eyesight as well as to body’s 
humors.16 vitruvius’ contemporary aulus cornelius celsus who had written 
an extensive work on Medicine entitled De Medicina, also believed in the 
curative powers of walking specifically for epilepsy patients and the inbecilli 
– what he termed the weaklings who spent too much time sitting and read-
ing. Furthermore, he talked about the correct ways of walking, giving great 
emphasis on the type and condition of the roads on which one should walk.17

Within the courtyard, the pilgrims were encouraged to walk and enter vari-
ous buildings and spaces allocated for differing functions such as the library, 
the theatre or the incubation chambers, all of which required specific bodily 
gesturing and positioning. the placement and movement of the sick bodies 
were curated and regulated by several pathways that led to these specific 
spaces.  the colonnaded portico encouraged a circumnavigation around the 
courtyard leading the patients to the library and theatre, while encouraging 
them to converse and walk. the theatre and the library may have encour-
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aged a more passive stance to healing but also provided pleasures of a 
more secular nature. exploiting the favourable topography, the sanctuary 
was designed to include vaults, substructures and underground passages 
that hid and enveloped the pilgrims as they ebbed and flowed from one ac-
tivity setting to the next. the cryptoporticus underneath the south portico, 
which was designed to serve as a covered walkway with benches at intervals 
meant that one could navigate and continue exercising indoors on hot days. 
the underground tunnel diagonally crossing the courtyard, (70 m long) with 
stairway at each end urged the pilgrims to take undulating pathways back 
and forth between the so-called rotunda or ‘treatment building’ and the 
courtyard.  
the precinct at the end of this tunnel was situated outside of the peristyle 
courtyard. although it mirrored the shape of the temple of Zeus-asklepios 
with its circular shape and its oculus it was significantly less visible. W. radt 
argues that this was a particular move to show a harmony between the ar-
chitectural features of the temple with this edifice. however, the building re-
mains quite obscure to the visitor from the outside and this repetitious har-
mony would not be readily visible when viewed from within the courtyard.18 
touching the southern stoa at its south eastern tip only the upper part of 
the structure was noticeable from the courtyard. the building consisted of 
a substructure and a superstructure, the latter about which there is limited 
archaeological evidence, with a small indirect entrance with a flight of stairs 
from the courtyard and a slightly larger one in the form of a rectangular 
niche accessible only through the south stoa. the purposefully obscured en-
trances, and the 70 m long inclining tunnel lit by skylights at intervals, also 
included a channel through which a small stream of water flowed through 
to the building encouraging the walker to follow through into the structure. 
Furthermore, the configuration of the spaces inside this rotunda with its 
circular walls and its six hemispherical apses containing water wells encour-
aged the pilgrim to move still forward and circulate this very peculiar healing 
space. even though the archaeological evidence does not clarify its function, 
this precinct provides clear markers for understanding the movement and 
body-oriented medical approach. 

conclusion

In contrast to today’s healing establishments, the asklepieia demanded ac-
tive, mobile and ambulatory visitors and rejected the notion of passive, in-
capacitated, and terminally ill patients. the sick subjects that the asklepieia 
would welcome were principally active agents, to some extent able to carry 
out physical activities, ready to interpret their own dreams and experience 
the provided cures directly through their own actions within the built envi-

ronment. thus, the integrative cures depended on the movements and the 
positioning of these active participants hence the design and configuration 
of spaces within the temple precinct were arranged accordingly. 
the increase in type and number of structures and the newly introduced ar-
matures to the Pergamene asklepieion during the second century, created 
a closely-knit architectural web. a web, through which the pilgrims and/or 
patients flocking to the sanctuary had to pass, and through which they were 
manipulated, moved, placed and displaced during their process of healing. 
the architectural details and spatial reconfigurations emphasized and cu-
rated movements of the patients, placing and displacing them in precise 
calculated ways, in an effort to facilitate a holistic healing process. 
this interaction of mind, body and the built environment remains an un-
charted territory particularly in the healing sanctuaries of the ancient world. 
this is partly due to the fact that available literary sources giving glimpses 
of everyday wanderings – primarily roman elegies and satires – are urban 
genres staged specifically in the cityscape.19 Publications on travel and pil-
grimage such as the valuable edited volume of elsner and rutherford do, 
nonetheless, tackle the subject of movement and the sick body in transit or 
in extramural sanctuaries.20 however, in reference to the historiography of 
healing spaces the literary field and architectural field frequently miss each 
other in scholarly conversations. the field research is usually teamed with 
epigraphic work and is kept separate from the philosophical/literary ground-
work. In this context the asklepieia of the greco-roman world need to be 
re-evaluated not as the origins of hospitals but as healing spaces geared 
towards the manipulation of moving bodies. In this light, asklepieion of Per-
gamon, provides a valuable model for illustrating greco-roman approaches 
to healing and its undisputable dependence on spatial design. 
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horace, ovid and juvenal” in The Sites of 
Rome: Time, Space, Memory, ed. david 
h. j. larmour and diana spencer (oxford; 
new york: oxford university Press, 2007), 
138-67.
20 jas elsner and Ian rutherford. Pilgrim-
age in Graeco-Roman and Early Christian 
Antiquity : Seeing the Gods (oxford: oxford 
university Press, 2005)
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3.3.4 raymond unwin tramping the taskscape

brIan Ward
Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland

abstract

In an 1897 lecture raymond unwin imagined the rich relational thought 
processes of a man at home making a shoe for a friend: concentrating in-
tensely on the work to hand and striving for comfort and durability, the man 
simultaneously thought of ‘the foot the shoe has to fit, of the life [his friend] 
leads’ and the circumstances in which the shoe would be worn. In the same 
essay that tim Ingold coined the phrase ‘taskscape’ to examine such inter-
meshings of craftsman, environment and social relations, he also defined 
landscape as ‘the taskscape in its embodied form: a pattern of activities 
“collapsed” into an array of features’. For both Ingold and unwin gardening 
is an activity of the same order as craft. by extension landscapes such as 
hampstead garden suburb can be fruitfully read as an embodiment of their 
inhabitants’ gardening taskscapes. If so, they are structured according to 
lines unwin himself drew across english fields. describing the emergence of 
these lines from his imagination unwin emphasised the role of walking in his 
design process: it was as he ‘tramped’ the site that they appeared. In his 
use of ‘tramping’ unwin identified a very particular mode of perambulation, 
identical to that ascribed by Ingold to the wayfarer. his survival depending 
on heightened perceptions and an ability to tune movements to suit emerg-
ing situations, Ingold’s wayfarer engages with a taskscape like a craftsman 
forming ‘a line that advances from the tip’. this description of walking as a 
craft establishes a contiguity between unwin, the tramp laying out a gar-
den suburb, and the shoemakers and gardeners later working between the 
resultant lines. this paper situates unwin’s deployment of the word ‘tramp’ 
within contemporaneous usage to explore these overlaps and to posit his 
landscapes as the unitary result of various walking and craft taskscapes, all 
foregrounding what Ingold calls ‘the cutting edge of the life process itself’.

keywords

arts and crafts, gardening, Ingold, town planning, tramping, unwin

the importance of the practice of gardening to an understanding of barry 
Parker and raymond unwin’s two seminal landscapes is clear from their 
names; throughout their history letchworth garden city, designed from 
1903 on, and hampstead garden suburb, begun two years later have been 
referenced in gardening discourse.1 Meanwhile the existence of ruskin 
close in hampstead also indexes in nomenclature the debt those founding 
and designing the garden suburb owed to one of the fathers of the arts and 
crafts tradition. both landscapes also appear in narratives of that move-
ment, very often as a democratic but diluted culmination of its ideals.2 the 
physical realities of hampstead and letchworth manifest this dual influence 
of gardening and craft; collapsing any distinctions between the different 
practices of making on view, the emphasis instead is on a human engage-
ment with natural elements or materials. Indeed, their principal author, un-
win hoped that the creativity of this engagement would be evident in his 
landscapes, suggesting that the purpose of town planning was to ‘allot and 
preserve’ a ‘space and sphere [...] within which [the individual] may be free 
to exercise his liberty and initiative.’3

While they became increasingly less strident in their articulation, romantic 
socialist ideals such as this persist in unwin’s writings on planning through-
out his life. they do so even as he simultaneously contributed to the emer-
gence of a more pragmatically political version of socialism in britain. these 
ideals also complicated his own role as chief designer of such vast suburbs 
as letchworth and hampstead. the hierarchy established by town planning 
whereby a figure such as he assumed a disproportionate power in laying out 
these residential landscapes ran counter to the democratic visions emanat-
ing from his principal intellectual mentors, edward carpenter and William 
Morris. unwin’s wariness regarding this power surfaces in his influential 
1909 book, Town Planning in Practice, when he warns against planners 
‘usurp[ing] the functions of a dictator’.4 
the description of the planning design process which follows this warning 
stresses the importance of walking the ground. not leaving tangible traces 
in the manner of gardening and craft, the role of this walking in the creation 
of letchworth and hampstead is not inscribed as obviously on the land-
scape. yet once again, the nomenclature deployed in both is revealing in that 
it is specific about the pedestrianism that was important in their conception. 
letchworth boasts a cul-de-sac called ‘camper’s Walk’ while hampstead is 
graced with both ‘Wordsworth Walk’ and ‘coleridge Walk’. all three allude 
to an english peripatetic tradition, associated with romantic vagrancy, which 
had become increasingly popular during the edwardian era. offering a sense 
of freedom and a communion of mind, body and world, this tradition posited 
walking as an ‘act of resistance’ to an industrialised and respectable soci-



3
. 
Q

u
E
S
tI

o
n

S
 o

F 
M

E
th

o
d

o
lo

g
y

3
. 
Q

u
E
S
tI

o
n

S
 o

F 
M

E
th

o
d

o
lo

g
y

462 463

ety.5 In the term used in a pivotal sentence in Town Planning in Practice, it 
was this iteration of walking which unwin referenced:

as the designer walks over the ground to be planned, he will picture to 
himself what would be the natural growth of the town or district if left 
to spread over the area... as he tramps along there will arise in his 
imagination a picture of the future community [...] and the main lines 
of his plan should take shape in his mind before ever he comes to put 
them on paper’. 6

unwin’s use of the practice of ‘tramping’ can be seen as an attempt to 
position the planner’s work on a par with the gardening and crafting that 
completed his landscapes - the human vitality invested in all three dissolving 
any hierarchies that might otherwise arise between he who structured the 
landscape and those that worked between the planner’s lines.7 advancing 
this idea, I will draw parallels between the edwardian discourse on tramping 
and that surrounding making within the arts and crafts movement. and as 
it weaves ‘wayfaring’, a type of walking very similar to unwin’s tramping, into 
a search for a substratum linking and equalising all forms of making, I will 
use the anthropologist, tim Ingold’s concept of the ‘taskscape’ to do so.8 
offering a means of thinking from the act of making outwards into the land-
scape, the taskscape seems an appropriate vehicle to analyse letchworth 
and hampstead - authored by a figure with an ambivalence towards his 
leading role, unwin’s landscapes are also tangibly the work of generations 
of anonymous gardeners.9

Ingold, proposed the idea of the taskscape in his 1993 essay “the temporal-
ity of the landscape” as a means of thinking through the intermeshed and 
complementary relationships that exist between people and their environ-
ments when they are involved in ordinary household ‘tasks’. For Ingold a task 
is ‘any practical operation, carried out by a skilled agent in an environment, 
as part of his or her normal business of life’. adding that ‘tasks are the 
constitutive acts of dwelling’, Ingold draws attention to their social aspect.10 
the rich relational thought processes involved in their performance, he sug-
gests, create connections which ground people in both their environment 
and their society. they take their place and their meaning ‘within an ensem-
ble of tasks, performed in series, or in parallel, and usually by many people 
working together’. It is this gathering ‘of tasks, in their mutual interlocking’ 
that Ingold terms a ‘taskscape’.11

conceived in opposition to labour, it is perhaps no surprise to find that in the 
industrialised world, the taskscape ‘persists’ for Ingold ‘in those contexts in 
which we claim to be “at home”’. ‘[a] domain in which activities are thought 

of primarily in terms of tasks’, home is ‘that zone of familiarity which people 
know intimately, and in which they, too, are intimately known. as such, it 
encompasses all the settings of everyday life: whether the house, street, 
neighbourhood, or place of work.’12

the fact that workers can feel ‘at home’ in factories indicates to Ingold that 
home ‘may be thought of as a domain of activity that has remained relatively 
impervious to capitalist relations of production – a relic of the householding 
economy of the pre-industrial era.’13 referring to heidegger, he groups his 
ideas about tasks and home into what he terms the ‘dwelling perspective’ 
and suggests that ‘the dynamic of industrial society’ lies in a dialectical rela-
tionship between this and a ‘commodity perspective’.14

a curious dovetailing exists between such ideas and those explored by unwin 
in an 1897 lecture entitled ‘gladdening v. shortening the hours of labour’ 
which reveals how he feels his countrymen should spend their time.15 like 
Ingold, unwin sets up a dichotomous relationship between labour and that 
more ‘sociable’16 work done in the realm of the home, the latter being pitched 
as a pre-existing ‘baseline of sociality’17 against a modern system structured 
on the creation of ‘wage slave[s]’ and ‘consumers’. as glenn adamson points 
out, craft was invented as an ‘other’ to industrialism, promising escape from 
its strictures.18 thus, a man making shoes in industrial quantities would, 
according to unwin, have ‘no interest in his work’ as there were ‘no human 
relationships in it’ and he would be ‘lead to think of [nothing] but how many he 
can make and how much he can earn in a given length of time’. however in 
contrast a man making a shoe for a wife or friend would concentrate intensely 

Figure 1. Parker and unwin, hampstead garden suburb site Plan, 1911. Source: ray-
mond unwin, Town Planning in Practice, t. Fischer unwin, london (2nd ed.) 1911
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on the work to hand. striving for comfort and durability, he would simultane-
ously think of ‘the foot the shoe has to fit, of the life the [proposed recipient] 
leads’ and the circumstances in which the shoe would be worn. 

enjoying and taking an ‘intelligent interest’ in the making of the shoe because 
his heart was ‘in it’, the man would work to the best of his ‘power and knowl-
edge’. like Ingold, unwin imagined that the ramifications of the ‘well-doing’ of 
such a task rippled beyond its immediate scene, impacting upon the man’s 
inhabitation of space. Pieces of information which had previously been dis-
connected in his mind would be given ‘a definite place and relation’ within 
a world-forming system defined by a chosen hobby such as gardening. his 
‘interest always active’ within him, a gardener would be ‘constantly on the 
look out for anything explaining it and which it will explain.’19

In this light, unwin imagined the residents of his landscapes, their eyes at-
tuned to nature through their gardening activities, walking his landscapes. 
the town planner having planted each road with a different tree, such resi-
dents would adjust their walks to and from work depending on arboreal 
seasonal cycles.20 similarly, an amateur ‘worker in iron’ making a latch would 
‘think of it at all times’, noticing ‘beautiful examples [to] imitate and im-
prove’ upon. Imagining such a man preparing the ironmongery for a door 
his neighbour was ‘making for his cottage’, unwin suggests the interlocking 
of various tasks within a community which Ingold defined as emblematic of 

Figure 2. hampstead garden suburb, 30 july 2010. Source: photograph by Paul tierney

the taskscape.21 as residents, wearing shoes made by loved ones, walk 
iteratively through his suburbs they are in a very real way involved in bringing 
themselves, the community the landscape and its buildings into being.
just as a piece of music is not present ‘in the score’, but only in the playing, a 
taskscape, according to Ingold cannot ‘pre-exist’ but comes into bring ‘when 
it is being performed.’22 however, tasks such as the making of ironmongery 
‘congeal in a solid medium’, to use Ingold’s terminology. attempting to cap-
ture this, he suggests that ‘the landscape [...] must [...]  be understood 
as the taskscape in its embodied form: a pattern of activities “collapsed” 
into an array of features’. given that human beings weave their movements 
and lives amongst natural cycles, Ingold suggests that ‘the forms of the 
landscape arise alongside those of the taskscape, within the same current 
of activity’. 23 and given that ‘the activities that comprise the taskscape are 
unending, ‘the landscape is never complete: neither “built” nor “unbuilt”, it is’ 
instead ‘perpetually under construction’.24 
a vision of the built environment as the counter-form of a community’s ongo-
ing daily actions exists within Wr lethaby’s ‘of beautiful cities’. a text known 
and valued by unwin, it proposed that work on city reforms ‘should begin 
on the humblest scale by sweeping streets better, [and] washing and white-
washing the houses.’25 along with a passage transcribed from ‘of beautiful 
cities’. unwin kept amongst his papers one from lethaby’s ‘art and Work-
manship’ which similarly advocated a town planning based on small acts: ‘If 
ever we are to make civilisation on a plan, we shall have to begin by recog-
nising that it is founded first of all on labour.’26 In this model, the form of 
the city is not pre-determined but instead emerges out of a cumulative and 
communal process. the beauty of the result rests on the creativity and acu-
ity of the decisions being made on the spot at the many ‘leading edges’ of 
production which such a model of city-forming opens up: ‘an instinct in the 
people’ as unwin described it ‘to do just the right thing.’ 27

Inspired predominantly by john ruskin’s seminal text, ‘the nature of gothic’, 
amongst arts and crafts practitioners it was such ‘workmanship of risk’ 
which was most valued. as quoted by Ingold, david Pye defined this suc-
cinctly as work in which:

the quality of the result is not predetermined, but depends on the 
judgement, dexterity and care which the maker exercises as he works. 
the essential idea is that the quality of the result is continually at risk 
during the process of making.28 

ruskin claimed that asking a craftsman to rely upon his own instincts for 
the forms with which he was tasked would unearth a life-force heretofore 
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untapped. While perhaps competent at reproducing pre-determined forms, 
when challenged in this way the worker’s execution would, according to 
ruskin, become ‘hesitating’:

he thinks [...] and ten to one he makes a mistake in the first touch he 
gives to his work as a thinking being. but you have made a man of him 
for all that. he was only a machine before, an animated tool.29

Ingold’s longstanding study of such workmanship of risk is sustained by the 
ontological implications of the close (or collapsed) relationship it fosters 
between humans and their environment. he suggests that this relationship 
gives us glimpses of our existence, not as organisms within the environ-
ment, but instead as part of ‘one indivisible’ and continuously developing 
‘totality’ with it from which form is ‘emergent’. embedded in the craftsman’s 
‘creative involvement in the world’ can be seen, according to Ingold, ‘the 
cutting edge of the life process itself, the ever moving front of what alfred 
north Whitehead called a “creative advance into novelty”’.30 

by locating a common source at such a depth Ingold can claim that the ‘cut-
ting edges’ across a variety of different practices such as making, gardening 
and child-rearing are manifestations of the same life processes and so, for 
instance, his essay “Walking the Plank” conflates sawing and walking. 31 hav-
ing to continuously adjust his movements to the fibrous particularities of the 
plank, Ingold suggests that the

carpenter, a workman of risk, is like the wayfarer who travels from 
place to place, sustaining himself both perceptually and materially 
through a continual engagement with the field of practice, or what I 
have elsewhere called the ‘taskscape’, that opens up along his path. In 
this respect he is the complete opposite of the machine operative, a 
workman of certainty, whose activity is constrained by the parameters 
of a determining system.32 

In many of Ingold’s writings there is a shuttling between the craftsman and 
the wayfarer, each being used to explain the practice of the other.33 emerg-
ing from such analogies is the particularity of the walking which interests 
Ingold - he uses the term wayfarer to describe perambulation with an ‘itiner-
ant character,’34 in which there is a ‘coupling between movement and per-
ception.’35 unlike a traveller, who merely traverses a predetermined route, 
Ingold’s wayfarer is free to respond to that which he sees before him, and 
hence like a craftsman he forms ‘a line that advances from the tip.’36

It is this line which is invoked by unwin’s description of a planner tramping a 
site in Town Planning in Practice. ‘[t]hinking out the main points of his prob-
lem’, the planner was to ‘group [...] the town [...] upon the hills or slopes’ 
as he walked them. noting features to be preserved and views to be em-
phasised, he was to select ‘suitable positions for [...] squares or places’ ‘on 
the spot’.37 It was, according to unwin, ‘only when, on the ground, all these 
formative influences have been balanced’ that the designer could ‘safely 
commence to draw out his design.’38

situating unwin’s usage of tramping alongside contemporaneous literature 
on the topic brings to the fore a sense of tramping as a walking which 
advanced ‘from the tip’. douglas goldring’s short-lived literary journal, The 
Tramp, for instance constantly distinguished its preferred perambulation 
against that of the ‘common tourist tribe’, whose movements were prede-
termined by an itinerary drawn from a baedeker guidebook.39 Instead of 
‘doing’ or ‘seeing’ well-worn sights, those wishing to tramp were urged not 
to plan in advance but instead to ‘merely let things happen.’40 ‘Feeling’, ‘ex-
periencing’ and ‘interpreting’ virgin territory for themselves, a sense of unity 
with the surrounding environment would ensue.  
recounting a tramp in the new Forest for instance lady Margaret sackville 
in the March 1910 edition of goldring’s journal described being as ‘alert 
as a deer to all that the woods hold.’ ‘[l]ingering or passing on at will’, her 
‘comprehension’ quickening ‘to catch the forest’s slightest whispers’, she at 
last gained an understanding of ‘that hidden impulse which makes the birds 
sing’.41 operating without an itinerary as sackville advocated often necessi-
tated the finding of lodgings as night fell. In the following edition osbert bur-
dett recommended delaying this as late as possible to introduce an element 
of risk to tramps and to induce an attendant heightening of the senses; he 
purposefully constructed situations whereby ‘at the end of the day’ there 
would be ‘no inn [...] in sight’, his ‘perceptions’ then ‘expand[ing]’, he would 
learn ‘the secret of nature by becoming a part of the landscape instead of 
being the spectator of it.’42

requiring the fine tuning of perceptions and involving a powerful sense of 
‘being alive’, it is such moments that Ingold theorizes and that ruskin at-
tempted to integrate into the work and lives of craftsmen. given that unwin 
introduces his description of the design process as a means of supplanting 
a planner’s ‘preconceived ideas’, and given that the role of his process is 
to weave a new settlement into the land and weather of a site it was also 
moments such as these that unwin sought while tramping fields designing 
suburbs.43 this is most clear in his account of the designing of letchworth 
in which he is again specific about the type of walking involved in his design 
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process.  ‘[a]fter tramping over the land for about a week’ with ‘the gen-
eral scheme’ taking shape in his mind, he recounted how he realised that 
casting a line between ‘three old oak trees’ which he noticed ‘standing out 
solitary’ and ‘two lines of copse wood’ at a distance could ‘anchor the plan 
definitely on the ground’. ‘When looking at those trees’ afterwards he ‘often 
remember[ed ...] with a feeling of gratitude to them’ the way in which ‘they 
suggested... the exact position in which to stake out the axial line.’44

to the extent that he gave his hobbyist countrymen tasks that challenged 
their capabilities to hone and develop their senses, and that he then imag-
ined them adapting their routes through those suburbs according to subtle 
seasonal changes, unwin also presumed that similar moments would give 
meaning to life in the landscapes he designed.45 suggesting means by which 
the creativity involved in crafting and wayfaring can be thought of in the 
same vein, Ingold invites a speculative reading of unwin’s use of the word 
‘tramp’ in accounts of his design process, pulling it into close contact with 
his descriptions of crafting and gardening in ‘gladdening versus shortening 
the hours of labour.’ like crafting, tramping promoted Ingold’s ‘dwelling 
perspective’, pitted against and ‘impervious to capitalist relations of produc-
tion’. hence the continuous conflation of the physical freedom experienced 
while tramping and a concomitant sense of ‘social freedom’ throughout The 
Tramp’s pages.46 and hence perhaps, the dual campaign that labourer’s 
organisations mounted for shorter working hours on one hand, and for freer 
access to the landscape on the other, in order that as rebecca solnit notes, 
their ‘hard-won time’ could be spent tramping.47

read through Ingold, unwin’s invocation of tramping resolved qualms he 
held about the democratic legitimacy of the planner. It dissipated distinctions 
between himself and other makers, rendering his actions equal to those 
that followed in the taskscape. While the lines he drew across english fields 
structured later activities such as building, crafting and gardening, unwin’s 
lines, in Ingold’s terms, were collapsed into a landscape which was always 
in a process of emergence. conceived while tramping and hence in com-
munion with Ingold’s ‘current of activity’ or ‘the life process itself’, these lines 
were placed within broader forces with deep ontological roots.
an adherent of transcendentalism, as a young man unwin’s writings regular-
ly refer to a ‘great spirit’ from which everything emanates, recording in his 
diary for instance an appreciation of ralph Waldo emerson’s ‘idea that each 
piece of art is a manifestation afresh of the universal mind or soul which is 
behind all things.’48 tramping was seen at the time as a means of access-
ing this soul; in 1912 holbrook jackson used very similar terms to Ingold 
when he asserted that it involved ‘participating in the full current of life’49 
and a ‘merg[ing] into the very source of life itself.’50 Facilitating such access, 

tramping allowed unwin to imagine the town planner as a figure simultane-
ously tapping into, channeling and being part of a structuring life force.
In this way it supports a simile he used late in life when explaining the town 
planner’s role. Introducing planning to an area, unwin suggested, was akin 
to ‘inducing’ ‘the mysterious and beautiful [...] structure of crystallization [...] 
to spread through a formless solution.’ lest his listeners detected a deficit 
in democracy between the planner providing the rigid lines of this structure 
and those who brought form to the mass of the crystal, he referred to the 
‘very newest science’ which explained ‘that so far from being rigid, the crys-
tal structure merely defines limits within which the utmost activity of atoms 
takes place and’, according to unwin, ‘would even suggest that the individual 
composing the atoms may enjoy something very like free will and initiative.’51

emerging freely from the same source, and indistinguishable in material-
ity, the structure and mass of unwin’s crystal were the same and hence 
almost equal. collapsing actions such as wayfaring and sawing into each 
other such that they express the same ‘current of activity’, Ingold’s writ-
ings evoke a similar democracy of making. however, while also describing a 
comparable sense of landscape as emergent, his notion of manifold inter-
linking taskscapes congealing together evokes a more everyday and earthy 
process than that of crystallisation. Ingold’s concepts therefore seem to 
capture more precisely the realities of tramping, crafting and gardening that 
manifest themselves in unwin’s suburbs, landscapes which somehow grow 
themselves out of the cutting edge of making.
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1 as c.b. Purdom puts it ‘the garden is 
inevitable in garden city’. c.b. Purdom, The 
Garden City, A Study in the Development of 
a Modern Town (london: jM dent, 1913), 
104. For an early example of Parker and 
unwin’s landscapes appearing within gar-
dening discourse see Miller, What England 
Can Teach Us about Gardening, and for a 
recent example see Waymark, Modern Gar-
den Design.
2 see for instance davey, Arts and Crafts 
Architecture.
3 raymond unwin, ‘housing - cottages’, 
(un.9/2.i), box 1, Folder 9, rIba archives, 
london.
4 raymond unwin, Town Planning in Prac-
tice, An Introduction to the Art of Design-
ing Cities and Suburbs (london: t Fisher 
unwin, 1909), 140. barry Parker’s 1912 
article “democracy’s Influence on architec-
ture” revealed the partnership’s uncertain-
ties in this regard as late as 1912. he sug-
gested that architects should operate as 
planners only until such time as ‘the mass 
of the people take an intelligent interest in 
[architectural] problems and insist upon 
their dwellings being the sincere expression 
of their own ideals’. Parker, ‘democracy’s 
Influence on architecture’, 153-4.
5 rebecca solnit, Wanderlust, A History of 
Walking (london: verso, 2001), 265. Peter 
howarth identifies ‘an updating and expan-
sion of the Wordsworthian concordia dis-
cors between man and inner landscape’ as 
running through literature on tramping (how-
arth, “the simplicity of Wh davies,” 166).
6 unwin, Town Planning, 149-50.

7 In constructing the architect and attempt-
ing to distinguish him from the craftsman, 
alberti identified two related constituent 
elements in buildings, the lineaments and 
matter: ‘the one the product of thought, the 
other of nature, the one requiring the mind 
and the power of reason, the other depen-
dent in preparation and selection’ (quoted 
in Ingold, Making, 50). as Ingold explains, 
by ‘lineaments’ (lineamenta) alberti meant 
‘a precise and complete specification of 
the form and appearance of the building, 
as conceived by the intellect, independently 
and in advance of the work of construction 
(structura)’ (Ingold, Making, 50). While the 
architect was responsible for these ‘[t]he 
hand of the skilled workman’ was required, 
according to alberti, ‘to fashion the material 
according to lineaments’ (quoted in Ingold, 
Making, 50). alberti’s framework is useful in 
thinking about unwin’s landscapes as he also 
constructed the town planner in relation to 
the craftsman, but seeking to blur the lines 
that alberti had established. according to In-
gold, alberti’s conception of the design and 
construction process opposed the medieval 
model in which ‘the lineaments of the struc-
ture, far from being imposed upon the ma-
terial, emerge from the process of building 
itself’ (Ingold, Making, 55). although unwin 
had an obvious interest in the town planner 
defining lineaments, he was simultaneously 
attracted to the idea of this medieval model.
8 drawing upon Wallace, Ingold makes a dis-
tinction between wayfaring and a ‘traveller’ 
embarking upon a ‘tour’, a distinction which, 
as we shall see, is also one made in the pag-

es of The Tramp (Ingold, Lines, 79). the on-
tological claims he makes for wayfaring also 
reprise many of those made for tramping: 
‘Wayfaring, I believe, is the most fundamen-
tal mode by which living beings, both human 
and non-human, inhabit the earth [...] the in-
habitant is rather one who participates from 
within in the very processes of the world’s 
continual coming into being and who, in lay-
ing a trail of life, contributes to its weave and 
texture’ (Ingold, Lines, 81).
9 In an apt description, henrietta barnett 
(the founder of hampstead garden suburb) 
referred to it as a ‘gardened district’ (bar-
nett, “a garden suburb at hampstead”).
10 tim Ingold, The Perception of the Envi-
ronment: Essays in Livelihood, Dwelling and 
Skill, (london: routledge, 2000), 195. un-
like labour it does not demand a ‘separation 
between the domains of “work” and “social 
life”’ (Ingold, The Perception of the Environ-
ment, 323).
11 Ibidem, 195.
12 Ibidem, 330. Insisting on a ‘qualitative 
and heterogeneous’ aspect to the time spent 
performing one, Ingold pits his notion of ‘the 
task’ against that of labour, which relies in 
contrast on a conception of time as ‘quanti-
tative and homogenous’, such that it can be 
sold (Ingold, Perception, 194).
13 Ibidem, 330.
14 Ibidem, 333. Ingold contends that we 
have had to accommodate our orientation to-
wards tasks within a framework ‘that seeks 
at every turn to deny the reality of situated 
social experience’. although ‘fundamental to 
our personal and social identity, to our knowl-
edge of place and people, and to the practice 
of our everyday skills’ this orientation ‘consti-
tutes the baseline of sociality upon which the 
order of modernity has been built, and from 
which we have now to come to terms with it’ 
(Ingold, Perception, 338, 333).
15 Mark swenarton warns against placing 
too much emphasis on its main argument 
that english legislators should devote their 
energies to the creation of a country in which 
people were only engaged in work which they 
enjoyed. he suggests that in common with 
most northern socialists, ‘the notion of “joy 

in labour” was’ for unwin, ‘peripheral to [his] 
thought’ (swenarton, Artisans and Archi-
tects, 164). of more pertinence, according 
to swenarton, were unwin’s stated beliefs 
that socialism should enable ‘each man to 
produce in the easiest way known’ and that 
it should devote itself to making possible ‘in-
creased leisure’ time (swenarton, Artisans 
and Architects, 166). If we accept that un-
win’s views on labour were more practical 
and modern than suggested in ‘gladdening’, 
and concentrate on the lecture as an insight 
into his thinking on the thought processes 
involved in craft, the dovetailing between his 
and Ingold’s thoughts becomes tighter.
16 raymond unwin, ‘gladdening v. short-
ening hours of labour,’ (un. 15/3), 
unr/2/3, box 2, Folder 3, ‘notes’, rIba 
archives, london.
17 Ingold, Perception 333.
18 see adamson, The Invention of Craft. 
Morris defined craftspeople simply as ‘mak-
ers of things by their own free will’ and 
ruskin affected an easy slippage between 
freedom during a craftsman’s labour and 
wider societal freedoms that would accrue 
should labour be reorganised (Quoted in ad-
amson, The Craft Reader,147).
19 raymond unwin, ‘gladdening v. short-
ening the hours of labour,’ (un. 15/4), 
unr/2/3, box 2, Folder 3, ‘notes’, rIba 
archives, london.
20 unwin, Town Planning, 278.
21 raymond unwin, ‘gladdening v. short-
ening the hours of labour,’ (un. 15/4), 
unr/2/3, box 2, Folder 3, ‘notes’, rIba 
archives, london.
22 Ingold, Perception, 197.
23 Ibidem, 198.
24 Ibidem, 199.
25 William r. lethaby, ‘of beautiful cities’ 
excerpted in Mary greensted (ed.), An An-
thology of the Arts and Crafts Movement, 
(hampshire: lund humphries, 2005), 42.
26 raymond unwin, ‘ethic and International 
relations’, (un. 7/7), unr/1/7, box 1, 
Folder 7, rIba archives, london.
27 unwin, Town Planning, 98-104. unwin 
believed such an instinct had been respon-
sible for the beauty and unity of medieval cit-
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ies. he was fond of citing the related lethaby 
maxim: ‘the well doing of what needs doing’ 
(lethaby, “art and Workmanship,” 161).
28 david Pye, The Nature and Art of Work-
manship, (cambridge: cambridge university 
Press, 1968), 7.
29 john ruskin, The Nature of Gothic, A 
Chapter of the Stones of Venice, (london: 
Kelmscott Press, 1892), 17. that liberat-
ing craftsmen in such a way would lead to a 
renewed vitality in architecture was an ortho-
doxy of arts and crafts rhetoric, found in un-
win’s writings for instance as late as 1932. 
swenarton lists the appearance of this idea 
in unwin’s texts throughout his career (Arti-
sans and Architects, 164).
30 Ingold, Perception, 19.
31 see the chapter ‘Making things, grow-
ing Plants, raising animals and bringing up 
children’, ibidem 77-88.
32 tim Ingold, being alive, essays on Move-
ment, Knowledge and description, (london: 
routledge, 2011), 59.
33 In the notes for ‘Walking the Plank’ In-
gold is definitive about the relationship be-
tween craft and wayfaring: ‘Pye’s distinction 
between the workmanship of certainty and 
of risk thus precisely [my emph.] parallels 
my own between transport and wayfaring’ 
(Ingold, Being Alive, 246). this relationship 
is reiterated in Making. citing deleuze and 
guattari, Ingold states that: ‘artisans or 
practitioners who follow the flow are, in ef-
fect, itinerants, wayfarers, whose task is to 
enter the grain of the world’s becoming and 
bend it to an evolving purpose. theirs is an 
“intuition in action”’ (Ingold, Making, 25). and 
again: ‘to adopt a helpful distinction from de-
leuze and guattari (2004: 410), [making] is 
not an iteration of steps but an itineration: 
making is a journey; the maker a journey-
man’ (Ingold, Making, 45).
34 Ingold, Being Alive, 17. 
35 Ibidem 59. In Lines Ingold collapses any 
distinction between a wayfarer and his move-
ments: ‘the wayfarer is continually on the 
move. More strictly, he is movement’ (Ingold, 
Lines, 75). Quoting ruskin, he suggests that 
wisdom lies embedded within this collapse: 
‘In life as in art, ruskin declared, wisdom lies 

in “knowing the way things are going” (Ingold, 
Lines, 130).
36 Ibidem, 150. For Ingold the notion of a 
particular ‘line’ is integral to his understand-
ing of craftwork. In a book-length study he 
describes this line as one ‘free to go where it 
will, for movement’s sake’. characteristically, 
Ingold uses walking as a means of defining 
the line: it is, he tells us, as ‘Klee memorably 
put it, the line that develops freely, and in 
its own time, “goes out for a walk”’ (Ingold, 
Lines, 73). With such a line ‘[o]ne could al-
most treat line as a verb, and say that in 
the thing’s growing - in its issuing forth, in 
its making itself visible, as Paul Klee would 
say - it lines’ (Ingold, Making, 135). Ingold 
contrasts this line with another kind, ‘in a 
hurry’ which ‘wants to get from one location 
to another, and then to another, but has little 
time to do so. the appearance of this line, 
says Klee, is “more like a series of appoint-
ments than a walk”. It goes from point to 
point, in sequence, as quickly as possible [...] 
for every successive destination is already 
fixed prior to setting out, and each segment 
of the line is pre-determined by the points 
it connects’ (Ingold, Lines, 73). In defining 
this other line, Ingold also draws distinctions 
between what he defines as wayfaring and 
more goal-oriented walking: ‘the line has 
been fragmented - under the sway of mo-
dernity - into a succession of points or dots 
[...] and wayfaring [has been] replaced by the 
route-plan’ (Ingold, Lines, 75). there are per-
haps parallels to be drawn between Ingold’s 
studies of lines and unwin’s description of 
the ‘main lines’ of the plan emerging as the 
town planner tramped along.
37 the manner in which unwin provided 
places and defined views, both to the sur-
roundings and to ‘fine buildings’ within the 
new town plan to some extent provides an 
‘itinerary’ of nodal points for those walking 
his landscapes. Ingold notes that although 
people increasingly ‘find themselves in envi-
ronments built as assemblies of connected 
elements [...] in practice they continue to 
thread their own ways through these envi-
ronments, tracing paths as they go’ (Ingold, 
Lines, 75). even so, in providing a landscape 

composed of special points of interest linked 
by straight lines, suggesting a quick and un-
interested transit between these points, it 
could be argued that unwin’s approach often 
opposes the active environmental engage-
ment associated with the practice of tramp-
ing. his attention to the needs of traffic in 
the chapter ‘of the arrangement of Main 
roads’ in Town Planning in Practice certainly 
suggests movement ‘across’ rather than 
‘along’ the earth’s surface to use Ingold’s ter-
minology (Ingold, Lines, 89/90). having said 
that, unwin’s analysis of curved v. straight 
streets in, ‘of the Individuality of towns’ (in 
Town Planning in Practice) is a sophisticated 
one and in his design of rushby Mead in 
letchworth (for instance) there is the sense 
of a road having been defined by a particular 
joy in wandering.
38 unwin, Town Planning, 150-1. once un-
win brought the lines he arrived at through 
tramping into the realm of the office the use 
of the tools at hand (e.g. rulers) brought with 
it a mode of working with its own implica-
tions (see for instance the revisions made 
to unwin’s initial 1905 curvilinear scheme 
for hampstead). For Ingold the ‘difference 
between drawing a line freehand and with 
a ruler precisely parallels that between way-
faring and transport’ (Ingold, Lines, 161). 
drawing freehand, he asserts, ‘you have all 
the while to keep an eye on where you are 
going and make adjustments accordingly’ 
(Ingold, Lines, 162). If unwin’s tramping on 
the site was successful in appropriating the 
open-endedness of crafting or making, such 
assertions suggest subsequent work done in 
the office might be as pre-defined as trans-
port. however Ingold is rightly hesitant in 
making too forthright a distinction between 
making and designing and would be wary 
of imagining that the work done on drawing 
boards in unwin’s office was conducted in an 
abstract realm wholly distinct from that on 
site (Ingold, Making, 70-73).
39 MeM donaldson, “an attractive cor-
ner of Inverness-shire,” The Tramp, 1 (4), 
(1910), 299. see also: roberts, “the art of 
vagabondage,” 11; clive holland, “summer 
Wanderings in the hardy country,” 239; er-

nest young, “abo,” 308; dr ernest baker, 
“the snow Frontiers of switzerland,” 308; 
cecil Mortimer, “Weekends out of england: I 
- belgium,” 395; cecil Mortimer, “Weekends 
out of england: II - Paris Montmartre via ne-
whaven and dieppe,” 491.
40 cecil Mortimer, “Weekends out of eng-
land: I - belgium,” The Tramp, 1 (5), (1910), 
395. For articles making explicit the need to 
‘experience’ places off the tourist trail see for 
instance: harry roberts, “the art of vaga-
bondage,” 22; lady Margaret sackville, ‘the 
new Forest,’ 83; holbrook jackson, ‘on go-
ing to nowhere,” 131-134. john Mitten, “a 
good travel book,” 377.
41 lady Margaret sackville, “the new For-
est,” 84.
42 osbert burdett, “on Maps,” The Tramp, 
2 (5) (1911), 479.
43 unwin, Town Planning, 140. as well 
as describing the romance of wander-
ing, The Tramp addresses its practicalities 
with instructions being provided on how to 
fish and/or trap animals (see for instance 
arthur ransome, “Fishing by the Way,” 
402/3). the ideal reader of the journal was 
to equip himself well before embarking on a 
tramp (see for instance edith a. browne, “Kit 
notes”, 390) and copious advertisements 
were provided in order to help in choosing 
a kit. notwithstanding an ambivalence to-
wards their use, a large proportion of the 
book reviews were devoted to guidebooks 
suggesting careful planning was also com-
mon before most tramping trips. Pye’s main 
criticism of the arts and crafts movement is 
its unrealistic promotion of craft conducted 
without recourse to jigs, guides or prior de-
sign, as those centrally involved in the move-
ment would have known such aspirations 
had no basis in the technical facts of making. 
as Ingold points out in ‘Walking the Plank’ 
preparation of tools and procedure is essen-
tial to the craftsman. similarly, unwin sends 
his planner out to ‘tramp’ the ground only af-
ter he has studied any information available 
on the site.
44 raymond unwin, “the Planning of gar-
den city,” 228.
45 taped interviews with residents of hamp-
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stead garden suburb perhaps vindicate un-
win in his presumptions. remembering her 
childhood in the early years of the suburb, 
Miss r. Murphy mentioned how asmuns hill 
was ‘lined with almond trees’ and recalled 
‘turning out of hampstead Way on a sun-
ny day and seeing all the trees in blossom 
with the sun shining on them.’ she added 
that ‘hogarth’s hill was full of peach trees 
which were a deeper pink and came after 
the almond blossom. Williefield Way was 
full of crab apples which we ate... and the 
other part of Williefield Way [was planted 
with] red maple trees.’ Miss M grainger of 
hampstead Way in a separate interview also 
mentioned the almond trees in blossom on 
asmuns hill. (Murphy, grainger)
46 Peter howarth, “the simplicity of Wh 
davies, “English Literature in Transition 
1880-1920, 46 (2003), 165. this confla-
tion occurs in other literature on tramping 
too. holbrook jackson described tramping 
or vagabondage as ‘the habit of occasional 
lapse from the upholstery of civilised life’ 
(jackson, All Manner of Folk, 60) and les-
lie stephen wrote of the sense of ‘escaping 
on ticket-of-leave from the prison-house of 
respectability’ (stephen, “In Praise of Walk-
ing,” 19).
47 solnit Wanderlust, 168. tramping’s 
relationship with capitalism’s processes of 
creative destructions are more complicated 
than craft’s as its practitioners claimed an 
ambiguous and sometimes ambivalent kin-
ship with the hordes of itinerant workers 
created by these processes. the contorted 
nature of this relationship is most evident in 
arthur rickett’s The Vagabond in Literature 
when he writes of the ‘restlessness’ and ‘ner-
vous instability’ of the vagabond: ‘one of the 
legacies of the industrial revolution had been 
the neurotic strain which it has bequeathed 
to our countrymen... It has never been 
summed up better than by ruskin, when, in 
one of his scornful flashes, he declared that 
our objects in life were: whatever we have, to 
get more; and wherever we are, to go some-

where else’ (rickett, The Vagabond, 9/10).
48 raymond unwin, ‘raymond unwin’s di-
ary for the year 1887’, May 19, raymond 
unwin collection, box 1.6, john rylands 
archives, Manchester. Much of this thinking 
can be traced back to carpenter’s influence 
on unwin. as jackson explained carpenter 
elaborated for a generation ‘the germinal 
idea of life... surging outwards [and] develop-
ing form’(jackson, All Manner of Folk, 127).
49 jackson, All Manner of Folk, 54.
50 Ibidem, 60. jackson used the term 
‘vagabondage’ which was interchangeable 
with ‘tramping’. such claims for tramping 
are consistent throughout The Tramp, with 
harry roberts for instance claiming that it 
is ‘only the tramp who is able to realise the 
meaning of Maeterlinck’s statement that we 
all live in the sublime’ (harry roberts, “the 
art of vagabondage,” 26). While the litera-
ture on tramping continuously presents the 
practice as a means of connecting with the 
world, whether or not it was a solitary and in-
sular activity was a matter of debate. george 
M trevalyan made a distinction between 
walking and tramping, with the latter pro-
moted as the more communitarian activity 
(trevalyan, “Walking,” 60-2). Positioning ev-
erything seen by even a solitary walker within 
‘the great mystery’ tramping was generally 
seen as enabling a sense of connection to 
all humanity. this could be established even 
when those encountered along the route ‘ap-
peared at odds with nature’. eden Philpotts 
for instance found a place for a ‘belligerent’ 
and armed range-clearer in the general 
‘progress and falling out of things’ (Phillpotts, 
“a dartmoor day,” 502).
51 raymond unwin, ‘regional Planning with 
special reference to the greater london re-
gional Plan, a paper read before the royal 
Institute of british architects on Monday 6 
january, 1930’, raymond unwin collection, 
box 1.4, john rylands archives, Manches-
ter. 
 

3.4 ‘Bread & Butter and architecture’: 
accommodating the Everyday

SESSION CHAIRS: 
rIcardo agareZ
The Bartlett School of Architecture 
nelson Mota
TU Delft, Netherlands

this session takes its title and theme from a 1942 article by english ar-
chitectural historian john summerson, who called on practicing architects 
to face ‘the real-life adventures which are looming ahead’ instead of trying 
‘to fly level with the poet-innovator le corbusier’. to render architecture 
‘effective in english life’, summerson argued, would be the role of quali-
fied teams of ‘salaried architects’ working for local and central authorities 
or commercial undertakings. their ‘departmental architecture’ would be 
responsible for lifting the average quality of everyday building practice for 
the benefit of all, while providing a profession constantly seeking to secure 
its place in society with ‘those three essential things for any born architect 
– bread, butter, and the opportunity to build’. coincidentally, the following 
year saw the publication of ayn rand’s novel The Fountainhead, whose 
architect protagonist epitomised the ‘prime mover,’ the individualistic cre-
ative hero who singlehandedly conquered his place in history. seemingly fol-
lowing rand’s drive, the canon of western contemporary architecture has 
overlooked summerson’s everyday ‘salaried’ architecture, however domi-
nant it may have turned out to be in our built environment, praising instead 
the solo designer and his groundbreaking work. It seems to have been in 
‘departmental architecture’ that the social role of the architect – both in 
terms of social hierarchies and contribution to social betterment – was 
primarily tested and consolidated in the aftermath of World War I. yet the 
work of county, city and ministerial architects, and heads of department 
in welfare commissions, guilds and cooperatives is seldom discussed as 
such. the specific character of this work as the product of institutional ini-
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tiatives and agents, as the outcome of negotiation between individual and 
collective agendas, remains little explored, even when celebrating the few 
public designed projects that are part of the canon.
What is, then, the specificity of this ‘bread & butter’ architecture? What is 
its place in architectural history studies, and how should we approach it? 
What does it tell us about the dissemination and hampering of architectural 
trends, or the architectural culture within institutions and agencies? Is it 
relevant in today’s context of swift downplaying of institutional agency in the 
spatial accommodation of everyday needs? are we prepared to bypass the 
still prevalent notion of the architect-artist, the prime mover, and look at the 
circumstances of those who played their part in inconspicuous offices and 
unexciting departments? We welcome papers that address these and other 
questions prompted by the theme, focusing on the period after World War 
I, when many public initiatives were put in place, until the late 1960s, when 
established hierarchies were challenged and the architect’s place in society 
again changed. 

3.4.1 humdrum tasks of the Salaried-Men: Edwin 
Williams, a lCC architect at War

nIcK beech
Oxford Brookes University, UK

abstract

Working at the london county council architect’s department through the 
1930s to 1950s, known (if at all) as a member of the design team for the 
royal Festival hall, edwin Williams is usually presented as a regressive fig-
ure, his design work marked by his beaux-arts training. With no evidence of 
any significant contribution to formal or spatial developments of architecture 
in the post-war period – in drawings, plans or diagrams – Williams’s story 
is firmly confined to the hidden ‘back-room’ of architectural history. using 
archival evidence and histories of the construction industry, this paper sets 
out Williams’s role in the organisation of rescue and recovery services in 
london during the second World War. the paper argues that, through his 
development of training schools and curricula for rescue service person-
nel, Williams played a key role in the formation of a skilled, mechanised, 
modern demolition industry. operating complex emergency projects under 
extreme conditions, the same contractors and building operatives trained 
in Williams’s programme were later responsible for the clearance of bomb 
damaged sites and slums. rather than a history of coincidence – whereby 
designs by ‘new empiricists’ fortuitously arrive at the same time and to 
the same party as a radically modernised construction industry, a centrally 
planned economy, and a london full of holes to fill – this paper suggests that 
certain developments in modern architecture can be considered as contin-
gent upon practices of the demolition industry. discussing the various tech-
niques and technologies Williams integrated into his training programme 
this paper contributes to a wider discussion on how the history of modern 
architecture might be rethought. by concentrating on the ‘organisation’ and 
‘progress’ of production that architects engaged with during the second 
World War and after, new configurations of continuity and change emerge 
in which the ‘humdrum tasks’ of ‘salaried-men’ appear crucial.

keywords

london County Council, Second World War, British modernism, 
demolition, industry, architectural epistemology
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introduction

Much of the discussion around post-second World War architecture in brit-
ain revolves around the question of whether an appropriate, or inappropriate 
architecture for the social democratic state was ever produced. Questions 
have been asked as to how civic and political buildings – concert halls, galler-
ies, parliamentary buildings – communicate, express, or facilitate concepts 
and practices of social democratic governance and the formation of a polity.1 
the material, structural, and formal values of social housing, education, and 
health care buildings have been assessed for their ability to respond to the 
requirements of social democracy.2

these architectural histories are framed within wider political histories and 
the emergence of the welfare state from liberal programmes of social se-
curity in the 1920s through to a full blooded Keynsian mixed economy of 
the 1950s, variously defined as democratic (in a representational sense), 
technocratic, bureaucratic, and ‘compromised’ (to the extent that the new 
welfare state was concerned with redistribution of surplus from private to 
public ends). these different aspects of social democracy are further compli-
cated in terms of their relation to each other – either simply as ‘co-existing’ 
(but in which case what elements are technocratic, what democratic, what 
bureaucratic and so on), functionally layered, or competing. 
the question posed by architectural history has been whether the products of 
architecture – that is, buildings – answered to the needs of the welfare state 
and to what extent these products were over-determined by one or other 
aspect. as an example, it was possible for adrian Forty to identify and cat-
egorise tecton’s Finsbury health centre of the 1930s and the london county 
council (lcc) architect’s department’s royal Festival hall of the 1950s as 
‘social democratic’ in the sense that those buildings spatially confirmed liberal 
democratic values.3 on the other hand it was equally possible for the same 
author to define the southbank exhibition of the Festival of britain as ‘techno-
cratic’ because of the structural relationship of the architectural and other 
design professions that produced that event to the civil service and executive 
government of the period. the Festival of britain exhibition, then, responded 
in a broad sense to a ‘social democracy’, but in a specific sense to a ‘tech-
nocracy’.4 but, how are we to understand the daily ‘practices’ (rather than 
‘products’) of architecture as contributing to the history of social democracy?
In his forensic history of the design of the royal Festival hall, Miles glendin-
ning argues that mid-century modern architecture in britain has largely been 
(and should be) understood as the result of conflicts and sympathies operat-
ing between the ‘art’ of the singular visionary architectural designer, and the 
‘social function’ of the collective, prosaic municipal authority.5 the Festival hall 
emerges as the culmination of the architect robert Matthew’s struggle to 

free the municipal office of the lcc architect’s department from the ‘vast, 
repetitive workload of minor development-control casework… of the same 
everyday character: numbering and naming of streets, the condition of bomb-
damaged roofs, and the demolition of anderson shelters’.6

as such, glendinning frankly and overtly utilises an established historiographic 
trope in which the history of architectural production is bifurcated. the neces-
sary (or perhaps that is ‘necessarily’?) prosaic building programme of modern 
social democracy in the twentieth century – planning and the codification 
of the urban environment, municipal over-site of private building production, 
regulation of the building industries, distribution and control of consumption 
of building materials and so on – is recalled only in contradistinction to the 
design and production of ‘exceptional’ civic and private spaces of modernism. 
this split history of the development of modern architecture in britain is re-
produced throughout the criticism and historiography on and of the period.7 
hiving off the ‘humdrum tasks’ of the ‘salaried men’ allows for exclusive at-
tention to be paid to the emergence of modernism in britain prior to the 
second World War and its subsequent development immediately following. 
this includes the overturning of regressive and conservative architectural 
principles in the royal Institute of british architects (rIba) and the emergence 
of a generation of architects educated in modernism and determined to pro-
duce it.8 the bumpy road of british modernist architecture and the contests 
between ‘new empiricists’, or ‘new humanists’, and the earlier avant-garde 
(represented in émigré figures such as berthold lubetkin) and later avant-
gardes (whether ‘neo-classicists’ or ‘new brutalists’) can then be set out 
along strictly formal lines. 
Whilst who and what might be covered by any of these stylistic umbrellas 
is allowed to remain an always-moot point, the interpretative grid is strictly 
maintained: formal and structural innovation traceable to the drawing board. 
With very few exceptions this produces both a powerful, coherent history (of 
modernist architecture as naturally responsive to social democracy) and a 
swathe of contradictions and lacunae – not least of which concerns the rela-
tionship of architectural practice, transformations in the building industry, and 
developments in social democracy itself.9

edwin williams

a figure such as edwin Williams does not so much fall outside the stylistic um-
brella as fall outside the story of british architecture’s ever changing weather 
entirely. born in 1897, Williams was a student at the liverpool school of ar-
chitecture in the early 1920s, the very particular training in architecture he 
received there complemented by a scholarship to the british school at rome 
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in 1928.10 Williams moved to london and joined the lcc architect’s depart-
ment in the early 1930s. regarded as professionally competent and well 
organised, but personally thin skinned and caustic, Williams’s rise through 
the ranks of the department reached a ceiling as a succession of younger, 
avowedly ‘modernist’ architects were appointed above him. In the late-1930s 
the positions of deputy architect and then architect to the council were given 
to john Forshaw. then again, in the 1940s, and despite the high regard for 
Williams, robert Matthew (architect to the council) and then leslie Martin 
(deputy) were brought in to the department.11

With little evidence of any contribution to the advancement of modern archi-
tecture, Williams has been safely placed in the backroom of modern archi-
tecture’s production through the twentieth century, dismissed with his Beaux-
Arts training.
this paper presents an argument that depends on pulling a figure like Wil-
liams – and the kind of work that he conducted – into historical relief. this is 
not to suggest that Williams can be shown to have produced any remarkable 
but previously unrecognised architecture of merit. rather, that the roles that 
Williams undertook through his career, and the manner in which Williams 
conducted those roles, can begin to alter our understanding and apprecia-
tion of fundamental concerns in the provision of architecture within a social 
democratic welfare state. crucially, Williams’s career raises questions about 
the matrix of relations established between the profession (of architecture), 
the industry (of building) and various forms of state institution and agency (the 
lcc and central government) that emerged during and immediately following 
the second World War.
to develop this history requires an examination of the central functions of the 
architects’ department during the second World War and the role taken by 
Williams within that. 

the second world war and the role of the lcc architect’s 
department

on 8 February 1939, with the threat of aerial bombardment looming, the 
home office contacted the clerk of the council, to relay the lord Privy seal’s 
decision that the lcc should assume responsibility for the organisation of 
‘demolition, shoring and rescue work’.12 Whilst there was general recogni-
tion that the size and complexity of london’s civil defence operations required 
close supervision and control by municipal authorities, a debate continued 
through the period on the extent to which oversight and ultimate authority 
should arrogate to officers of a central state civil service, to the lcc or to 
borough district surveyors.13 the resulting structure appeared as a loose 

pyramid, with the lcc architect’s department operating at a middle tier be-
tween central government and borough levels who in turn liaised with private 
professionals and contractors.14

nine days after the announcement that the council would be responsible for 
rescue and recovery services in london, a conference was held to review the 
operational position.15 there, the nature of the problem became clear. the 
borough engineer of hampstead explained that 

as regards hampstead an organisation might be said to be practically 
non-existent. building firms in hampstead were practically restricted to 
decorative work and they had neither the materials nor employed the 
type of men required for the work of demolition and rescue.16

Whilst certain borough engineer’s were slightly more optimistic – particularly 
in holborn and Westminster – it became clear that the organisation of the 
rescue service would have to develop some way of generating manpower 
from a building ‘industry’ that had largely been absorbed into the war effort.17 

unsuitable and ill-disciplined

the proposed rescue service faced two problems. First, how to integrate 
operatives from various building trades – and the ragged edge of the build-
ing industry in particular – with professional officers from the county and 
borough councils. second, how to get that work force at all, given that they 
were in direct competition with the military for young, fit, able men. a growing 
concern developed over ‘ill-discipline’ in the service ranging from petty theft to 
major theft of salvage and absenteeism.
It was in response to these problems that five training schools were estab-
lished. training was, for the most part, provided through a system of lectures 
and practical exercises. these were delivered by members of the lcc archi-
tect’s department and engineer’s department, by invited specialists, and by 
military personnel from the armed Forces.

the traininG proGramme and five schools

It was Williams who co-ordinated the schools and produced the council’s 
Notes on Training for Rescue Parties which became the model document 
for a national training programme.18 From this document and the memo-
randa on timetables distributed across the rescue service, a practical edu-
cational programme emerges that can be classified in five parts.19

basic constructional skills were complemented by with recovery skills, such 
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as how to move about in a structure that is unstable and/or on fire, and 
how to extract bodies (whether injured or lifeless). Further training was pro-
vided by experts in basic bomb detection, management and disposal, as well 
as the deployment of explosives for large-scale demolition works.
the organisation and utilisation of equipped lorries, was soon supplemented 
by training in the deployment of heavy plant – mechanical derricks, cranes, 
and adapted trucks and tractors. Finally, basic instruction in domestic build-
ing structures was provided, as well as instruction in core demolition skills, 
following the ‘upside down’ or ‘top-down’ method of deconstruction. 
these five elements constituted the core of the training programme. they 
do not constitute training in a craft, nor a technical training, but rather train-
ing in emergency operations. It provided a disparate and, in terms of skill, 
extremely uneven labour force, with the most basic understanding of the 
material and structural qualities of simple buildings. 

from technical to disciplinary traininG

however, another aspect of the training which becomes increasingly pro-
nounced, was in the discipline of rescue service parties. the early programmes 
and Williams’s Notes include forms of training that not only introduced rescue 
service trainees to various skills and services, but also to constant structured 
exercises testing organisational activity on and off duty. these exercises were 
initially framed by Williams as necessary due to the peculiar nature of the work 
to be conducted by the rescue service groups – that is, the emphasis placed 
on ‘improvisational discipline’ under extreme conditions.
however, there is a progressive development toward a hierarchical structur-
ing of activity and oversight and of disciplinary programmes such as ‘com-
petitive’ exercises, whereby operatives were organised into competing teams. 
Increasingly, the training of rescue service operatives moves from a concern 
with teamwork for the effective operation of equipment and rapid response, 
to ‘teamwork’ as a means to prevent and/or exorcise deviant behaviours.

in operation

… the indescribable mess at the incidents, piles of debris covered with 
a fog of dust and dirt through which the figures, by the light of flares 
or perhaps a blazing gas-main or a burning building, could be seen 
passing dimly, were reminiscent of pictures from dante’s Inferno. day-
light only brought a sense of devastation and desolation with a curious 
impression that buildings after all consisted merely of broken timbers, 
bricks and rubbish.20

as well as immediately attending to bomb damaged sites – rescuing trapped 
people and recovering bodies – the service was responsible for recovering 
valuable items: salvageable material such as lead, timber, brick, iron or 
steel; ceramics; furniture; textiles; food; and, water. 
the result of salvage operations was the development of a number of dis-
tribution networks: salvage stores in government warehouses; hard-core 
dumps in london’s parks (and use of hard-core as ballast in shipping to 
north america). Furniture found its way to a number of markets. Food re-
covered from bomb-damaged sites was immediately distributed through the 
health service. later firebombing caused considerable problems. Finally, 
the rescue service provided support for emergency medical and mortuary 
services.
In the historical accounts of these operations – whether first hand or in 
subsequent histories – there are two distinct, but I think related, elements 
that recur – the first affective, the second epistemological. First, in descrip-
tions of the service the figure of the rescue operative is always ‘a part of’, 
‘continuous with’, or ‘hidden within’ changing or indeterminate matter (fire, 
smoke, rubble, etc.). the operative emerges from or recedes into a trau-
matic material landscape. not without the caveat that they offer hope, these 
figures are the human dimension of a built environment in transformation. 
and they disappear with it.
at the same time, the basis of the history of the service resides in the 
notebooks of the district surveyors, the statistical tables produced at the 
lcc, and the memos of instruction issuing from the same, which establish, 
maintain and police distribution networks. accounts of the service are es-
sentially accounts of how to quantify and analyse newly ‘released’ material, 
how to redistribute the building fabric, how to establish networks for that 
distribution and how to police those. and this includes populations – from 
the workers within the service who would later perform the first stages of 
reconstruction, to the urban population identified, measured, allocated to, 
and relocated from the built environment.

post-second world war 
It is clear that Williams, acting in a role that bridged the work of the lcc 
architect’s department and the borough district surveyors, contributed 
to the formalisation and technical development of the demolition industry. 
Prior to 1939 demolition was strictly a ‘craft’ industry relying on a transient 
work force using traditional methods and equipment of deconstruction.21 by 
1943, those contractors employed in the service had formed the national 
Federation of demolition contractors and, with pressure from the nation-



3
. 
Q

u
E
S
tI

o
n

S
 o

F 
M

E
th

o
d

o
lo

g
y

3
. 
Q

u
E
S
tI

o
n

S
 o

F 
M

E
th

o
d

o
lo

g
y

486 487

al Federation of building trade operatives, enter into annual agreements 
through a demolition Wages board.22

Municipal architects become intimate with and operate with the very techni-
cal, mechanical and organisational means by which london would be trans-
formed. the same contractors and workers who, at the beginning of the 
reconstruction process, employ a mixed technical production programme of 
skilled work and heavy plant, have been trained by the architects and district 
surveyors who would instruct them in the progress of reconstruction. 
at another level, Williams continued to utilise the ‘improvisational discipline’ 
concept. In a 1962 article for the Journal of the RIBA, Williams sets out his 
position on the appropriate nature of professional practice in the production 
of building and its control. In the face of the reshaping of london’s municipal 
government Williams warns against the absorption of building control into a 
national (and therefore Whitehall controlled) framework.23

Williams argues that attempts to construct a set of totalising standards to 
which building activity would have to submit is both admirable and danger-
ous. opposing this technocratic and centralising organisation of building 
control, Williams argues for the extension of the ‘building control officer’s’ 
powers. citing the specific, contingent and concrete nature of building pro-
duction, Williams contrasts conformity to technical abstraction with submis-
sion to professional judgement. the position is argued on pragmatic, com-
mercial, and political grounds: speed, flexibility, and redress.
In countering the abrogation of powers from municipal to state authority; in 
doing so on the basis that such protects individual liberty and commercial 
imperative; and in defending the status of professional expertise as the ex-
ercise of judgement, rather than accession to technical abstract knowledge; 
Williams’s statement on building control encapsulates an empiricist position 
in modern architecture and its conception of social democratic provision.24

clearly my account of ‘empiricism’ operating in architecture is targeting a 
different discursive formation than that identified by the ‘new empiricist’ 
style, famously coined by eric de Mare in the pages of the Architectural Re-
view.25 Proposed as a potential ‘import’ from sweden, the ‘new empiricism’ 
in britain was always understood as a refusal of the ‘International style’ and 
promotion of a regional architecture, and necessarily a return to a human-
istic socialism, rooted in the arts and crafts tradition (all of this, in turn, a 
refusal of modish ultra-leftism).26

one could try to crowbar Williams’s work into such a stylistic category. 
his training in the liverpool school of the 1920s, and period at the british 
school in rome, suggests a classicism anathema to ‘new empiricism’. still, 
the ambiguous relation of american Beaux-Arts and late british arts and 
crafts embodied by the liverpool school – in both stylistic and ideological 

terms – leaves that option open.27 
but I think there is a value in introducing a new schematic for empiricism in 
architecture of the period as it points to a potentially different periodization 
of architectural development. rather than rely on an account of architecture 
as a succession of products – whether these are conceived or interpreted 
rhetorically, aesthetically, or ideologically – we can consider architectural 
development in terms of disciplinary formations and procedures, and pro-
cesses of production. Williams’s work then becomes part of a longer devel-
opment of a form of architectural practice that seeks to foster and marshal 
individual ‘judgement’ to corporate ends.
Finally, however, I think it’s clear that such a history hardly puts to rest the 
many issues that revolve around rhetorical and aesthetic attempts in archi-
tecture to suture, elide, or sustain the traumas of the blitzed city through 
the 1950s. all I would suggest is that the ambiguities of reconstruction, the 
politics of memory, and the trauma of a built environment that is required to 
both recall and be forgotten – which resides in works such as, and only for 
example, ‘Patio and Pavilion’ by nigel henderson, eduardo Paolozzi, alison 
and Peter smithson, for the this is tomorrow exhibition (1956) – are only 
heightened at a different register when we turn to the disciplinary prac-
tices of urban reproduction through the rescue service and later demolition 
practices. the parallel production of the affective figure who must at once 
appear and disappear (recover and demolish) and the population figures of 
municipal authority which enable planning, redistribution and policing of the 
built environment suggest a tension that resonates through both the prac-
tice of social democratic politics and the arts of the same period.
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3.4.2 third text: albert Kahn and the architecture of 
Bureaucracy

claIre ZIMMerMan
University of Michigan, USA

abstract

In 1947, henry russell hitchcock published The Architecture of Bureau-
cracy and the Architecture of Genius, in which he elaborated two very 
different paradigms of post-war architecture. Frank lloyd Wright exempli-
fied the architecture of genius, albert Kahn that of bureaucracy. just four 
years after nikolaus Pevsner instructed readers that inhabitable construc-
tion could be divided into bicycle sheds (vernacular building) and cathedrals 
(architecture), hitchcock inserted a new category that defined something 
more than mere building, but less than architecture, and Kahn was its chief 
representative. this new category was further linked to quality as distinct 
from artistic value in building. Kahn’s buildings are good buildings; they are 
not, however, ‘architectural art’. hitchcock thus addressed a recent dif-
ficulty: progressive modern architects often accused of failure on qualitative 
grounds when deploying new techniques might not produce ‘good buildings’ 
in terms of construction, despite groundbreaking aesthetic or experiential 
work. but by creating a distinction between two kinds of ‘good building’, 
each was preserved from the other, eliminating a point of confusion and 
a loophole that had often been exploited to denigrate the new and untried 
for political or ideological reasons. hitchcock was not alone in his opinions 
of Kahn’s work: george nelson, Frederick towndrow, carl condit, and oth-
ers repeated similar ideas. the architecture of bureaucracy, then, was a 
new category set between two existing modes of building. Kahn provoked 
this splitting and insertion; but its consequences are still to be reckoned. 
this paper considers the phenomenal production of albert Kahn in terms 
of scale, seriality, space, and archival analysis, and narrates a third text for 
the history of twentieth-century architecture, in which architecture offers a 
different story of modernization through construction. It is part of an ongo-
ing Kahn project at the university of Michigan.

3.4.3 the architect, the Planner and the Bishop: the 
Shapers of ‘ordinary’ dublin, 1940-70

ellen roWley
Trinity College Dublin, Ireland

abstract

From the 1930s through the 1960s, dublin’s development occurred at its 
periphery: wheels of narrow roadways, punctuated by green spaces, provid-
ed the low-density frameworks for terraced residential boxes surmounted by 
pitched roofs and fronted by pocket gardens. vast structures of ecclesiastic 
authority, the catholic (determinedly revivalist) church building and the suite 
of catholic (tentatively modernist) schools, were presented as support struc-
tures for the mass housing, thereby completing the image and experience of 
dublin’s new mid-twentieth-century suburbs. this was the frenzied making of 
dublin’s middle landscape – an ordinary world into which most dubliners were 
born. It provided an a priori environment by colonising the city’s rural edges at 
great speed, and to such an extent that the original paradigm of the british 
garden suburb ideology was barely recognisable. the provision of these new 
but truly vernacular neighbourhoods was the charge of Ireland’s local authori-
ties, namely dublin corporation. expedience, from economic necessity and 
slum-clearance priority, drove this mid-century building production, amount-
ing to repetitive form and to a sameness of landscape. but behind these 
vernacular and so-called ordinary developments was a complex web of design 
decisions, planning preferences and moral imperatives. taking the genesis of 
one vast north dublin neighbourhood, raheny/coolock, as a case study, this 
paper sets unseen archive material from the local catholic bishopric and dub-
lin corporation, alongside critical thinking around post-war suburbia generally 
and Irish catholicism. startling hand-drawn maps by local priests reveal how 
the archbishop of dublin (john charles McQuaid, from 1940-71) influenced 
dublin’s planning processes and controlled the architectural flavour of swathes 
of developing parishes. Moving from the collective environment of the neigh-
bourhood’s suburban estates to the individual project of an expressionist con-
crete church, this paper seeks to unpick the variously silent and active roles of 
the architect, the planning office, the patron and the user in the making of the 
more recent and everyday built environment that is Irish suburbia.

keywords

Post-war suburbanisation, dublin, catholicism, housing estates
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It is not an exaggeration to state that dublin of the 1940s and 1950s was a 
potently catholic city. the mass popular commitment to catholicism in Ireland 
ensured that the space of the capital city was infused with religiosity, made 
manifest physically through the proliferation of large-scale revivalist churches 
and public and private grottoes, variously celebrating ‘our lady’ through fac-
similes and adaptations of lourdes’ famed grotto. as one observer, new Zea-
land archbishop P. j. b. McKeefrey claimed during a visit in 1950, dublin’s 
streets were ‘impregnated with faith’; concluding, like others, that 1950s 
Ireland was the most catholic country in europe.1 Following Ireland’s official 
independence from britain in 1922, the catholic church was waiting by, as 
the moral guardian of constitutional nationalism, to ensure that post-colonial 
Ireland made the transition to catholic nationhood and ostensibly by the mid-
century, to become a catholic corporatist state.2 because of shared social 
and educational experiences between Irish statesmen and Irish churchmen, 
the language of public discourse was conditioned, most notably around the 
hazards of excessive state control. but in this so-called tension with the state, 
Irish catholicism was not in opposition to the state but was an extension of 
the state, often acting in place of the state.
a key protagonist and engineer of this theocratic governance was dublin’s 
archbishop john charles McQuaid, who assumed his position in 1940 and 
remained in place until 1971. McQuaid was at the helm of all processes - so-
cial, educational and cultural – in what was the most significant archbishopric 
in Ireland, the dublin diocese. Inevitably McQuaid’s centrality to mid-twentieth-
century Ireland’s social development has been acknowledged by contempo-
rary Irish history and Irish studies, however his role in the physical formation 
of dublin has not been considered; specifically, his close relationship with 
dublin corporation’s town planning officer, Michael o’brien which in turn 
forced design decisions upon the corporation’s housing architect, herbert 
simms. significantly, between 1940 and 1965, McQuaid oversaw the erec-
tion of thirty-four churches and the formation of twenty-six new parishes, in 
response to the catholic population growth of the archdiocese from 630,000 
to 725,058.3 the demographic backdrop explains such religious zeal: this 
was a twentieth-century tale of rural depopulation, or as the Irish euphemisti-
cally called it, ‘the drift from the countryside’ whereby as dublin swelled with 
rural migrants, its catholic congregations expanded.
relentless catholic expansion ensued and for a number of reasons, to be 
unpicked by this paper, this expansion was concentrated at dublin’s periph-
ery: wheels of narrow roadways, punctuated by green spaces, provided the 
low-density frameworks for terraced residential boxes surmounted by pitched 
roofs and fronted by pocket gardens. With counter-reformation fervour, 
dublin’s ever-increasing flock had to be accommodated. new suburbia was 

its context. throughout the 1940s the archbishop consecrated temporary 
corrugated metal sheds or tin churches, soon to be replaced, from the mid-
1950s by vast concrete hall churches clad in revivalist clothing. byzantine 
here, hiberno-romanesque there: the recipe was straight-forward - the in-
gredients were a mixture of historical forms and contemporary concrete 
technology, and the method was quantity-over-quality (figure 1, photo-story 
of 1950s dublin churches). While the revivalist default tone of these large 
public commissions frustrated the Irish architectural community, it seemed 
an inevitable by-product of the frenzied making of dublin’s ‘middle landscape’ 
during the mid-twentieth century. the church’s potency was a fact of life. as 
lead authors of education, social services and healthcare, the church’s influ-
ence upon built form was a logical conclusion - especially in relation to the built 
form of ‘ordinary building’, driven as it was by pragmatism and bureaucracy.
 Importantly, behind these so-called ordinary, vernacular developments was 
a complex web of design decisions, planning preferences and moral impera-
tives, amounting to a sameness of suburban landscape and a tussle between 
the bishop-planner-architect of our title. Indeed, archbishop McQuaid’s as-
cendancy in 1940 coincided with the seminal Report of the Inquiry into the 
Housing of the Working Classes of the City of Dublin (1939/43, hereafter 
Report of Inquiry) - a report which, above all, confirmed an anti-urban attitude 
underpinning housing development and planning culture in Ireland from the 
1930s. the report’s salient recommendations were in favour of suburban 
cottages over urban flats. Figures published by dublin corporation’s housing 
committee in 1938 revealed that of the schemes then under construction, 
6987 were cottages and only 1641 were flats.4 as the Report of Inquiry as-
serted in its lengthy appendices, the average cost during the period 1937-39 
for a four-room cottage was £565 as opposed to £992 for a four-room flat.5 
obviously city-centre land was more expensive than virgin sites at dublin’s 
western edges, and early 1940s material obstacles discouraged urban flat 
development.
not forgetting that housing provision in 1930s and 40s dublin was a crisis 
situation. the authorities were in the midst of a slum clearance programme, 
so that suburban preference, stemming from the suburban cottage’s rela-
tive cheapness, was hard-headed. but economic exigency was conveniently 
matched by theoretical bias; namely british garden suburb theories, which 
had been gaining ground in Irish officialdom since the 1910s. undoubtedly, in 
the face of extreme urban disorder coming out of tenement squalor, dublin’s 
predominantly middle-class housing reformers championed garden suburb 
teaching around lower densities and fresh air. In taking up the post of dublin’s 
first housing architect in 1932, herbert simms mapped out a slum clear-
ance project that in the short time from 1932 to 1939, oversaw the design 
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and construction of 7638 units. he and his team worked tirelessly to decant 
slum neighbourhoods; to provide dutch expressionist-styled 4-storey deck-
access perimeter flat blocks on disused urban sites; and to develop a vast 
housing colony of two-storey pitched-roof houses at the city’s edge.
While simms’ flats provided some soft modernism to the city centre, they 
were ‘the other’; it was really the low-rise pebble-dashed terraces of houses 
in former green-field sites that became the image of post-war Ireland. being 
closer to rural experience, Ireland’s inchoate suburban terrains presented of-
ficials, housing reformers, former slum-dwellers, rural migrants and indeed, 
the catholic church with a palpable alternative to expensive urban regenera-
tion. at its best the suburban housing estate could offer autonomy of envi-
ronment - as romanticised by j. M. richards’s 1946 homage to the british 
suburb, Anatomy of Suburbia: ‘…in the suburb each man can see his own 
handiwork... to some extent he can feel responsible for his environment and 
thus get a sense of controlling his destiny.’6 For Ireland, suburbia’s rural af-
finity was crucial. Writing a review of dublin architecture in 1966, dermot 
o’connell described the ‘wave after wave of migrants from rural areas, who 
now constitute in this generation, or at one remove, the major part of the 
city’s population’, and suggested that this predominately rural identity had 
shaped the urban form: ‘the effect has been to perpetuate in urban condi-
tions the countryman’s characteristic desire to see and to touch the land’.7 
so, dublin’s mid-century suburban vernacular arose out of economic exigency 
and a degenerate form of liberal garden suburb individualism, but also, out of 
Irish catholicism’s pro-rural communalism. the key to catholic social teaching 
was the sanctity of the family unit, which was emphasized in Ireland through 
the 1937 redrafting of the Irish constitution.8 Irish catholic teaching favoured 
a moral and social order of small-scale capitalism and family property, most 
appropriately met in the small farm infrastructure of nineteenth-century Ire-
land. again, suburbia’s affinity to rural experience was central - the infer-
ence being that the lower the density of the housing, the higher the moral 
behaviour therein. While the garden suburb movement was motivated on 
aesthetic grounds of universal human experience (the emotional advantages 
of the readymade yet natural environment), the Irish catholic church aspired 
towards moral control of a growing and potentially unwieldy urban flock. In 
1947 rev. john Kelleher commented in an influential local catholic journal 
that, as rural catholics moved to urban centres, their innate piety brought 
‘a fresh accession of strength to the church in the cities.’9 then, to put it 
crudely, if Ireland’s catholic hierarchy (the bishop) ‘managed’ the demographic 
crisis, the cities could become prime catholic breeding grounds in 1950s 
and 60s Ireland - or more particularly, the new housing estates fringing those 
cities.

returning to the triad of our title, McQuaid appears to have ensured a key po-
sition in planning processes within his diocese, primarily through an undocu-
mented relationship with the local authority’s planning officer, Michael o’brien. 
anecdotal accounts record weekly meetings between archbishop and the 
planner, with the latter supplying McQuaid with reports, committee memos 
and maps charting prospective development around the city. Indeed the Mc-
Quaid archive reveals the extent of the archbishop’s knowledge of corpora-
tion affairs. documents include a large folder on public lighting from 1941, 
the city Manager’s remarks and reactions to the Report of Inquiry 1943, a 
report on vandalism of tenement properties from 1943, an extensive housing 
report from 1947, and more.10 the archbishop was uncannily well informed. 
Initial observation would conclude that in the main, the church was ‘react-
ing’ to corporation plans. however, uncatalogued archive correspondence 
between the archbishop and his clergy, most pointedly on the subject of evolv-
ing parish lands, sheds alternate light, and the active agency and influence of 
local authority upon church or vice versa becomes increasingly ambivalent. 
Furthermore we know from particular church commissions and religious art 
censorship – for example, the overturning by McQuaid of the assessment of a 
church design competition in 1954, or his rejection of a roualt painting from 
an exhibition of French sacred art in 1955 – as well as the presence of a brit-
ish education Ministry manual on school design in his papers, that McQuaid 
troubled himself with aesthetic matters and formal decisions.
an intriguing example of the church/local authority (planning and architec-
tural officials) interchange was around the speedy development of suburban 
neighbourhoods at dublin’s north east edge - raheny, donnycarney, coolock, 
Killester, artane. the archbishop, in perceiving the need for territorial consoli-
dation in the face of exponential growth, had appointed a team of advisors on 
architectural and planning issues. With these advisors – Fr Fitzpatrick, canon 
Mcardle, Fr. o’reilly and Fr. barrett, to name a few - expansionist planning 
through the systematic chopping up of parishes could be achieved straight-
forwardly. In the raheny instance, Mcardle began by reacting to corporation 
plans and forwarding a crucial planning document to McQuaid, in late 1950:

I enclose very fine report by Mr o’brien… on plans for the years to 
come. your grace will note paragraph (g) referring to development on 
the north side, depending on the new howth drainage scheme. they 
expect now that building will begin there about 1952 or 1953. this 
whole area is very large. It is to be laid out for private building and large 
areas of corporation houses... I have discussed this matter with the city 
engineer and he is of the opinion that it will be possible to get between 
the two sites, drainage facilities for approximately 4000 dwellings.11
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taking a typically reasoned and remote approach to parish planning, by janu-
ary 1953, McQuaid had activated Fr Fitzpatrick into responding to the corpo-
ration plans by notionally subdividing the lands in question, and predicting their 
future shape from the basis of parish culture. Fitzpatrick produced four re-
markable hand-drawn maps representing the parishes in 1949, 1954, 1959 
and post 1960 (Figure 2, Fitzpatrick’s maps). 12 here was a priest arranging 
parish boundaries with the liberty and power of a colonising emperor. While 
the intentions were worthy in that for themselves both Fitzpatrick and the 
archbishop were great educators and were stimulated by the provision of so-
cial and educational services within these blank canvas contexts, the process 
is striking. as the drawings express, Fitzpatrick’s exercise was not about build-
ing more churches – there remained four parish churches between 1954 and 
post-1960. but motivated by catholic ideology and pragmatism, a habitus as 
such, we witness an almost implausible mix of straightforward naiveté with 
rational modernising geographical and cultural engineering. It seems extraor-
dinary, considering the immense implications and the subsequent a priori 
nature of this suburban environment in which most dubliners grew up, that 
such subjective methods ultimately shaped dublin’s periphery during the mid-
twentieth century. From the maps and other contemporary correspondence, 
archbishop McQuaid emerges as a type of medieval god-with-compass-figure, 
carving out the former greenfields of dublin’s urban/rural edge and divvying 
up parish lands with extraordinary ease and calculated detachment. 
Fitzpatrick reported that one of the neighbourhoods, Killester could be an 
autonomous parish already by 1953; that he had ‘drawn in green ink a line 
to indicate tentatively the area it might claim. as your grace will see this area 
might include some of the s. anne’s housing estate.’13 Fitzpatrick’s account 
continued, inadvertently highlighting the mundane realities of parish formation 
and the difficulties posed by the 1950s Irish economy:

raheny presents great difficulties. raheny has no money, and even with the 
new parishioners in s. anne’s they will not provide sufficient resources to pay 
even the interest on the cost of a church – until the area north of the railway 
has a population. I was fortunate in getting money from outside sources 
to pay the debt existing when I came here and to purchase the school and 
church sites. these sources have now dried up. yet the population in 1955 
will already be too big for the tiny s. assam’s church and it would be a pity to 
put a temporary church on the fine site chosen by Fr. gregory byrne as far 
back as 1942. With the development of the edenmore-Kilbarrack area an-
other church and more schools will be needed in the howth junction district. 
between it and the sea, private building has already laid the foundation of such 
a need. but this is in another parish.14 
 

these documents provide remarkable first-hand accounts of dublin’s suburbs 
as a mass of inchoate territories to be manipulated. the means were mod-
est but the ambition was not curbed. the spatial unit at the basis of all was 
the parish, in a sense providing the physical boundary and structure for the 
collusion of the Irish state and catholic church during the period. In 1949, 
the american jesuit sociologist alexander humphreys situated the meaning 
of the parish in both the lived and metaphysical experience of dublin’s working 
or ‘artisan’ classes: 

the parish...stands as the liturgical and sacramental centre that ef-
fects a strong, over-arching unity among the artisan practitioners in 
the realm of ideas and ideals. It is the most immediate and articulate 
source of many of the major values that impregnate its parishioners’ 
lives. From it, the artisans imbibe most of their great definitions of the 
world, and of their place and meaning in the cosmos.15

humphreys collected the oral histories of the new dubliners, born of rural mi-
grants and by the 1940s inhabiting these new neighbourhoods. such a place 
was never their choice; one account poignantly revealed the alienating effects 
of the swollen and ever-swelling parish: 

When we first moved out here, there were only a few families and the 
parish was much smaller... they used to have all sorts of functions in the 
little school house... the priests were much closer to the people... then 
in a short time, people just poured in here by the thousands and we had 
to build a new church. now everybody here is practically a stranger...16

just as the serialised pitched-roof windswept houses, set against a horizon 
of squat mountains, became the image for mid-twentieth-century Ireland, so 
too was the looming presence of the supporting structures of ecclesiastic 
authority – the bombastic church and the almost-complete suite of tentatively 
modernist schools. the mid-twentieth-century Irish parish: the nascent dublin 
parish – a complex mesh of catholic institutions, integrating the social and 
the spiritual and whose influence permeated the very fabric of society. unsur-
prisingly then, this catholic collective consciousness, this habitus, shaped the 
architectural form, giving rise to ordinary dublin.
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3.4.4 layers of Invisibility: Portuguese State Furniture 
design 1940-74
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abstract

the intricate role of architects in designing furniture to equip national monu-
ments and public buildings in Portugal during the twentieth century remains 
insufficiently studied. the so-called estado novo regime (1926-74), which 
corresponds largely to salazar’s dictatorship, promoted the concentration 
of a large amount of official design and construction activities in the Ministry 
of Public Works. department architects were called in to intervene at all 
scales – regional planning, urban design, architecture and furniture – within 
an unusually challenging scope of diversity and flexibility that gave shape to the 
country’s constructed landscape and sought to reflect the state itself.
however, the furniture designed to outfit the state’s representative buildings 
across the entire gamut of its functional types has been underestimated by 
contemporary critics, and largely forgotten by historiography. there are many 
factors supporting this multilayered invisibility. this production was the out-
come of institutional offices within a conservative and repressive state. It 
underwent the stigma of regime architecture and became confined to the 
circuit of official propaganda. the design of furniture was (under)valued as 
subsidiary by the authors themselves, and the historiographies of architec-
ture and industrial design have done little to change this understanding. even 
in the cases where those department architects did develop a career as 
independent authors, they scarcely escaped anonymity to become noticed.
Part of a wider, on-going, multidisciplinary research project, our exhaustive 
survey of this production and its critical analysis have enabled us to recognize 
standard modus operandi, varying strategies of state representation with 
different functional, aesthetic and ideological orientations – from the more 
conservative and conventional to the attempt to follow the latest international 
trends – as well as its impact on the furniture manufacturing industry of the 
country. our paper seeks to unveil some of these actors’ unseen contribu-
tion, with its noteworthiness and shortcomings, and to enrich what is often a 
black-and-white narrative.

keywords

Portugal, furniture, design, architecture, modern, revival 
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In 1940 Portugal’s Ministry of Public Works1 set up the Furniture acquisi-
tion commission (comissão para aquisição de Mobiliário - caM) under the 
directorate-general of buildings and national Monuments (direcção-geral 
dos edifícios e Monumentos nacionais - dgeMn), an institution created in 
1929 and responsible for the planning and construction of public service 
buildings and for the maintenance and conservation of Portugal’s national 
monuments. as laid down in the law creating the commission, the work of 
caM was to focus on ‘studies and the acquisition of furniture for the first 
settlement intended to new buildings of the state and others that had under-
gone radical alterations or extension works’, with the aims of ensuring ‘har-
mony between the furniture used and the architectural language of these 
buildings’, ‘to achieve its submission to common principles’ and ensure ‘the 
appropriate technical management and controls.’2 this policy to centralize 
the organisation of services and the strict definition of procedures, par-
ticularly in promoting the architectural works and basic infrastructure, was 
an important component of what was known as the estado novo, the po-
litical regime resulting from the 1926 military coup and that lasted until 
the 1974 revolution, led almost throughout by antónio de oliveira salazar 
(1889-1970)3.
In view of the attributions of caM and the availability of the archives docu-
menting four decades of its work, this commission has been the initial object 
of study for the research project entitled Móveis Modernos.4 this work 
was to contribute to the understanding, appreciation and protection of this 
heritage of furniture, drawing attention to the role played by furniture in the 
process of shaping public spaces and the rhetorical effects associated with 
this, a field that has been somewhat overlooked, if not simply ignored, in 
studies on contemporary architectural production. 
the project Móveis Modernos helped identify almost all the work done by 
caM, using well defined categories of programme: buildings representing 
the state; public offices; public care and health; schools; tourism; instal-
lations for military and security forces. however, we quickly realised that, 
apart from caM, other authorities in Public Works and other ministries also 
had responsibilities in the furniture sector, namely those promoting instal-
lations for specific functions such as elementary and secondary education, 
health, justice, as well as some structures built specifically for special facili-
ties, such as universities and the major teaching hospitals.5 this diversity of 
promoters meant there were professionals working on furniture design in all 
of these authorities, doing the fundamental work of guaranteeing the image 
and operation of the country’s public services. this shows that the objective 
to centralize and impose standards, expressed in the law that created caM, 
was not fulfilled. and if this universe of agents with responsibilities in the 

design and decision-making process in this field was divided among the dif-
ferent authorities and working programmes, their true dimension remains, 
even today, ignored by historiography. 
although on an exploratory and fragmentary basis, our research helped us 
recognise and critically assess some of the authors designing furniture and 
fixed facilities to meet orders placed by the state agencies. the examples 
selected in this text to illustrate and discuss the work of this group of agents 
help build up a picture of many aspects, such as how the profession was 
practised, the practical consequences of the work and its importance in 
shaping public environments, all of which throws light on a narrative that is 
often seen only in black and white. With this approach we will overcome the 
multiple invisibility of this sector of design – masked by the preconceived idea 
of an official architecture used by a repressive, conservative state, by lack 
of interest in architecture designed for the network of public services and by 
the general failure to understand the smaller scale items found in the uni-
verse of public buildings (fittings and furniture). of course the routine, rather 
than exceptional, nature of most programmes, associated with bureaucrat-
ic conditions that tended to demand little, were some of the arguments to 
support final results that are no more than routine, if not mediocre. the 
authors themselves were not above this contempt and underestimated the 
furniture projects in their biographies and professional records. similarly, 
those responsible for caM regularly omitted to mention their work in this 
department, and so also contributed to the idea of its irrelevance.
however, among the examples that we will look at, we find proof (certainly 
not regularly) that, even under tight conditions (economic, political, social) 
there was room for serious research and for a balanced search for consis-
tency without excesses, the results of which can be considered satisfactory. 
recognising these works will also contribute to both a more integrated, 
complete view of the built environment, as well as to enriching the discus-
sion on the products, processes and producers involved in civil service. 
one of the most classic examples of a civil service-architect attached to 
caM, with considerable responsibility in furniture design, is luís benavente 
(1902-93).6 among his first interventions are those within the context of 
the social work of the medical doctor Fernando bissaya barreto, in coim-
bra.7 a recurrent theme appears in these works, at the time a pioneering 
approach, in the use of tubular steel furniture, clearly a legacy of central 
european modernism, the replicas closely resembling international models 
(both german and austrian, as well as French) and their variations, adapted 
to available resources and to the specific needs of the programmes for 
which they were required (Figure 1). We believe that in this process bissaya 
barreto’s involvement was important in that he followed carefully the most 
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recent european initiatives in providing facilities for public care and health 
and adopted them expressly as models.
there is no doubt that the most substantial part of benavente’s career, also 
that part in which furniture was involved,8 developed in adapting existing 
buildings to new functions, such as the Palácio Foz (1941-53), in lisbon, 
turning an eighteenth century building into the headquarters for the official 
propaganda services of the regime.9 and there was the Palácio de seteais 
(1953-7), in sintra, a neo-classic baronial mansion converted into a high 
standard hotel facility.10 In both cases, benavente resolutely opted for revival 
furniture – replicas, rather than contemporary reinterpretations -–, attempt-
ing to establish links of continuity and mimicry with the architecture of the 
spaces he was dealing with. We might say that both in architecture as in 
furniture, in benavente this move away from a clearly modern language to 
a more classical, revival flavour is due mainly to his seeking to adequate to 
functional programmes and to architectural context, but this process has 
a clear ideological sense in relinquishing international trends and technical 
oriented solutions in favour of the products of the erudite elites of the past 
as being better suited to what was the desired present time.11

the case of jorge tavela de sousa (1914-98) is quite different. de sousa 

Figure 1. ninho dos Pequenitos, coimbra. Proj. 1934. arch. luis benavente (1902-
1993). Source: photography c. henriques. archive direcção-geral de comunicação social.

was responsible for the drawings (and certainly for the design) of the fur-
nishings and fixed facilities developed by the junta das construções para o 
ensino técnico e secundário (active from 1934-69), destined to be used 
in high schools and technical colleges built throughout the country. all of 
this was systematic and coordinated so as to respond to all planned func-
tional needs, in numerous dimensions and for various purposes (furniture 
for seating, tables and desks, containers, laboratory benches and gymna-
sium equipment, etc.) and the various hierarchical categories considered. 
a certain Art Déco taste is visible in the shapes of these items, with their 
elementary volumes, flat surfaces and straight lines, combined with natural, 
enclosing curves, always built in dense, dark, heavy, highly resistant types of 
wood, that the vast colonial territories at the time provided, and justified by 
the expectation that they would be used on a daily, public basis for decades 
to come. the existence of a furniture-type catalogue is proof of the need to 
find a way to facilitate the process of school installations, but also of the fact 
that a level of understanding had been reached on the needs and uses of 
these facilities, providing a tried and tested corpus,12 that we will find applied 
also in other facilities external to the strictly school universe, in which class-
rooms and laboratories, among other spaces, were required. caM was one 
of the agencies that used this catalogue frequently, which explains why there 
are drawings produced by the junta in the caM archive. 
tavela de sousa did not complete his training as an architect13 and his pro-
fessional career led to less individual visibility. he employed his graphic skills 
in collaborating with other professionals14 or in partnerships with colleagues 
of the same generation, in which the true author of the project ended up by 
being diluted.15

raul rodrigues lima (1909-80), in his turn, is a case of an unusually long 
career in public procurement, both as an architect involved in state struc-
tures and as an architect working from his own private workshop,16 In the 
field of furniture his work is known in the architectural projects for which 
he was responsible. this is the case with the Instituto de odivelas (1951), 
a teaching institution destined for the education of the daughters of the 
military, built in austere barrack-like architecture, on a colossal scale, and 
filled with a collection of furniture that, rather unusually but at the same time 
conventionally, staged a rural setting for those environments.17 In the Palace 
of justice in oporto (1960; inaugurated 1961), rodrigues lima designed 
the extensive plan in complete, formal coherence between architecture and 
furniture, the tone being monumental and authoritative, much favoured by 
a regime that was conservative and totalitarian. lima, who had already ‘de-
signed the furniture for several law courts’, recognised then that ‘it was not 
easy to prepare this project’, due to the numerous and complex ‘judicial and 
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functional conditioning factors with which he had to comply in selecting the 
right type of furniture and its arrangement in the great hearing halls, as well 
as the quality of the materials’, and in finding a solution he counted on the 
‘almost constant assistance and collaboration of the director general for 
justice’,18 that is, in close dialogue with the agents of power, helping mate-
rialize the intricate hierarchical web and codify the desired order. the work 
of rodrigues lima was given scarce recognition by the critics and histori-
ography, no doubt due to the multiple stigma of being an architect close to 
the regime, the nature of the programmes in which he worked (particularly 
within the context of restricted freedom and of repression) and the language 
adopted to achieve this.19

still in the second half of the 1950s, a process began to renew references 
that once again began to bring official Portuguese production closer to that 
of the international architectural culture of the time, and that encouraged 
seeking out new approaches to modernity. this movement also had conse-
quences for furniture and was implemented both by civil service architects 
working for the state, and by independent professionals contracted specifi-
cally for occasional jobs. 
eduardo coimbra de brito (1930-99), a civil servant with the dgeMn for 
most of his career,20 was associated, in partnership with antónio linhares 
de oliveira,21 with the project for the facilities of the Instituto de Fomento 
Mineiro (Institute for the development of Mining) (1958-59; inaugurated 
1963), in oporto. the building, in modern-style blocks, housed the labora-
tories and other working areas, but also the structures representing the 
institution and its hierarchy (director’s office, meeting room, auditorium, 
etc.). linhares de oliveira, a civil servant with the same Institute, signed the 
furniture project, in which the decision to seek modernity was a pretext for 
investment in a design exercise that was somewhat eclectic in its choice of 
references (scandinavian, in the elegance of structures; but also Italian, in 
the refinement of constructive details and geometric complexity).
In 1959-60, coimbra de brito developed a project22 to adapt the nineteenth 
century palace of the oporto school of Fine arts to the institution’s new 
teaching needs. contrary to the attitude prevailing until then, imitation and 
conventional historical reinvention were rejected. the auditorium, library, 
meeting rooms and offices were to occupy spaces left after the extensive 
demolition of the original interiors. the language of the new construction 
reinterpreted the legacies of history in the light of contemporary interna-
tional trends and this was also reflected in the furniture proposed for the 
more representative spaces of the school, the formal plainness of which 
gave these spaces more domestic comfort than the formality of institutional 
ritual. coimbra de brito’s interest in furniture became renowned when he 

founded his own company to produce furniture to order,23 and that would go 
on to develop furniture lines for the retail market. 

according to more conventional historiography, the variety of furniture proj-
ects in public buildings in oporto may have been justified by the distance of 
this city from the main decision-making centres, which gave the architects a 
greater degree of freedom of action. however, in lisbon as well, where sup-
posedly state control would have been tighter, and in programmes where 
this freedom would not have been immediately foreseeable, we find signs of 
change and the same invisibility. 
norberto corrêa (born 1926) worked in the official office that planned the 
cidade universitária lisboa.24 In 1957, for the officers’ Mess in Pedrouços 
(architecture by sabino correia), he worked on the furniture project and 
interpreted this functional programme as a hotel facility (Figure 2), using 
the most recent standards for this type of structure, that was modern 
in expression and to which an uncommon degree of precision and detail 
was applied. as a building to be used by officers of the armed Forces, it is 
surprising that its author achieved such a degree of creative autonomy in 
working for an authority that might have been expected to exert conserva-

Figure 2. officers’ Mess, Pedrouços. Proj. 1957. arch. norberto corrêa (born 
1926). source: dgeMn/dsId, Foto 0541624 
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tive pressure on those responsible for its design.25 despite the vast amount 
of work done by norberto corrêa, both at home and abroad, recognition of 
his work and critical acclaim are still slow in coming.26

josé luís amorim (1924-99)27 is another relevant case. amorim claims, in 
an autonomous chapter of his curriculum vitae, responsibility for furniture 
projects, although presenting them second to his architectural production. 
apart from a considerable amount of work done for the state, particularly 
for the ministries of Public Works and overseas territories, amorim was 
never officially a civil servant in either of these ministries, and continued his 
career as an independent professional. From 1945, amorim also designed 
furniture for the lisbon Identity records archive (arquivo de Identificação 
lisboa) (architecture by caetano de carvalho, 1890-1976) and for the hos-
pital júlio de Matos (architecture by carlos ramos, 1897-69). one of the 
first projects in which he was fully responsible involved the facilities for the 
Institute of tropical Medicine (Instituto de Medicina tropical) (1957; archi-
tecture by lucínio cruz), in which he established a number of principles and 
models, which he developed in several other furniture and facilities projects 
for the dgeMn, up to the 1970s.28 Initially his work bore the mark of preci-
sion and a demanding assessment of needs, as well as critical monitoring of 
the technical conditions of production and the respective results, as was the 
case with the work for the Institute of tropical Medicine. this attitude was 
to give way, later, to apparently accommodating, and settling for, solutions 
not well adapted to the specific context (scale, spaces, style and geometry), 
causing a sense of lack of adjustment, as seems to have been the case 
with the national library (1965-8) and the doctor ricardo jorge national 
health Institute (1967-71). on the whole, amorim reinterpreted traditional 
typologies, formally modernized with an eye to the international trends of 
the time. he developed a coordinated series of items clearly related in their 
formal familiarity, matured and stabilised over time, which included hierar-
chical series of seats, containers, desks, support furniture and laboratory 
benches (producing modular systems easy to combine and adaptable to 
complex infrastructure networks). some of these items have gone onto the 
production line intended for the market and been used in other buildings,29 
although it is impossible to assess the true extent of this production and, 
hence, the true importance of their author. 

the many stigmas of invisibility seem to have been removed deliberately, and 
irreversibly, by the action taken by daciano da costa (1930-2005). Initially 
trained as a painter,30 daciano dedicated himself to interiors and furniture 
design, but also to industrial design and teaching. he invested in his own 
research, which involved a constant critical attitude to the project for public 

facilities, having always refused to become a civil servant in the design work, 
which might have made his position more limited or less demanding. the dif-
ferent activities in which he became involved, and the diligence and talent he 
brought to them, allowed him to defend these disciplines as being comple-
mentary to architecture, and guaranteed his total professional autonomy, 
and, unheard of until then, distinguishing him from his peers in the eyes of 
the critics and the public. defending the methods of design to achieve an 
adequate, rational approach to the context, daciano did not under-estimate 
the role of sensitivity, intuition and virtuosity in clashing with convention. 
his work on interiors for civil services, such as the national library (1965-
8)31or the documentation and meetings centre of the national laboratory of 
civil engineering (1971-2),32 suggests a mixed balance of civic monumental-
ity and humanism, of the familiar and unexpected, with an appropriate sense 
of scale for the whole and the detail, recalling the history of modern design 
in a clear geometrical language, in which the undeniable mark of the author 
wisely avoids monotony and repetition.

the invisibility that marks most of this production can also be understood in 
the light of the rhetoric produced by those responsible. In fact, caM claimed 
only ‘to imprint on everything a minimum of neatness, balance and good 
taste’,33 to give shape to the ‘respect and discipline required of everyone’. In 
the work of caM, ambition is not recognised as playing an important role in 
qualifying environments and the architecture of interiors (any more than ef-
ficiency, comfort, formal coherence, modernity), in investing in a strategy to 
promote the quality and precision of industrial production that might make 
the sector more competitive and effective, similar to what happened in civil 
service offices in other countries. Without such a perspective, chronic prob-
lems remained that activities reports complain of repeatedly: a lack of mate-
rial, financial and human resources – in quantity and with specialist training 
–, or the absence of legal procedures adequate for selecting more qualified 
supplies and not just at low cost. even the objectives of the founding law 
soon proved to be unachievable: caM would not have the means to achieve 
them, far less determine strategies to define an image, restricting itself to 
little more than applying administrative procedures in acquiring furniture and 
facilities for public services. these strategies, in existing at all, depended 
on other official structures, on other agents, and in very specific contexts. 
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1 then known as the Ministry of Public 
Works and communications, whose compe-
tencies were defined in 1932 in the decree 
n. 1454 (Diário do Govêrno, Ist. series, 
157, 7 july 1932), at the time when the 
young engineer duarte Pacheco (1900-43) 
was appointed Minister.
2 Portugal, decree-law n. 30,359, Diário 
do Govêrno, Ist. series, 80, 6 april 1940, 
465-6.
3 salazar was Minister of Finance from 
1928 and head of government from 1932 
to 1968. he was mainly responsible for the 
contents of the 1933 constitution, which 
formally introduced the Estado Novo.
4 Móveis Modernos. A actividade da 
Comissão para Aquisição de Mobiliário no 
âmbito da Direcção-Geral de Edifícios e 
Monumentos Nacionais. 1940-1980 (Mod-
ern Furnishing. the work of the Furniture 
acquisition commission in the scope of the 
directorate-general of buildings and nation-
al Monuments. 1940-1980); the project is 
centred at the Centro de Investigação em 
Arquitetura, Urbanismo e Design, of the 
Faculty of architecture of the university of 
lisbon, receiving funding from the Foun-
dation for science and technology (refer-
ence Ptdc/aur-aQI/115660/2009). 
the team is formed of joão Paulo Martins 
(principal researcher), leonor Ferrão, josé 
Pereira, graça Pedroso, Marta rosales, 
Margarida elias and sofia diniz, the consul-
tants being joão vieira, eugénia costa and 
christian raabe. this research project fo-
cused specifically on the history of product 

design, exploring the links between the his-
tory of architecture and interiors, the histo-
ry of industry and technology, economic and 
social history and the history of institutions.
5 among others, the Junta das Construções 
para o Ensino Técnico e Secundário (1934-
69), the Delegação para as Obras de 
Construção de Escolas Primárias (ca 
1940-69), the Comissão das Construções 
Hospitalares (1946-71), the Comissão das 
Construções Prisionais (1934-70), the 
Delegação das Novas Instalações para os 
Serviços Públicos (1948-70), as well as the 
bodies responsible for the construction of 
the universities of coimbra (Comissão Ad-
ministrativa do Plano de Obras da Cidade 
Universitária de Coimbra; 1941-69), lis-
bon and oporto (Comissão Administrativa 
dos Novos Edifícios da Universidade, 1934; 
Comissão Administrativa das Novas Insta-
lações Universitárias, 1957-69), the agen-
cies of Caixa Geral de Depósitos (up until 
1942, the Secção de Obras e Edifícios da 
Caixa Geral de Depósitos, Crédito e Previ-
dência), or post offices (Comissão dos No-
vos Edifícios para os CTT, created in 1934). 
also had competencies for the furnishings 
of the Ministry for overseas territories 
(public buildings constructed in territories 
that were at the time Portuguese colonies), 
and the ministries of justice (court build-
ings) and Finance (diplomatic representa-
tion facilities abroad). 
6 luís benavente received his diploma in 
architecture from the oporto school of 
Fine arts, in 1930. he was on the staff of 

the Ministry of Public Works from 1932. 
his career developed in working for the 
dgeMn, and he reached the position of 
director of national Monuments (1952-8) 
and joined caM in the period 1950-9. For 
around ten years (1958-69) he was com-
missioned at the service of the Ministry for 
overseas territories, and intervened many 
times in dealing with architectural heritage 
in the territories of the Portuguese colonies 
at the time. he was Portugal’s delegate in 
the commission that drew up the venice 
charter (1964), having also been a found-
ing-partner of IcoMos (International council 
of Monuments and sites). see josé Manuel 
Fernandes, “luís benavente e o Palácio 
Foz,” Monumentos, Revista Trimestral de 
Edifícios e Monumentos 11 (1999); aa vv, 
Luís Benavente - arquitecto (lisboa: Iantt, 
1997); cláudio guiomar de oliveira, “luís 
benavente (1902-1993),” in jorge custó-
dio (ed.), Portugal 1910-2010 - 100 Anos 
de Património – Memória e Identidade (lis-
boa: IgesPar, 2010), 250.
7 From 1934, benavente was associated 
with initiatives conducted by the medi-
cal doctor and professor bissaya barreto 
(1886-1974), who at the time directed the 
Junta Geral do Distrito de Coimbra, with 
special responsibility for implementing a 
significant and exceptional plan to provide 
facilities for social assistance in the region. 
In this context, benavente was involved in 
extending the celas sanatorium (operat-
ing since 1932), where he was more spe-
cifically responsible for a recovery terrace 
(1934), in the works for the Hospital dos 
Covões (inaugurated 1935), also known 
as the Sanatório da Colónia Portuguesa no 
Brasil, the Hospital de Sobral Cid (1936) 
and the Parque Infantil Dr Oliveira Salazar 
(inaugurated 1936). 
8 his widow placed benavente’s personal 
collection, documenting the different peri-
ods and aspects of his professional life, in 
the national archive of the torre do tombo 
in 1995. one part of the collection is made 
up of numerous furniture projects, almost 
all based on revival languages, which are 
not identified by the author, and which were 

neither studied nor arranged systematically. 
9 Margarida elias, “a intervenção da 
dgeMn e de luís benavente na adaptação 
do Palácio Foz para sede do secretariado 
nacional de Informação. Mobiliário e deco-
ração de interiores (1940-1953),” Revista 
de História da Arte 11 (in the press).
10 Margarida elias, “os hotéis de santa lu-
zia e de seteais e a actividade da comissão 
para aquisição de Mobiliário (1953-1955).” 
Paper presented at the Iv colóquio de artes 
decorativas da esad/Fress. o móvel e o 
seu espaço. entre Portugal e brasil: móveis 
do séc. xIx ao séc. xx, october 2012; pro-
ceedings in the press).
11 the understanding of modern furniture 
during these years and the possibilities for 
its use in defining representative interiors 
is very clear in the comments benavente 
made on renovating the são bento Palace 
(1950), to turn it into the official residence 
of the prime minister, the role then occu-
pied by salazar. benavente claimed at the 
time that with the aim of ‘improving the 
ambiance of that residence’ in order to 
‘make a different impression’ on those re-
ceived there, the furniture and accessories 
in chrome in the entrance foyer should be 
replaced by ‘an oriental ceramic vase’, ‘to 
serve as an umbrella holder’ and ‘a sev-
enteenth century Portuguese cupboard or 
something similar’, to hold hats and coats. 
12 In fact this catalogue was used in 
around one hundred projects (29 second-
ary school buildings and 69 technical col-
leges, for what was known as industrial, 
commercial and agricultural education), de-
signed and built by the end of 1960s, using 
common functional and ideological guide-
lines. the work of planning and typological 
standardization for this was also used for 
as a basis for furniture projects prepared 
by the delegation for building Works for 
Primary schools (Delegação para as Obras 
de Construção de Escolas Primárias) (active 
around 1940-69).
13 tavela de sousa studied at the lisbon 
school of Fine arts. the specialist press 
publicised his works from early on, particu-
larly the Titânia Cinema project for the town 
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of Portimão. “a arquitectura Portuguesa 
cerâmica e edificação,” Reunidas 43 (octo-
ber 1938), 16-17.
14 namely in the workshop of luís cristino 
da silva (1896-1976), one of the most im-
portant architects of his generation and a 
teacher at the lisbon school of Fine arts. 
15 Interview with the architect vasco san-
tos Pinheiro, grandson of tavela de sousa, 
11 december 2013.
16 raul rodrigues lima graduated as an 
architect from the oporto school of Fine 
arts in 1931. he was appointed deputy ar-
chitect of the commission for Prison con-
struction in 1939, and was responsible for 
planning several dozen prisons throughout 
the whole country. at the same time, in 
his own workshop, and with an undeniable 
overlapping of status, he worked on several 
official procurement orders executed in a 
solid formal language but with no particu-
larly boldness. an example of this are the 
sixty or so building projects for law courts 
for which he was contracted by several mu-
nicipalities, no doubt due to his privileged 
proximity to the ministries of justice and 
Public Works.
17 the models used in this project would 
have resulted from adapting models from 
the catalogue of the olaio factory, one of the 
most important furniture producers at the 
time.
18 Ihru: dgeMn/dsarh 005/209-
3487/01.
19 see joão Palma Paio, “arquitectura Por-
tuguesa de justiça. os Palácios de justiça 
no Período do estado novo” (master’s the-
sis., Faculty of architecture, technical uni-
versity of lisbon, 1996); antónio Manuel 
nunes, Espaços e Imagens da Justiça no 
Estado Novo. Templos da Justiça e Arte Ju-
diciária (coimbra: edições Minerva, 2003); 
ricardo silva Pinto, “raul rodrigues lima, 
un arquitecto del estado novo; la arquitec-
tura Penitenciaria” (Phd diss., Madrid tech-
nical college of architecture, 2009). 
20 eduardo coimbra de brito graduated 
from the oporto school of Fine arts in 
1957. he was on the staff of the dgeMn 
from 1959, ending his career as director 

of building and Monuments of the centre 
region (1995-7).
21 antónio linhares de oliveira gradu-
ated from the oporto school of Fine arts 
in 1966. the two architects met again 
in studies for the installations of oporto 
university, more specifically the project to 
adapt the burmester Palace for the installa-
tions of the Faculty of arts (1965).
22 the initial project for the Aula Magna, 
dating from 1955, the work of lixa Filguei-
ras (1922-96; a graduate in architecture 
from the oporto school of Fine arts in 
1956), was directed by Manuel Fernandes 
de sá (1903-80; a graduate of the Paris 
École Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in 1934). 
In 1956 Filgueiras e Fernandes de sá met 
on several occasions with carlos ramos, 
director of the school, to discuss the proj-
ect and to ‘monitor the process of furniture 
design’. the project was also reviewed 
by Filgueiras (final version 1957; inaugu-
rated 1960) prior to the latter leaving the 
dgeMn in 1958 to join the oporto school 
of Fine arts as an assistant (gonçalo canto 
Moniz, “o ensino Moderno da arquitectura. 
a reforma de 57 e as escolas de belas-
artes em Portugal (1931-69)” (Phd diss., 
university of coimbra, 2011, 368-70).
23 the ‘Movélia’ provided furniture for the 
hotel da balaia (1965-7), a reference work 
in the career of the architect Francisco 
conceição silva (1922-82; a graduate of 
the lisbon school of Fine arts in 1949); 
later he was to market furniture using his 
own catalogue. 
24 norberto corrêa graduated in architec-
ture from the lisbon school of Fine arts in 
1953. When he was working for the lisbon 
city university he designed the installations 
for the canteen and students’ facilities, in-
cluding the respective furniture (1954-62). 
he went on to have a long career as an 
independent professional that ranged from 
urban planning to architecture and to inte-
riors and furniture – particularly in the hotel 
sector –, and participated fully in the move-
ment that throughout the decades of the 
1960s and 1970s gave shape to the tour-
ist industry of the algarve, in the south of 

Portugal. see graça corrêa (ed.), M. Nor-
berto Corrêa - Arquitectura e Urbanismo 
(lisbon: uzina books, 2013).
25 Interview with the architect norberto 
corrêa, 16 october 2013.
26 graça corrêa (ed.), M. Norberto Cor-
rêa.
27 josé luís amorim graduated in archi-
tecture from the lisbon school of Fine arts 
in 1956. he was hired by the Ministry for 
overseas territories for urban planning and 
architecture (1958-61) and was an em-
ployee of the lisbon Municipal council in the 
town-planning sector (1962-8).
28 For the installations of the Junta de 
Energia Nuclear (1961), in sacavém, with 
initial architecture by antónio lino (1909-
61), besides other buildings in this complex 
for which he was fully responsible for de-
signing (1965-80); the national agronomy 
station (1962), in oeiras, with architecture 
by jorge segurado (1898-1990) and josé 
Maria segurado (1923-2011); the national 
library in lisbon (1965-8), with architec-
ture by Porfírio Pardal Monteiro (1897-
1957) and antónio Pardal Monteiro (1928-
2012); the doctor ricardo jorge national 
health Institute (1967-71), with architec-
ture by antónio Pardal Monteiro; the lis-
bon Palace of justice (1968-9; inaugurated 

1970), with architecture by januário go-
dinho (1910-90, graduate of the oporto 
school of Fine arts, 1941) and joão an-
dresen (1920-67; graduate of the oporto 
school of Fine arts, 1947); the Infante d. 
henrique naval college (1970; inaugurated 
1972), in Paço de arcos, architecture by 
josé costa silva.
29 For example, in the setúbal district 
hospital (Hospitais Portugueses, april-
May1959).
30 daciano da costa graduated as a paint-
er from the lisbon school of Fine arts in 
1961. see joão Paulo Martins, Daciano da 
Costa, Designer (lisbon: calouste gulben-
kian Foundation, 2001).
31 daciano was responsible there for the 
interiors and the principal reading room, 
catalogue room, cafeteria, auditorium, di-
rector’s office and meeting room. the fur-
niture of josé luís amorim was placed in 
other spaces in this building.
32 the architectural project for the docu-
mentation and meeting centre of the na-
tional civil engineering laboratory was the 
work of norberto corrêa.
33 direcção-geral dos edifícios e Monu-
mentos nacionais. comissão para aqui-
sição de Mobiliário. Relatório, 1950, 10.
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3.4.5 Bureaucratic avant-garde: norm-Making as 
architectural Production

anna-MarIa MeIster
Princeton University, USA

abstract

the production (and dissemination) of architecture through institutions has 
long been unaccounted for in favor of avant-garde creation – an omission 
that recently moved into the focus of historical research. the architecture 
of the german Institute for norm (dIn), founded in 1917, presents a unique 
case for such rewriting of the history of the discipline. rather than produc-
ing representative buildings, the dIn designed architecture through norms. 
When the dIn 476 defined the paper format a4 in 1922 as national norm, 
the dIn re-shaped architectural production from the inside out. Where 
the paper format was normed, the normed-size binder followed. the filing 
cabinet for the folder was normed, and, lastly, the building that housed the 
normed furniture. this system of norming the part, rather than the whole, 
defined the very architecture of this institution: the best solution was to be 
found, prescribed, and disseminated. by determining the window in 1919, 
the norm-makers of the dIn formatted the view of the world for the inhabit-
ant; by formatting the door handle, the point of physical contact between 
user and architecture was shaped and normalized. rather than treating 
such norms as mere regulations on a sheet of paper, I want to argue that 
the systematic norm-effort in early twentieth-century germany needs to be 
considered not opposed to, but as integral to contemporaneous architectur-
al production. In constant interdependent exchange, figures such as Walter 
gropius, ludwig Mies van der rohe or Peter behrens were active protago-
nists in the norm production of the dIn. at the same time, dIn officials 
such as Karl sander designed the parts that would form much of the Neue 
Architektur of the time. With this paper I want to argue for a re-integration 
of the norm into architectural history: I propose the necessity of reevaluat-
ing the prevalent reading of the norm as a limiting corset of the avant-garde 
towards an understanding of the norm as active agent in form-making.

3.5 the architecture of State 
Bureaucracy: reassessing the Built 
Production of (Colonial) governments

SESSION CHAIRS: 
johan lagae
Universiteit Gent, Belgium
rIKa devos
Université libre de Bruxelles, Belgium 
 
the cultural, material and spatial turns in political historiography have 
brought about a cross-fertilization between political and architectural his-
tory in the last two decades. the spaces in which politics take place and 
the political implications of architecture have become a focus of interest 
both for political and architectural historians. however, this encounter has 
strengthened the tendency to view politics primarily as a representational 
activity, rather than an act of governance. hence, historians have privileged 
the study of what Walter bagehot, when writing on the english constitution 
in 1873, called the ‘dignified parts’ of the state – the houses of Parliament, 
museums, embassies, and national world’s fair pavilions. buildings which 
house the ‘efficient parts’ of the state – the ministries, the public adminis-
trations, and so on – have hitherto remained largely neglected in academic 
research.
In this session, we are interested in investigating this second, more mun-
dane built production of the state, aligning us with the argument of henry 
russell hitchcock’s 1947 article that the ‘architecture of bureaucracy’ is 
worthy of (scholarly) attention as much as is the ‘architecture of genius’. In 
particular, we want to address the norms and forms that have influenced 
such governmental buildings as well as the actors involved in their design 
and construction. We invite papers that tackle questions via a case-study-
based discussion. For example, how was the organization of the state (cen-
tralized vs. decentralized) reflected in its built apparatus? how does the 
(urban) site, the scale, the architectural language and the interior spatial 
distribution of state buildings illustrate the ways in which the state medi-
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ated its position vis-à-vis the citizen? to what extent did government develop 
particular building types, and what do these tell us about the desire of the 
state to improve its efficiency? Was their design underscored with notions 
of taylorism? What constituted the technocratic building apparatus of the 
state? What were the networks of power and knowledge implied in official 
bodies like Public Work departments that constituted what Peter scriver 
has referred to in the british colonial context as the ‘scaffolding of empire?’ 
Papers should be interpretative rather than descriptive in nature, and can 
present case studies within the time frame 1918-70. We do not set limita-
tions in terms of geographical scope but request that when the focus is on 
the architecture of state bureaucracy in colonial territories, the authors also 
draw comparison with the situation ‘at home’.

3.5.1 SoM, 1939-46: From ‘Engineered dwelling’ to the 
Manhattan Project

hyun-tae jung
Lehigh University, USA

abstract

this paper concentrates on the organizational influence of the military on the 
architectural practice of the u.s. during World War II. the firm of skidmore, 
owings & Merrill (soM) grew from a small design office into a large-scale 
corporate architecture-engineering firm by adopting wartime government 
projects, particularly the town of oak ridge, tennessee (1943-46), where 
the atomic bomb was developed. 
central to this transition was soM’s work with the john b. Pierce Founda-
tion, which specialized in psychological and physiological research in the 
domestic environment as well as in the advancement and realization of the 
prefabricated house, the ‘engineered dwelling’. soM and the Pierce Foun-
dation began to collaborate in 1939 and continued to explore large-scale, 
highly rationalized construction in two major commissions: the glenn l. Mar-
tin aircraft company (1941-2) and the Manhattan Project (1943-6). 
Working with the john b. Pierce Foundation, soM learned, theoretically and 
practically, how to standardize and systemize a building. at oak ridge, the 
firm progressed further, designing and supervising the construction of thou-
sands of houses and various buildings, such as churches, schools, hospitals 
and shopping malls. Mastery of advanced technology in prefabrication and 
experience with numerous building types enabled the firm to provide fast-
track economical construction and to efficiently manage their labor force. 
the expansion and later international triumph of soM could not have been 
imagined without the collaboration with the military. 
this paper consists of three main components: the john b. Pierce Founda-
tion’s research on prefabrication and the use of space in the domestic envi-
ronment, soM’s activities at oak ridge, and the firm’s organizational trans-
formation through interactions with the Pierce Foundation and the military.

keywords

SoM, prefabrication, Manhattan project, organization, WWII
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the small town of western new jersey, lebanon appears to be one of the 
typical towns along I-78 – there is little unusual about it. however, there are 
some small, old houses that contain remarkable history. though now mostly 
forgotten, these houses were nationally known for being some of the first 
prefabricated houses in the late 1930s. additionally, they were employed 
as prototypes for constructing the city of oak ridge, tennessee, which was 
built as part of the atomic bomb development during the second World 
War. While focusing on the activities of the architectural firm skidmore, 
owings and Merrill (soM), I will examine how the research on prefabricated 
housing, construction of the atomic bomb town and the rise of a bureau-
cratically organized architectural practice were interrelated. 
soM has been known as a representative of american corporate architec-
ture since the early 1950s. however, few people know how or when the 
firm developed into a large, corporate organization.2 William hartmann, one 
of the early partners of soM, argued that the second World War enabled 
the firm to become a large-scale architectural organization. the critical mo-
ment came in 1942 when the Manhattan engineer district, a confidential 
wartime military organization, selected soM to design and build the city of 
oak ridge, tennessee. this town was part of the atomic bomb development 
known as the Manhattan Project. When soM started working on the town, 
it was a small design firm with limited experience. Its projects prior to 1942 
included only small-scale exhibition designs and prefabricated houses. by the 
time the war was over, soM had become one of the largest architecture 
firms in the country, with substantial experience to deal with almost any type 
and size of project.3 
From 1939, soM was entirely devoted to research on the prefabrication 
of houses and related issues, working with one of the most well-known 
prefabrication research institutions, the john b. Pierce Foundation. the 
collaboration between soM and the Pierce Foundation began in 1939 with 
a small prefabricated house design. this house and subsequent collabora-
tive projects allowed soM to gain sufficient technical knowledge and on-site 
experience that would later prove beneficial in taking on large-scale military, 
government and corporate commissions as well as in developing techni-
cal expertise for the post-war office buildings. It is during this period that 
significant changes in soM’s business areas, organizational systems, and 
architectural forms occurred. 
the john b. Pierce Foundation was established in 1924 by john b. Pierce, 
then vice President of the american radiator & standard sanitary corpora-
tion. Its housing research division was set up in 1931. In 1933, the foun-
dation established another division, a laboratory of hygiene, in new haven, 
conn. this division specialized in physiological problems. the research into 

prefabricated housing, the use of space in the domestic environment, and 
physiological and psychological research were intended to complement each 
other. For the foundation, prefabrication was the result of a scientific un-
derstanding of individual and family life and the industrialization of a building. 
however, prefabrication did not necessarily mean standardization. on the 
contrary, it was understood as a precondition of flexibility.
It is worth noting how the foundation’s research was formulated around 
1940. one of the key members of the foundation, john hancock callender 
argued that ‘housing design should be based on family needs. the problem 
was how to obtain the data on which to base a design for housing not one, 
but several thousand, families.’ 4 callender believed that thorough research 
on family life would help achieve flexibility as well as prefabrication. the 
Pierce Foundation’s early research program on family life was highly influ-
enced by a german sociologist, svend riemer, who worked with the swedish 
cooperative building society. one of dr. riemer’s research methods, gener-
ally called the stockholm study, was a continuous record of the activities of 
each member of a family. More than 200 families were researched through 
interviews and on-site sketches and then statistically classified. Presenting 
a paper at the Milbank Fund annual conference in new york city in 1939, 
dr. riemer argued, ‘design is a problem of conflicts in space and time’.5 
design was not an issue of style or aesthetic. to focus on the conflicts 
of family living, callender suggested analyzing housing design in terms of 
three categories: space, equipment, and environment.6 space was mea-
sured by the physical occupation of a person and equipment around specific 
items in the domestic space; such as a chair, a table or even a mirror. the 
environment was subdivided into physiological and psychological measure-
ments. While the physiological environment included control of moisture, 
heat, ventilation, light, sound, and sanitation, the psychological environment 
incorporated control of privacy and consideration of the general appear-
ance and impression of the space and equipment. aesthetic preferences 
and social standards were considered as psychological factors. design in 
this process did not begin with physical walls and their shapes, but with ‘a 
human and wrapping around him with the required space, equipment, and 
environment.’7 the objective spatial measurements of human activities and 
developments of various furnishings became important parts of design. the 
style of a house might be ‘fairly conventional – possibly even cape cod colo-
nial’, when taking into account aesthetic preferences and social standards.8 
this concept of design was internalized by soM in its work with the founda-
tion and was further advanced during the war. 
soM’s first opportunity to work with the foundation came unexpectedly while 
working for the new york World’s Fair of 1939. the Westinghouse was one 
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among many of soM’s exhibition buildings. joseph F. o’brien, who worked 
for the corporation as the organizer of the exhibition, later joined the Pierce 
Foundation as director of electrical research.9 through him, soM became 
consulting-architects to the foundation, which enabled it to accumulate ex-
pertise related to prefabrication technology, the scientific understanding of 
human activities, and the systemization of its architectural language. the 
plywood ‘experimental house’ of 1939, built on the o’brien’s farm in leba-
non, nj, was the first result of their collaboration.10 soM designed and 
built the house and its numerous variations based on the research of the 
foundation.
this initial exposure to prefabrication research helped the firm win a com-
mission to standardize the many different types of prefabricated houses that 
existed in the market. For the october 1940 issue, the Architectural Forum 
commissioned soM to study all prefabricated housing and to create ‘a basic 
house design’ that supposedly included all the merits and excluded all the 
weaknesses of individual variations. the general intention of the project was 
not only to present an economical house, but also to examine prefabricated 
houses available on the market and provide the manufacturers with a stan-
dard model of the low cost dwelling unit. For the journal, soM presented a 
prefabricated house and developed a feasible manual for large-scale housing 
development. soM explained its design with a ‘Plan selection and orienta-
tion’ diagram. the firm chose one basic plan. based on the plan, eight 
variations were produced. these variations could be installed in any location 
according to the orientation diagram. this simple diagram was believed to 
be employed in almost all parts of the country.11  
on 7 october 1941, a group of businessmen, government officials and 
reporters gathered in baltimore, Maryland in order to celebrate the com-
pletion of a housing project for the employees of the glenn l. Martin air-
craft company. the event was followed by a tour to Middle river, Maryland, 
where a 600 unit housing project was built. soM was the main architect 
for the project, creating general plans and specific technical drawings as 
well as construction supervision. the experimental house was used as a 
prototype.12 a set of detailed drawings was repeated 600 times to create 
600 identical houses. It took a compact four and one-half room rectangular 
shape, type a3 in the ‘Plan selection and orientation’ diagram. ‘cemesto’ 
board was the main building material, a product of the celotex corporation, 
which was a board that consisted of cane-fiber insulation board core, sealed 
with a special compound between two layers of a combination of asbestos 
and cement. all panels, ceiling boards, and structural members were deliv-
ered cut to specified sizes by the manufacturer. assembly work was done 
mainly in a field shop. construction workers from each trade performed 

their own work similar to assembly-line factory workers, entirely alienated 
and isolated from the final product.13

the successful completion of the glenn Martin project helped soM partici-
pate in the Manhattan Project. the united states began development of the 
atomic bomb around 1942, when the u.s. army corps of engineers cre-
ated the Manhattan engineer district (Med) under the directorship of leslie 
r. groves. there were three major locations for the project, oak ridge (tn), 
hanford (Wa), and los alamos (nM). among them, oak ridge, the city 
soM designed, was the first and most complex. the site of the future oak 
ridge did not appear on the map until fall of 1942. the area was carefully 
selected; it was safe from air attack, had dependable electric power in large 
quantities supplied by the tennessee valley authority, and had flat areas 
suitable for building that were separated by natural barriers to make a suf-
ficient town site. there was an abundant water supply from the clinch river, 
and the land was cheap. Med ominously called the site ‘Kingston demolition 
range’ and later renamed it clinton engineer Works (ceW). this was the 
name officially used to refer to the whole site during the project.14

during the construction of houses, no one knew the final size of the town, 
which became larger and larger until it turned out to be ‘the biggest job of 
quick town building ever attempted in the usa’.15 When the war ended, what 
had been empty land in 1942 was filled with a population of 75,000, with 
all necessary facilities for a town. With an increase in size and complexity of 
its participation at oak ridge, soM was forced to reinvent its own architec-
tural practice. the town itself went far beyond the boundary of a traditional 
architectural practice, requiring a new architecture-engineering firm that 
could cover road and housing construction, hospital and school design, town 
planning, equipment design and interior design. soM’s mission required the 
firm to extensively expand their business areas, diversify personnel, man-
age a large number of people with various backgrounds, and rationalize the 
firm’s organization for efficiency and effectiveness. the town of oak ridge 
was a laboratory where soM built a new kind of architectural practice that 
anticipated the post-war corporate architectural and engineering practice. 
soM’s first contract officially spanned from February 1943 to july 1943. 
the main focus was ‘the design of all structures required for a commu-
nity to house approximately 12,000 inhabitants’, which included ‘the design 
of dwelling units, store groups, theatres, churches, grade schools, high 
school, hospital, recreation buildings and other buildings as required for 
the community.’16 In its first phase, soM designed site plans for roads and 
house locations: 3000 dwelling units comprised of six types, two shopping 
centers, a town administration building, a hospital, a nursing home, an 
elementary school, two apartment buildings, a gas station, a recreation 
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hall, and several neighborhood stores. soM was hired with the lump sum 
of us$130,000 under the condition of compensation for overtime and ad-
ditional services.17 however, until the end of 1943, soM was regarded as 
part of the Pierce Foundation. this was soon about to change. 
spring of 1943, while Merrill and others were working at the site from dawn 
to dusk seven days a week, the small new york office on east Fifty-seventh 
street was full of architects, engineers, and draftsmen producing plans for 
houses. William brown, who was then only 34 years old, was put in charge 
of the housing project at oak ridge. he later took charge of the special 
buildings as well as the housing. robert cutler designed the hospital and 
arne engberg the town center.18 the soM new york office was the locus 
for the project until late 1943. drawings were produced there and sent to 
the nearby Med headquarters. due to security reasons, the communication 
between the firm’s new york office and the oak ridge office was modulated 
by the military security team. several Med officers were assigned to the 
mission and almost continuously stayed in the office. their jobs entailed 
guiding and checking all drawings and acting as a liaison between soM, 
Med, and ceW. 
the second major contract spanned from 6 september 1943 to 1 au-
gust 1944. now the scale of soM’s task grew much larger and more 
complex. the estimated population of this phase rose to 44,000 residents 
and soon increased to 66,000. design specifications included overall site 
plans, 9250 new family dwelling units excluding the 30,000 units already 
under construction, new men’s dormitories necessary to accommodate 
1600 mean, women’s dormitories to house 6000 occupants, cafeterias, 
laundries, schools, and other structures to complete the development of 
the city. It also incorporated distribution facilities in the town which had pre-
viously belonged to an engineering firm, stone and Webster (s&W). now 
serving as an architecture-engineering firm, soM was asked to handle facili-
ties such as the various sewer, water, and power facilities.19 
In august 1943, colonel james c. Marshall, engineer of the district, was 
promoted to brigadier general and assigned another job not related to 
the Manhattan Project. the deputy engineer Kenneth nichols became the 
leader of Med under general groves. realizing the strategic importance of 
ceW, he decided to transfer the district’s headquarters from Manhattan 
to the administration building at oak ridge called ‘the castle’. accordingly, 
the major portion of the soM design team moved to the city of oak ridge 
in the same month.20 despite initial difficulties at the new location such as 
acquiring office space, furniture and telephone, the general situation was 
significantly better for soM. First, the complicated communication problem 
between Med and the soM new york and oak ridge teams had dissolved, 

which allowed the firm to instantly respond to certain unexpected situations 
or difficulties occurring at the site. secondly, soM became fully exposed to 
Med, while the latter gradually relied on the firm for any issue related to 
town planning, housing design and construction. soM was immediately and 
continuously available for the diverse demands of the city. the firm was con-
stantly pressed by Med to take on many different roles. this not only meant 
intense pressure, but a great opportunity as well. 
soM took on an exclusive yet inclusive role within the fenced town of oak 
ridge. as the only architecture-engineering firm in the town, the scope of 
their responsibility was indeed ‘challenging’ as owings later acknowledged, 
and Med gave them ‘many interesting roles to play.’ It was ‘alarmingly all-
inclusive.’21 the firm was responsible for anything remotely connected with 
the planning, building, furnishing, or equipping of the town. this was quite 
beyond the conventional boundary of architectural services. the situation 
forced skidmore and owings to restructure its organization by bringing in 
competent professionals from entirely different fields. For instance, the l. s. 
ayers department store in Indianapolis dispatched their key merchandizing 
manager at owings’s personal request. In addition, skidmore asked robert 
Moses of new york to send the chief engineer of the tri-borough new york-
new jersey bridge authority to head the traffic and highway department. 
soM hired a complete construction company from grand rapids, Michigan 
to become the construction division of the firm. construction manager jan 
Porel, with whom soM had worked on the glenn l. Martin project, also 
joined the team.22 
Importing personnel from other fields was to some degree compelled by 
soM’s second contract with Med. ‘the architect-engineer was required to 
maintain his complete staff, and conduct all his operations at oak ridge,’ 
wrote captain samuel baxter, then the contracting officer’s representa-
tive at Med. after working with soM during all stages of the contract, he 
reported that ‘an adequate and competent organization was maintained 
throughout the period of the contract.’23 all those in charge of the various 
departments were ‘experienced and capable men in their respective fields’. 
baxter similarly indicated that the business administration of soM was ‘well 
organized and functioned efficiently and that accounts, files and property re-
cords kept up to date and in good order with the result that final accounting 
and auditing of the contract should be completed in a minimum time after 
the completion of technical services.’24 thus soM’s positive evaluation was, 
in part, the result of its having imported personnel from other fields and of 
managing them efficiently. 
during the project, Med sometimes thought that the schedule for com-
pleting housing, special buildings, roads, and the utilities was almost im-
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possible. soM, however, surprised the military by producing a significant 
amount drawings and specifications within the allotted time frame. Med 
perceived soM as quite an efficient and competent organization.25 Working 
at the site, soM now had to restructure all loosely related areas of archi-
tecture-engineering under the aegis of its firm. this was the true beginning 
of the modern, bureaucratic architectural firm.26 at the end of 1944, about 
twenty months after the first team of six soM employees arrived, the firm 
had some 650 employees at the oak ridge site. the new york and chicago 
offices had also grown significantly, supporting the operations at oak ridge 
and working on several military projects. soM had been transformed into 
an entirely different firm in its organization, operation, and capability. the 
firm successfully completed the contract, while simultaneously restructur-
ing its organization. a small architecture firm had transformed itself into a 
well-modulated architecture-engineering firm capable of undertaking a com-
plicated engineering project.27 Working under a difficult schedule, soM over-
came all obstacles and became a large, complex, yet flexible organization. 
the various roles that soM’s architects were forced to take on at oak ridge 
helped them carry out far-reaching projects, which most architecture firms 
of that period could not have undertaken.
the oak ridge project would later enable the firm to qualify for large-scale 
military and government projects as well as projects for corporate headquar-
ters such as the us Military compound in okinawa, the creole Petroleum 
corporation in venezuela, the us air Force academy in colorado springs, 
and the connecticut general Insurance company. Without considering the 
oak ridge project, it would not be possible to explain the evolution of soM. 
In fact, it is reasonable to argue that the small firm finally became the soM 
we know today through the experience and organizational transformation in 
oak ridge. the size, scale of business, and organizational structure of the 
firm fundamentally changed during the war. simplified architectural design, 
advanced technology and efficient organization of a large-scale labor force 
were unified. systemization and mechanization of architecture as in prefab-
rication and the reorganization of the firm under the pressure of the military 
during the war contributed to the rise of soM in the 1950s. 
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3.5.2 unmonumental Buildings, Monumental Scale: 
Santiago Civic district

danIel oPaZo
Universidad de Chile, Chile

abstract

undoubtedly, the urban space that best represents state power in santiago 
and the country as a whole is the so-called civic district, which includes the 
seat of executive power, the Palacio de la Moneda, and the buildings of min-
istries and main public agencies. Its creation – at the beginning of the 1930s 
– coincides with the nascent process of chilean modernization, which would 
last until 1973. this process cannot be understood without the construction 
of what we will call here transcendental space, namely the representational 
space that through architecture depicts the idea of the nation as an imagined 
community (anderson 1983) led by the state towards progress. In this con-
text, public space has a formative role and is designed to highlight the position 
of la Moneda as the symbol of (presidential) power.
however, it is interesting to note that this transcendental space and the 
centrality of la Moneda as monument are only achieved by means of building 
massive anonymous buildings around the palace, in order to house the admin-
istrative apparatus of the state. From the early versions of the civic district 
plan on, functional purposes as ‘better administrative control and coordina-
tion’ were given priority, even over ‘urban embellishment.’ In line with what 
Karl brünner, the viennese planner, wanted to emphasize – ‘a magnificent 
scale’ –, the final project develops as a series of concrete buildings regular in 
height, with undecorated facades and no distinctive features other than their 
identity as a building complex. nevertheless, it is precisely this condition of 
mass and its scale which allows the project to succeed in its main goal: to 
constitute the ‘void’ – that is to say, public space – as a celebratory place to 
the power of the state, a grey scene for the palace to stand out.

keywords

Monumental, civic, district, state, Santiago, architecture
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public space as a transcendental space

throughout history, architecture has played a key role in giving shape to 
political conceptions and social schemes. From the urban transformation 
of rome set in motion by pope nicholas v (1447-55) to the great works 
developed by andré le nôtre for louis xIv in versailles and the l’enfant plan 
for Washington dc, every political system or regime in the making has used 
proposals of urban form as representations of a social order, destined to 
educate the subjects or citizens of a nation. even experiments as different 
as the role played by Futurists and modernist architects like terragni in the 
aesthetic scaffolding of Italian Fascism (ghirardo 1980), or the identification 
of costa and niemeyer with the idea of progress in the creation of brasilia 
share a common feature: the reinterpretation of the national through the 
lenses of utopian or avant-garde principles. 
these constructive avant-gardes took part in what we may call the building 
of new nations, most often through monumental works, exemplary of what 
we may call transcendental space. this working concept or space category 
can be explained through three elements: its condition as a formative space 
(namely a representational space for the state and the elite to educate the 
masses); the avant-gardist notion of modernity, understood as a linear pro-
cess leading to progress; and the social agents that occupy such a space 
as extensive bodies (the mass, the People). 
the case of the civic district in santiago de chile is interesting in this regard 
because it attains the condition of a transcendental space in its entire defini-
tion, but it does so by building unmonumental volumes in order to provide 

Figure 1. vol d’oiseau view of the civic district from constitution square (north). Source: 
carel Kapelner, Urbanismo y Arquitectura july 9, 1940, 7.

a void, an empty space with a distance to admire the real monument, the 
presidential palace. Its formative character resides in the construction of a 
public space to educate the citizens about the spatial and political centrality 
of the state through the staging of the people before the palace as a sym-
bolic image of the nation, the imagined community described by anderson 
(1983). however, the production of that space also involved functional and 
economic points of view which ultimately influenced the plans, regulations 
and built form of the civic district.

unmonumental buildinGs at a monumental scale: the Grey  
buildinGs of the civic district 
the idea of developing a civic district in santiago first emerged in the mid-
nineteenth century, only a few decades after chile had become an indepen-
dent republic; however, many of the proposals developed up until 1913 had 
more to do with the planning of the city’s expansion than with a government 
complex, first suggested in that year by ernest coxhead in his plan for the 
city and reaffirmed by ricardo larraín bravo, héctor hernández and josé 
luis Mosquera in the context of the first congress of local governments 
held in santiago in december 1914. Mosquera himself authored in 1918 

Figure 2. view of the la Moneda and the civic district as background from teatinos street. 
Source: photograph by the author, january 2014.
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the first proposal to build a presidential palace in the block to the south of 
the Palacio de la Moneda, the government seat, which by then was also 
home to the president. several other proposals were discussed during the 
following decade in the midst of the collapse of the so-called ‘parliamentary 
republic’ (1891-1925), but none of them was approved.
the concrete discussions about the realisation of a plan and its design were 
finally developed in the context of a nascent modernisation process led by 
the state, which only properly started after the definition of the nation’s 
territorial and institutional identities; namely, after the land conquests and 
losses in the late nineteenth century wars and most important, after the 
establishment of a regime based on presidential rule with the constitution 
of 1925. 
this last political event also marks the beginning of a five-decade period 
in chilean history, known as the developmentalism period, where the con-
cepts of economic autonomy, industrial development and mostly the idea of 
progress guided the policies of all subsequent governments, led by different 
political formations such as traditional agrarian right-wing parties, right-wing 
populists, a Popular Front centre-left coalition, christian democrats and 
finally a left-wing Marxist coalition, the Popular unity (1970-73).
the issue of modernisation is indeed central to our discussion, as long as 
the site of the future civic district – basically the urban context of la Mone-
da – was part of a bigger transformation plan. Karl brunner, an austrian 
planner and engineer, was hired by the government in 1929 to advise the 
Ministry of Public Works in all matters related to city planning and to be a 
lecturer in urbanism at the university of chile. brunner’s proposal for the 
city involved the opening of diagonals and big avenues in the hispanic grid, 
along with the development of specific building ordinances of both hygienic 
and sittean inspiration. gurovich (2010) states that the inclusion of diago-
nals was probably a concession from brunner to the ‘local taste’, infatuated 
with foreign examples, even though many local planners disregarded the 
typology because of its high costs.
this process is related to what cáceres in 1995 has described as the chil-
ean process of authoritarian modernisation. according to his article, it is in 
the context of the dictatorship of carlos Ibáñez (1927-31) when the state 
intervention and investment in public works increase notoriously, in an effort 
for alleviating the effects of the 1929 world crisis and improving equity and 
coverage in the provision of city equipment and infrastructure.

gurovich (2003) has done a detailed account of the discussions at every 
level in the long process of conception and realisation of the civic district 
idea, which ambitious aim was to ‘realise in a single project the intention of 

creating an urban compound around the Palacio de la Moneda that repre-
sents the strength of the state apparatus and national identity’. however, 
since the very process of creation of the law, government officers and the 
media pushed functional needs to the fore: for example, the need to allevi-
ate downtown traffic and connect the city centre with the southern neigh-
bourhoods, or the need to achieve ‘a better administrative and economic 
control and coordination’. the purpose of concentrate the services of public 
administration was an express desire of Ibáñez, as stated by gonzález cor-
tés (1940), who considers a sort of added value ‘the urban embellishment 
due to the beautiful plastic impression of the projected big building masses’.
the first project was developed between 1927 and 1930 by the practice of 
josué smith solar and josé smith Miller – who had designed the southern 
façade of the palace a few years earlier –. the proposal included two main 
features: the suppression of the north-south axis that characterised almost 
all previous proposals and its replacement for the expansion of the already 
existent streets adjacent to the palace; and the expropriation of the entire 
block to the south of la Moneda in order to build there a new presidential 
residence and an important square between this palace and the older build-
ing, with an obelisk in the centre. the final proposal by these architects 
recommended also expropriating the entire block to the north, which was 
used as a parking lot, in order to build there the new constitution square. 
In december 1929, the diario Ilustrado –  an influential conservative news-
paper – stated that the project seemed to be ‘[…] the most adequate solu-
tion for the arranging of fiscal buildings in that sector of the city, and that it 
could contribute to the embellishment of santiago, adding splendour to the 
magnificent façade designed by Mr. smith’. the editor also highlighted at 
the same level both the spatial configuration that maintained the ‘traditional 
architecture’ and the ‘considerable economies’ that bringing all state agen-
cies together implied.
In February 1930, the national congress passed the law 4828, which 
authorized the development of the civic district. the projected complex in-
cluded the presidential palace along with the ministries of Public education, 
War, navy, social Welfare and other state agencies. however, the main pur-
pose of the law was to define the financial procedures and land purchases 
that made possible the development of the project. 
the smith’s proposal was supplemented in july 1930 by a report from the 
Ministry of Public Works written by brunner, in which he makes a series of 
recommendations regarding the height of the future buildings surrounding 
the palace and the square proposed by the smiths. It is interesting that 
brunner’s initial suggestion for the buildings immediately next to la Moneda 
was that they matched the palace’s height (three storeys).
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the fall of the Ibáñez government in 1931 meant a halt to this and other 
infrastructure projects. the civic district project begins again in 1934, 
when brunner returned to the country to work for the city council as an 
adviser for the land use Plan. the government had appointed in 1932 a 
commission for this purpose, integrated by prominent professionals and for-
mer officials, such as former city mayor alberto Mackenna, the engineers 
jorge alessandri and Francisco Mardones, and architects as luis Muñoz 
Maluschka, alberto schade and ricardo gonzález cortés. In this context, 
brunner was assigned to develop a ‘definitive’ proposal for the civic district, 
including the space of the alameda (the main street) and the new square to 
the north (constitution square).
one of the main criteria from this commission was to avoid any ‘costly 
fantasy’, something that reminds us from what several authors suggest in 
terms of the more conservative or transitional choice made by chilean plan-
ners and decision-makers when coming to urban planning paradigms. the 
neoclassical viennese school was in that sense much more influential than 
the bold modernism heralded by le corbusier. there was a sort of struggle 
between these currents even within architectural schools, but public proj-
ects up until the 1950s were defined in the brunner tradition. 
brunner’s second proposal involves a series of decisions which purpose in 
terms of urban form focus in highlighting the centrality of the Palacio de la 
Moneda, by applying to the complex symmetrical configurations and propor-
tions that intend to ‘emphasise the magnificent scale’, while at the same 
time defining patterns of development for further expansions of the city. 
rodulfo oyarzún, one of the chilean planning pioneers, highly regards brun-
ner’s general definitions for the civic district, specially his idea of setting a 
maximum 8-storey height ‘for the prudent but strong and robust architec-
ture of la Moneda to stand out by contrast and proportion’.
Maybe brunner’s most eloquent proposal towards monumentality is the idea 
of connecting the buildings on both sides of the north-south axis in their 
upper part, creating a great arch to frame and accentuate the perspec-
tive on the palace from the south. this was partly motivated by brunner’s 
perception that the blocks that shaped the so-called ‘central avenue’ had 
a northern façade too short to provide architectural grandeur to the site. 
however, neither this idea nor the proposal for a ‘monumental colonnade’ in 
front of the palace were taken into account, mostly due to financial reasons 
(oyarzún 1996).
although this second proposal by brunner was not finally built, his core ideas 
definitely influenced the final plan, just as the political common sense did. 
In 1935, the government organised a competition for another ‘definitive’ 
project, in the context of a public works program to foster employment. the 

competition was won by carlos vera Mandujano, an architect of both pub-
lic and private experience. vera worked for two years coordinating a large 
team from the architecture department of the Public Works Ministry, to 
finally develop a unitary project that aimed to create a major urban impact 
through concentrating public services, generating commercial equipment 
on the ground floors and opening a new avenue to connect downtown to the 
south neighbourhoods. gurovich (2003) argues that through these opera-
tions the project intended to ‘capture the proper scene and space for the 
uplifting of the civil, military and religious ceremonies’, while gonzález cortés 
(1940) celebrated at the time the inclusion of commerce on the lower floor 
with a warning about the problems in single-use neighbourhoods.
during the development of the project, there were other experienced archi-
tects who presented proposals as part of a public discussion, such as lucia-
no Kulczewski, who shortens the axis of the central avenue to just 58 m, or 
gonzález cortés, who as part of the Public Works department develops the 
project south to the almagro Park, proposing to place the seat of congress 
at the other end of the axis in direct relationship to la Moneda. even within 
the official team there were different architectural design approaches: vera 
develops in the first place an expressionist scheme, with horizontal windows 
in the fashion of erich Mendelsohn’s schocken department store or its local 
offspring, the oberpaur building, built by sergio larraín and jorge arteaga 
in 1929.
according to gurovich (2010), it was vera’s municipal counterpart, the ar-
chitect alfredo Prat echaurren, who played a key role in the definition of the 
final physiognomy of the complex. Prat, an admirer of brunner’s ‘scientific 
approach’ to planning, dismissed radical changes and advocated instead 
for the creation of urban spaces in line with the european tradition of stony 
open squares within high density fabrics, openly excluding high-rise buildings. 
the final proposal defines a typology of concrete blocks which façade pro-
portions refer to the presidential palace, although they lack all outside deco-
ration. the building height varies from eight storeys for the new avenue, 
nine-storey buildings for the lateral streets (Morandé, teatinos and their 
projections to the south of alameda, the main street) and twelve storeys 
for the buildings facing la Moneda on the south border of the main square.
besides the usual regulations in land occupation and use, grouping and 
height, vera and Prat added another constraint that underlines the intention 
to create a dull context for the palace to stand out: all façades should be fin-
ished with a grey quartz paste in the fashion of the central bank, located to 
the north of la Moneda. so, every building would silently integrate into the 
compound, regardless of its particular function and interior definitions. the 
special urbanism and building ordinance for the district was promulgated 
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in august 1937 and the building activity – with many different architects 
involved in design- lasted up until 1950, a not so long period having in mind 
the resources of chilean economy. 
to a certain extent, the final project best expresses the ideas discussed by 
politicians and architects at the time. the president of the architects’ as-
sociation, ricardo gonzález cortés, celebrated the exemplary character of 
the civic district plan for the future development of the santiago land use 
plan, underlining the notions of order, openness and its proper scale, ac-
cording to the importance of the site. gonzález cortés (1940) quotes the 
planners of the new Moscow transformation Plan and suggests for san-
tiago their idea of opposing to the absence of classification and clear zone 
definition ‘the homogenous creation of big neighbourhoods of the same 
structure, that allow to expose the modern realisations of architecture and 
building technique and make them deeply spread across the spirit of the 
people’.

civic district: contested space, immutable buildinGs

after 1950, civic district buildings remained intact while both public space 
and the palace suffered major changes (it is even curious that in the bomb-
ing of la Moneda during the coup d’etat in september 1973, no rockets 
were aimed at the grey blocks while the palace was heavily damaged). the 
symbolic relevance of the civic district is such that every government in 
the last 40 years has attempted to leave its mark on the site. the dictator-
ship of Pinochet (1973-90) chose to block the north-south axis, the bulnes 
avenue, by building in 1979 a monument designed by echenique, cruz and 
boisier that the government called the altar of the Fatherland, an ‘elevated 
platform-square of stony expression’ that would host two symbols of the 
military power: the crypt of o’higgins, the founding father and first com-
mander of the army, and the Flame of liberty, a gas-powered eternal flame 
to symbolise the ‘liberation of the Marxist yoke’. 
however, there was a previous unbuilt project, designed in 1975 by clau-
dio barros and presented as part of the ‘supplementary works’ to the 
construction of the city subway. the project included a huge pentagonal 
square that involved the transformation of the main avenue to run under 
this square, which in the middle had an inscribed star where stood the 
‘tomb of the unknown soldier’. It is interesting how this proposal almost 
perfectly matches one of the main examples analysed by anderson (1983), 
the unknown soldier cenotaph, which in anderson’s words while paradoxi-
cally empty of bodies is at the same time ‘saturated with ghostly national 
imaginings’.

In addition to the occupation of the national civic site with military symbols, 
the dictatorship also organised in 1979 a competition to redesign constitu-
tion square, the block located to the north of la Moneda, which up to then 
was still used as a parking lot. the competition was won by a then young 
architect, cristián undurraga, who proposed a design based in the propor-
tions of the presidential palace, dividing the square with strong diagonals 
both to define it as a transit place and to leave an empty triangle next to 
the building, providing a sort of atrium to the palace.
the condition of the civic district as a contested space was also remarked 
by the protests during the late 1980s and early 1990s, where permis-
sions to march before la Moneda were often denied and every time a 
demonstration crossed the square, participants would attempt to put out 
the ‘liberty flame’ as a political sign against the Pinochet dictatorship and 
its legacy.
ten years after the return to democracy, the government of ricardo lagos 
(2000-6) decided to intervene the civic district, this time by re-designing 
to so-called liberty square (the open space between la Moneda and alam-
eda, at the time nothing but a fenced lawn). the program selected was to 
build a subterranean cultural centre with a square on top, an esplanade 
renamed as citizenship square. Paradoxically, the architect of this new 
urban intervention was cristián undurraga, the same selected in 1979 
by the military, who also redesigned bulnes square, demolishing the altar 
of the Fatherland and removing the liberty Flame while designing a new 
subterranean memorial crypt for bernardo o’higgins. these operations 
aimed to re-open the central avenue connecting la Moneda to the south, 
in a symbolic move that allegedly bridged the gap with the democratic past 
of this urban project.
this open space proved once more its centrality as a political public space 
when chosen as the favourite stage for the theatrical demonstrations of 
the student movement in 2011, when youngsters would perform innova-
tive ways of protesting, such as massive choreographies or a 1800-hour 
continuous relay race around the palace.
Maybe the most interesting fact for our argument is that all new projects 
developed in the civic district since its creation meant intervening open 
space; the grey building complex that shaped the space and still defines it 
hasn’t changed. even the Piñera administration (2010-14) grandiose bi-
centennial legacy project – represented by the installation of an enormous 
national flag, in the fashion of Mexico city’s main square – only included a 
minor intervention: painting the buildings with the same colour to harmo-
nize the compound, thus recovering the original sense of homogeneity.
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conclusions 
the civic district can be described as an urban architecture project that 
spatially and symbolically articulates the existing palace with the new scale 
of the city by means of a ‘mute’ architecture, a complex of unmonumental 
buildings superimposed to the traditional hispanic colonial block structure of 
the city to highlight the site of power and thus to educate the people accord-
ing to the project of the national state, something that has gone unchanged 
for seventy years and that the recent governments have only tried to empha-
sise through their interventions.
the place and its use still fit the definition of transcendental space, not 
only due to continuous government’s investment on the site throughout the 
years, but also because of the citizenship’s perception of it as a national pub-
lic space, where almost all major social movements attempt to constitute 
themselves as a relevant political agent.
the prevalent form of expression of the national state in public spaces has 
historically been the architecture of symbols and of the institutions: the com-
mon feature of both is the sphere of the monumental. In this case, if we 
think of bataille’s definition of architecture (‘architecture is the true nature 
of societies […] it is in the forms of cathedrals and palaces that church and 
state speak to and impose silence upon the crowds’), we might conclude 
that the formative purposes of the state can also be fulfilled by not uttering 
any (architectural) words.
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3.5.3 architecture’s red tape: governmental Building in 
Sweden 1964-72

erIK sIgge
Kungliga Tekniska Högskolan, Sweden 

abstract

this paper focuses on the work of the swedish national board of Public build-
ing (Kbs) during the 1960s, and aims at elucidating the relation between 
the agency’s bureaucratic structure and its construction of new buildings. 
a particular focus is placed on Kbs’s construction of the Garnisonen office 
building in stockholm. the building functioned as a case study for Kbs in its 
attempt to rationalize construction and develop new working procedures and 
building systems, and as such it manifests Kbs’s ideas at the time. My inter-
est is not primarily in architecture as representation of politics or ideology, 
but rather how aesthetics of ideology determine the form of architecture and 
bureaucracy. the study traces how the division of labor and specializations 
of tasks (public administration) affect the division of space and the making of 
buildings (architecture). 
the combined interest in architecture and public administration is also histori-
cal, firstly because architecture’s crisis in the late 1960s was contemporane-
ous with the crisis of public policy and public administration, and secondly, the 
reorganization of governmental agencies coincided with the reorganization of 
swedish public architecture. In the late 1960s both public administration and 
architecture sought to find more flexible structures that could accommodate 
other political and architectural ideologies than the predominant modernist 
views, and make administration and production more efficient. catchwords 
such as ‘adaptability’, ‘changeability’ and ‘performance’ became, besides flex-
ibility, the guiding concepts of both architecture and public administration, 
whose activities became organized as ‘projects’ within ‘networks’. simultane-
ously, centralization gave way to decentralization and Kbs and various other 
swedish governmental agencies were given more autonomy. yet, central con-
trol increased through the government’s new focus of evaluating results and 
assessing performance. this general development forms the background to 
the study’s analysis of the Garnisonen in which I argue that its architectural 
form is contingent on public administration. 

keywords

architectural history, public administration, bureaucracy, building 
process, structuralism
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introduction

there is nothing new about bureaucracies – as opposed to manage-
ment. since the roman empire they have tended to grow uncontrol-
lably and to lose purpose. this is not evil. It’s just characteristic. What 
is new is the devotion of the whole elite to the bureaucratic ethic – that 
is, to management – as if it were a primary skill. this is the product 
of corporatism. It is what happens when you rank reason and method 
over content.1

- john ralston saul, The Unconscious Civilization

the red tape of architecture is most often perceived as the laws and regu-
lations of construction and building performance, where the general per-
ception is that the construction industry is suffering from public agencies’ 
excessive bureaucracy. obviously, architecture is, like most other fields, sub-
ject to rules, some that promote and some that hinder new construction. 
although the increasing amount of regulations seems disproportionate their 
worth could not be considered unnecessary. this paper seeks to under-
stand parts of the increasing complexity of regulations and rules through a 
historical study of architecture’s relation to bureaucracy, and to question the 
simplified view that inefficiency and meaningless paperwork stand in direct 
relation to the amount of regulations and rules, and instead suggests that 
the significance of red tape is relative to specific professions work duties and 
professional expertise.
the general observation made in this study is that swedish architecture 
and swedish public administration were having parallel developments during 
this time. they were similar in both content and form, and were arguably 
propelled by the same needs, wishes, and line of reasoning. although the 
developments of the two are similar, governmental building construction 
became more and more steered by administration and other forces outside 
the field of architecture during the 1960s. It is primarily the importance of 
administration that is of interest here, and in particular, the development of 
the means of organization and coordinating: management. 
We could disagree with john ralston saul about the validity in blaming 
corporatism for the dominance of rationalism in management – in my view 
the dominance transcends far beyond particular forms of (democratic or 
undemocratic) agreements between government, capital and labour, or left 
and right – but it is easy to see the dominance of rational choice theories in 
public and private management, as well as in our societies at large. the spe-
cific disposition of this paper is questioning the dominance and belief in the 
making and the assessment of formal rational arguments, which evidently 
is the foundation of the changes within both architecture and management 

during this time. and, today, the extended anticipation of this type of reason-
ing has created what ralston saul has called ‘a sense of panicked urgency 
around the subject of privatization and cuts’ in the public sector.2 as if the 
only way forward was the specific ‘rationality’ of the market. 
the material under spotlight is of the national board of Public building (Kbs), 
which was a governmental agency in charge of providing premises for the 
state: through the distribution of the existing state-owned building stock, 
by renting from other property owners, or through the construction of new 
buildings. although Kbs put much focus on developing its maintenance and 
real estate functions, I will here mainly discuss its building construction. 

 
kbs’s structure philosophy

If we would characterize Kbs’s research and development work during the 
1960s it could roughly be divided into ways of working (process) and ways 
of making (technology) and naturally, in what way the two are combined. the 
development work culminated in the launching of an official architectural 
theory, the so-called ‘Kbs’s structure philosophy’ that was presented in an 
exhibition titled architecture-structure in 1968.3 the exhibition stated that 
contemporary (public) architecture in sweden put too much emphasis on 
functional analysis when designing new buildings. Kbs argued that tenants 
change their need as activities evolve, and due to the fact that buildings 
change tenants regularly, buildings run the risk to become obsolete. thus 
buildings should be made more general and flexible, and possible to adapt 
to new needs. Kbs derived most of its building principles from this simple 
logic, making the ‘structure philosophy’ seem like a tight rational argument 
that actually offered palpable solutions to real problems. 
In the ray of good objectives presented, two sets of concepts could be 
identified as the exhibition’s most significant contribution. In the making of 
buildings one should strive for ‘generality,’ ‘dimensional coordination,’ ‘clas-
sification according to component life,’ and ‘adaptability.’ these concepts are 
in many ways interchangeable, yet they elucidate diverse characteristics of 
the structure philosophy, and, more pragmatically, they worked as keywords 
for Kbs’s endeavour towards efficiency. For instance, the idea of ‘generality’ 
for the structure and ‘interchangeability’ for the fittings was imbedded in 
the concept of ‘adaptability.’ and secondly, as another set of concepts, ‘the 
classification according to component life’ was specifically treated in what 
Kbs called ‘the separation of parts’. here, Kbs suggested that building con-
struction should be divided into three scales: society-related parts; building-
related parts; and activity- (or function-) related parts, which reflected the 
endurance of the parts going from permanent to temporary. through this 
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differentiation Kbs was able to conceptually deal with the ‘classification ac-
cording to component life’.4 
these ideas were by no means unique to Kbs, instead they became more 
and more frequent in the international discussion of architecture and by the 
mid-1970s they had become staple goods for any architect interested in 
flexible architecture. governmental building agencies and research institutes 
in other countries also developed similar theories and practices.5 What was 
unique with Kbs’s structure philosophy was that it was announced as an of-
ficial architectural theory with clear practical implications on governmental 
building construction in sweden. 
 

proGram budGetinG

since World War II the swedish government had actively been trying to 
find ways of making public work more cost and time efficient, and it tested 
and developed a number of administrative systems to better coordinate 
and control public spending. Particularly interesting in this regard was the 
experimentation with the new budgeting model called Program budgeting 
(Programbudgetering) – adopted from the american model Planning-Pro-
gramming-budgeting system (PPb) – that was tested in some 30 swedish 
governmental agencies from the late 1960s. one of them was the national 
board of Public building, Kbs.6 
the american PPb was first developed by the rand corporation and ad-
opted by the us department of defence in 1961 by secretary of defence 
robert Mcnamara. Political scientist William F. West describes how econo-
mists at rand designed PPb as an ‘antidote to a perceived lack of rationality 
in thinking about the increasingly complex interrelationships between means 
and ends’ that accompanied public policy decisions. PPb should help deciding 
what ‘contributes the most for a given cost’ or ‘achieves a given objective for 
the least cost’. the changing needs of what an agency provided (defence, 
building production, etc.) should be continuously assessed through ‘means-
ends analysis and planning’ with respect to both short and long-term planning. 
as such, the annual budgets would ‘follow plans’ rather than ‘leading them’.7 
In sweden, Program budgeting promised to remedy some of the contempo-
rary problems such as: the government spending to much time on details; 
the lack of evaluation of goal fulfilment; and lack of means assessing if 
money was spent as it was intended.8 swedish interest in the budget system 
led to the commission of a governmental investigation, Programbudgeter-
ing (1967), with the assignment to further develop ‘the rationalization work’ 
of state organization and to investigate the possibilities of applying ‘perfor-
mance concepts’ and ‘performance thinking’ in the public administration.9 

each governmental agency should have an activity plan (what to achieve), 
which clearly stated what performances and results were expected, and di-
vide the activities into programs according to activity goals and if necessary 
restructure the organization of the agency, i.e. determine where and how in 
the organization the work would be done. an agency’s budget should thus 
reflect the different activity goals as each program formed separate posts 
in an agency’s budget.10

Kbs submitted a referral in response to the governmental investigation that 
stated the implementation of Program budgeting would eventually ‘lead the 
agency to transfer to more business-like practice’ and therefore Kbs ‘should 
be converted to a government-owned business enterprise’.11 but at large, 
Kbs acknowledged the need for reforms of the budgetary system and saw 
its own efforts towards becoming a more efficient organization harmonize 
with the overall goals of Program budgeting. It is clear that Kbs immediately 
recognized the compatibility of program budgeting with its own ideas, from 
administration to building production.12 
Kbs decided on a program structure that had six main programs, for which 
the activities were broken down into smaller units specified with their own 
expected performances and results. additionally, all six main programs each 
had nine subprograms (sectors), which were divided rather traditionally ac-
cording to building type and use (function). 

Garnisonen office complex, 1964-72
Kbs tried to use real building projects as testing ground for the develop-
ment work, and on-going projects were also used to collect information for 
future studies. the office complex garnisonen in stockholm, 1964-72, is an 
example of one building project that was used in a dozen of Kbs investiga-
tions.13 although the garnisonen is unique compared to other projects by 
Kbs – because of its size and through its significance as a test bed for Kbs’s 
new ideas during the late 1960s – the project straightforwardly manifests 
the agency’s development work during this time, a practice that came to be 
exemplary for most of Kbs’s building projects throughout the 1970s.
garnisonen is a particularly large building with a total floor area of 70 000 
mq. the main building body, with its façade along the street Karlavägen, is 
347 m long and seven stories high with repetitive bands of square, dark, 
brownish tin plates evenly interrupted vertically by bands of dark tinted win-
dows, forming a monolithic block large as a fallen skyscraper. the complex 
as a whole consists of four main parts. behind the main building body, and 
parallel to it, two other building bodies stretches from the north-western 
end of the complex two thirds of the block’s length. the three buildings are 
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adjusted evenly towards the side street and tied together with service units. 
these units are then repeated every 50 m, about, placed in between the 
buildings they demarcate eight courtyards. at the eastern side of the block 
there is another building connected perpendicularly to the façade building. 
the structural framework consists of columns and beams spread out evenly 
through all the building units and floors of the complex. the columns are 
strictly repeated at every 7,2 m in length and at every 9,6 m in depth. 
the building is the product of extensive studies in area utilization, office con-
figuration and modular coordination, as well as vast experiments in working 
procedures, project coordination and contract writing, among many other 
things. It has proven to be one of Kbs’s most characteristic buildings and 
today stands as the hallmark of the agency’s strucuralist architecture of the 
1960s and 1970s. but how could we understand the building beyond its 
physical appearance and architectural style?

proGrams of efficiency and scale

If we look at garnisonen in relation to the Kbs’s development work, we can 
see that the dimensions of the building is deriving from the recommenda-
tions of Kbs’s Office Buildings Investigation which stated that 12Mx12M 
(M=dm) would be the ideal dimensions of a reference grid, to which a build-
ing should coincide or relate.14 garnisonen’s column grid of 72Mx96M 
match the proposed reference grid and make up 6x8 units of its dimensions 
(6x12M=72M and 8x12M=96M). 12M as a measurement, derived from 
the recommendations of the swedish building standardization’s housing 
standards, were 3M was the ideal standard modular dimension from which 
most swedish building systems and parts would follow.15 thus selecting 
a system with dimensions that could evenly be divided by 3 would enable 
it compatible with the swedish standard. similarly, choosing the proposed 
12M as the primary grid in the building project would enable the ideal com-
patibleness with the rest of the specific recommendations of Kbs put for-
ward in the Office Buildings Investigation. 
besides the dimensional coordination, the so-called ‘separation of parts’ 
was the most important programmatic trait that guided the design of gar-
nisonen. as a whole, we could see the structural frame of columns, beams 
and floors as permanent according to the level of ‘society related parts’. 
the building-related parts were essentially the façade cladding, windows and 
doors, and some interior walls demarcating the configuration of the overall 
design of the building bodies. and finally, activity-related parts were almost 
all interior walls and separations as well as furniture and loose fixings. the 
impetus for a separation of parts seemed to have been purely practical and 

economical, and as such beneficial for the builder. It was also this approach 
of Kbs’s development work that gained most support and widespread ap-
plication. the three scales of parts (society, building, activity) were used 
within all departments at all levels of the organization. the success probably 
derived from the pragmatic usefulness of building components according to 
their endurance, but it also seemed valuable to divide large building projects 
into smaller units as it provided simplification of complex structures.16 
the separation of parts was also compatible with Program budgeting and 
contained the very core features that made the development of programs 
at Kbs successful. If the planning, costing, bidding, ordering and acquiring 
of many construction projects’ building components were coordinated and 
centrally managed, Kbs would make substantial time and cost savings. the 
office chair, let’s say, that best met the generalized criteria of price, function 
and size would rationally be ordered to all Kbs’s on-going projects for office 
premises. similarly, everything from premade doors and windows to orders 
of load bearing wall modules and structural beams could be systematically 
coordinated during all phases of production. 
the feature of having programs that were larger than individual building 
projects was possibly the biggest change for the agency. Kbs had earlier 
been trying to organize building production in sectors of building types that 
could give economic and administrative advantages, yet Program budgeting 
was drastic in its grouping of all construction, of for instance offices or build-
ings for higher education, under one budget item. this change promised 
the advantages of an economy of scale were everything could be stream-
lined. In terms of architecture it meant, at best, that planning, design, and 
production should be generalized. at worst, it threatened to eliminate the 
traditional role of the architect as designer, and instead promote another 
role as coordinator of already ordered parts. 
In the case of garnisonen, the architect was very much still in charge. head 
architect tage hertzell worked closely with the teams that conducted investi-
gations parallel to the planning and construction of the building. he designed 
all of the concrete modules, and was himself in charge of selecting the 
off-shelf products that were used in the building. although the building proj-
ect was guided by economic and management principals rather than ideas 
about space, hertzell and his team regarded these as mere restrictions 
in the program brief which instead triggered their professional creativity.17

If we were to characterize the essence of the ideas put forward by Kbs in the 
late 1960s it could arguably be: greater generality and more flexibility, tighter 
steering and more control – all with the aims of raising the efficiency and the 
productivity of the activities. as a result of the materialization of the ideas 
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we can see that Kbs construction work got organized in larger programs in 
which building construction gave way to premise production and where the 
idea of individual buildings were less important than the totality of premises.18 
With the governmental mandate of efficiently providing premises to the state, 
Kbs centred all its work on quantifiable performances and results, and as-
sessed money and time, dimensions and volumes. the performances and 
results of the activities became clear, plainly stating the success or failure as 
kronor, hours and meters. but with the assessments and measuring of per-
formances and results come an increasing need for regulations. this is the 
paradoxical nature of how rationalization programs towards higher efficiency 
as well as organizational reforms such as decentralization (and privatization) 
do not always decrease bureaucracy, but instead relocate (and strengthen) 
public control to other bodies of the government, making regulations appear 
more complex and inconsistent, or simply, as the red tape of architecture. 

closinG remarks

What I have described as being the rational logic behind architecture could 
also be seen as neglected contingencies in the interpretation of architectural 
form. My objective in presenting these non-architectural aspects is that they 
are fundamental in our comprehension of architectural form and architecture 
practice, but not single headedly dominant. Instead, no matter what context 
or starting point, architecture remains both rational and sensuous, both sci-
ence and art. terry eagleton is making a lucid argument of the connection 
between the reason and sense, saying ‘[…] aesthetic cognition mediates be-
tween the generalities of reason and the particulars of sense; the aesthetic 
partakes in the perfection of reason but in a “confused” mode. aesthetics is 
thus the “sister” of logic…at the level of material life’.19 the aesthetic of Kbs’s 
ideology, or for that matter, the ideology of public management, is in eagle-
ton’s line of reasoning not simply derivable from rational principles – which 
dominated the ideas at Kbs, or more generally, ideas of public administration 
– but instead sensuously interpreted from this ideology. 
eagleton is also pointing to the importance of such an understanding of aes-
thetics in our view of the past, as ‘history, like the body, is a matter of sensu-
ous particulars, in no sense merely derivable from rational principles.’ even 
if this paper, on the contrary, is pointing at the importance of comprehend-
ing bureaucratic conditions and ideologies in relation to the production of 
architecture, it is also clear that architecture, seemingly pre-emptied of its 
formal capacity, could both be designed and interpreted through a particular 
aesthetic. and perhaps this is why architecture remains affective despite the 
expanding dominance of reason and method over content. 

1 john ralston saul, The Unconscious Civi-
lization (toronto: the Free Press, 1997), 
100.
2 Ibidem.
3 architecture-structure was produced by 
the swedish architecture Museum and first 
displayed in an empty bank building in cen-
tral stockholm, after which it travelled to 
two other venues in sweden during 1969. 
Kbs, Arkitektur-Struktur, exhibition cata-
logue (stockholm: Kungl byggnadsstyrelsen 
and swedish architecture Museum, 1969). 
4 Kbs, Arkitektur-Struktur, 1969. the 
terms quoted here are from the exhibition 
catalogue’s english summary.
5 Most notably, and perhaps obvious, Kbs’s 
structure philosophy is reminiscent of john 
habraken’s ‘support structures’ in which 
building parts are divided according to life 
span and function as either supports or in-
fills. 
For a more in-depth discussion on Kbs re-
lation to the international development and 
transmission of structuralist ideas during 
the 1960s, see erik sigge, “architecture-
structure, 1968: a Manifesto for a swed-
ish Philosophy of architecture,” efe duyan 
(ed.), in Theory for the Sake of Theory II 
(Istanbul: dakam Publishing, 2011) 52-65. 
6 sou 1967:11-13 Programbudgetering 
(stockholm: statskontoret, 1967). Planning 
Programming budgeting system is in the 
american literature most often abbreviated 
PPb. I will here use Program budgeting for 
the swedish version (adaptation) of PPb, 
and as a direct translation of the swedish 
Programbudgetering.

7 William F West, Program Budgeting and 
the Performance Movement: The Elusive 
Quest for Efficiency in Government (Wash-
ington dc: georgetown university Press, 
2011), 13-18. the first implementation of 
PPb was under the presidency of john F. 
Kennedy. later in 1965, president lyndon 
johnson expanded the use of PPb and ap-
plied it to the entire Federal government 
but formally abandoned already in 1971. 
For a full account of the PPb development, 
see West, Program Budgeting. the rand 
corporation was a think tank established 
through an army air force contract with 
douglas aircraft in 1946 to lead the com-
pany’s research and development work. 
rand grew and in 1948 became an inde-
pendent non-profit organization ‘dedicated 
to objective and rigorous policy analysis’ 
(West, Program Budgeting, 13). For a re-
cent account of the history and legacy of 
rand see for instance alex abella, Soldiers 
of Reason: The RAND Corporation and the 
Rise of the American Empire (orlando: har-
court, Inc., 2008).
8 swedish state institutions had been im-
plementing foreign ideas of system analysis 
since WWII and in particular in the swed-
ish Ministry of defence. the defence r&d 
unit Foa had close contacts with the rand 
corporation, at least from 1961, and would 
have been familiar with the american PPb 
from its early development at rand. see 
arne Kaijser & joar tiberg,” From opera-
tions research to Future studies: the es-
tablishment, diffusion, and transformation 
of the systems approach in sweden, 1945-
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1980” in agatha c. hughes & thomas P. 
hughes (eds.), Systems, Experts, and Com-
puters: Systems Approach in Management 
and Engineering, World War II and After 
(cambridge, Ma: the Mit Press, 2000), 
385-412.
9 sou 1967:13, 124.
10 Ibidem, 14-18.
11 Kbs, dnr a 171/67, “byggnads-
styrelsens yttrande över betänkandet Pro-
grambudgetering sou 1967:11-13. sam-
manfattning 1, 2 och 3” (1967), 3.
12 In February 1968 the state treasury 
formally approved program budgeting and 
Kbs issued an investigation to quickly come 
to terms with the adaptation of the new 
system at the agency. half a year later, 
Kbs released an investigation in which it 
specified the new structure of the organi-
zation and briefly explained how program 
budgeting would work at Kbs. the opted 
changes could probably best be understood 
as a modification of the agency’s current 
organization, structure and administrative 
procedures in line with the guidelines of 
the state treasury. Kbs, Programbudget-
ering: Styrsystem för byggnadsstyrelsens 
verksamhet (stockholm: Kbs, 1970). byg-
gnadsstyrelsen was selected, among some 
20 other governmental agencies by the 
Kungl Maj:ts decision on 9 February 1968, 
to enter into experimentation with program 
budgeting.
13 three reports stand out as the most 
significant reports during this time, all of 
which used garnisonen as a case study. 
the investigation Building Process and 
Agency Planning from 1966 focused on 
building processes and organization and 
was largely a result of Kbs’s long efforts of 
finding efficient working methods where the 
planning of building projects should ensure 
high predictability and control throughout 
the building process. Office Building Inves-
tigation 1966, released in 1967, was an 
investigation to find rational systems for 
constructing new office buildings, whereas 
the last of the three reports, On Buildings 
for Higher Education, also from 1967, dealt 
with the same type of standardization and 

rationalization as the office building report 
but in relation to the agency’s work with 
educational facilities. the latter two reports 
were aimed at finding particular recommen-
dations for specific building types (sectors) 
of Kbs’s activities, but both had their start-
ing point in obtaining knowledge of general-
ized and standardized solutions that could 
prove adequate for more than one building, 
or else, if possible, all building projects. 
Kbs, Byggprocess och verksplanering, 
Kbs report n. 10 (stockholm: Kungl byg-
gnadsstyrelsen, 1966). Kbs, Office Build-
ings Investigation 1966, Kbs report n. 
12e (stockholm: Kungl byggnadsstyrelsen, 
1967), original swedish title was Kontorhu-
sutredning 1966: Utredningar avseende 
mått, kvaliteter och tekniska lösningar för 
kontorshus, published as Kbs report n. 12. 
Kbs, Om byggnader för högre utbildning, 
Kbs report n. 16 (stockholm: Kungl byg-
gnadsstyrelsen, 1967).
14 Kbs, Office Buildings Investigation 
1966.
15 Byggstandardiseringen (bst) was name 
of the swedish building standardization 
committee.
16 It even became widespread outside of 
Kbs, firstly in the architectural offices work-
ing with Kbs and among other consults 
engaged in governmental building construc-
tion, but also in the schools, in handbooks 
and in investigations of various kinds.
17 Interview with tage hertzell (and gun-
nar landberg and allan Westerman) on 28 
january 2014.
18 as a matter of fact, Kbs announced 
that ‘construction of buildings [hus, literally: 
house] was a means to provide the prem-
ises that were needed’. the building con-
tribute to create an environment which is 
‘an extraordinary important aspect, but not 
a motif for construction.’ Kbs, Byggnads-
styrelsen 1968, an imprint of Arkitektur 9 
(1968), 12.
19 terry eagleton, “the Ideology of the aes-
thetic,” in Poetics today 2, vol. 9, the rhet-
oric of Interpretation and the Interpretation 

of rhetoric (1988), 327-38.

3.5.4 Provisional Permanence. the nato headquarters 
in Brussels 

sven sterKen
KU Leuven – LUCA Faculteit Kunsten, Belgium

abstract

In the course of the twentieth century, national governments have become 
increasingly subordinate to intergovernmental organizations such as IMF, eu 
or Wto. embodying a political culture based on compromise and bureaucra-
cy, the headquarters of these organizations rarely possess significant repre-
sentational qualities. however, one might also consider them as ‘machines 
for solving international conflicts’ (h. stierlin). such instrumental perspec-
tive sheds another light on these strongholds of globalization, highlighting 
their qualities on the operational plane. to this effect, this paper looks into 
the headquarters of a prominent example of such an organization, namely 
the nato. after london and Paris, nato moved to brussels in 1967. this 
relocation pattern not only reflects fluctuations in the international power 
balance but also reveals a permanent process of introspection within nato 
itself. the decision to transform the new facility – a temporary structure in 
attendance of a permanent building on a more prestigious location – into a 
standing headquarters in 1972 is a clear instance of this. Initially dubbed 
little siberia by reason of its remote location and austere aspect, internal 
memos from the nato archives show a growing appreciation for the pro-
visional site. the extreme rapidity of construction and moving was almost 
mythologized while the premises’ utilitarian aspect conveniently supported 
nato’s ‘no-frills’ self-image. Its non-hierarchical lay-out further seemed to 
suggest equality and harmonious collaboration whereas the self-contained 
nature of the building and its off-centre location reinforced the organization’s 
extra-territorial character. thus, as we will argue, apart from economical 
and pragmatic reasons, the decision to upgrade the provisional structure 
might also have derived from the growing insight that it not only embodied 
but also fostered values of crucial importance in facing the challenges of the 
cold War.

keywords

International organizations, nato, groupe structures, Brussels
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installation in france

Founded in 1949, the north atlantic treaty organization (henceforth nato) 
is an intergovernmental military alliance whereby its member states agree 
to mutual defence in response to an attack by any external party.1 It was 
the first unified multi-national command structure set up in peace-time. Its 
military headquarters (called shaPe: supreme headquarters allied Powers 
europe) were established in rocquencourt (near versailles), while its politi-
cal branch, the north atlantic council, held its regular Ministerial meetings 
in london. already at the lisbon summit in February 1952, nato engaged 
in the first of long series of reorganizations. to enhance its operational 
performance, the council was transformed into a body of Permanent rep-
resentatives (national delegations) and their supportive staff, presided by a 
secretary general.2 the inefficient geographical divide between the military 
and political branches was also addressed. Whereas london seemed the 
natural bridgehead between europe and america, Paris kept one trump 
card in reserve: it possessed ready-made office space at the Palais de 
trocadéro (opposite the eiffel tower), where vast (albeit temporary) office 
infrastructure had been built on the occasion of the sixth session of the uno 
in 1948.3 as a consolation prize, the very first secretary-general would be 
british (lord Ismay). although the arrival of yet another international organi-
zation confirmed Paris in its status of capital of the ‘free West’, there was 
much ado in the French press about maintaining a provisory structure on 
such a prominent location. Le Figaro even headlined ‘Il faut délivrer Paris 
de la lèpre de Chaillot!’ this dissent can retrospectively be considered as 
metaphorical for France’s mitigated feelings towards nato.
In april 1954, nato decided to construct a building of its own at the Porte 
dauphine on a plot of land donated by the French state. designed accord-
ing to an a-shaped plan (‘a’ for ‘alliance’ or ‘atomic’? as Libération joked) by 
an international team of architects headed by jacques carlu, the structure 
housed in fact two self-contained buildings: one housing the assembly rooms, 
a bank, a post-office, a newspaper shop and a fully equipped cinema, and 
another, highly secured one, with the council room, various committee rooms 
and approx. 1000 offices.4 this enormous amount of office space derived 
from the fact that all the national delegations were now united under one roof 
instead of being scattered all over Paris – an improvement that significantly 
accelerated and intensified the consultative process. Quite surprisingly, the 
monumental, glazed façade towards the Porte de dauphine (subsequently 
redesigned as a giant roundabout) had no ceremonial function; it only served 
as a backdrop for a series of flagpoles as the principal entrance to the building 
was located in the courtyard (between the two legs of the ‘a’-shape). this ill-
resolved tension between transparency, secrecy and communication with the 

public domain seems to have been the least of nato’s concerns, however. 
Indeed, apart from functional requirements, cost and speed of construction, 
the organization regarded the structure first and foremost as a practical in-
strument in the pursuit of its goals: ‘a utilitarian building has been produced 
(…), a manifestation of fifteen nations’ resolve to work in harmony on the task 
of defending their common heritage’.5 no wonder that appreciation for it was 
mitigated. the Times correspondent commented for example on its ‘unadven-
turous’ character both with regards to construction and design, and stated 
that it shared with many other French public buildings the characteristic of 
only being superficially modern. Moreover, compared to the recently opened 
unesco building, the fact that an organization of such symbolic importance 
as nato could not erect a more challenging and revolutionary building was 
felt as a missed opportunity. there was not much time to ponder about such 
issues though as on 10 March 1966, President de gaulle announced his 
intention to terminate the assignment of French forces to international com-
mands, requesting the removal from his territory of all foreign military units 
and facilities.6 this meant that both shaPe’s and nato’s headquarters need-
ed to be relocated. 

transfer to belGium 
typically for international diplomacy, the relocation of both the military and civil-
ian branches of nato engendered ample background manoeuvring. neverthe-
less, quite quickly, consensus grew that belgium was the best option. apart 
from the geo-strategic location of the brussels area as well as its increasing 
statute as european capital, belgium’s reliability to the alliance also played in 
its favour.7 one of its top politicians, Paul henri spaak, had been one of the 
treaty’s architects and later secretary-general (1957-61), while the then Min-
ister of foreign affairs, Pierre harmel, was a leading figure in international di-
plomacy. the vote in Parliament was far from unanimous however: with more 
than one third of the votes against the installation of shaPe and nato, the de-
bates reflected the growing animosity towards militarism in the public opinion.8

nonetheless, once approved, the relocation was put through at an impressive 
speed. although the allied commanders had lobbied for a site closer to brus-
sels, the belgian authorities decided that shaPe should be located at least 
50 km from the capital as it constituted a major wartime military target. In 
order to limit costs and speed up the project, a 200-hectare army summer 
training camp near Mons was proposed instead. thus, it was hoped, could 
the installation of shaPe contribute to the region’s economic redress after 
the closing of the coalmines. In less than nine months, the entire site was 
transformed into a fully operational military headquarters, including a hospi-
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tal, a shopping centre, two chapels, an array of sports and leisure facilities 
and a school for 2000 pupils. this feat received great acclaim in the interna-
tional press, quoting general lemnitzer who called the operation ‘a miracle 
of achievement’. 9

then, the more delicate issue of housing the civilian headquarters came to 
the fore. just like the French authorities fifteen years before, the belgian 
state proposed a provisory solution in attendance of a more prestigious build-
ing. one option consisted in renting the recently completed Madou tower at 
the Porte de namur. however, just like in Paris, where the local municipality 
had imposed strict rules on the architects, the issue became a matter of 
borough politics as the Ixelles city council feared for a similar scenario as 
in the leopold area, where the european administration was squeezing out 
al residential and commercial activity – all the more since nato insisted on 
becoming the sole tenant of the building. alternative locations in less densely 
populated areas were therefore examined, which led to the idea of erecting 
a new headquarters on the 1958 World Fair grounds – quite ironically, right 
on the site of the former French pavilion. In attendance, a make-do structure 
would be erected on the former military airfield of evere, along the road linking 
the national airport with the centre of brussels. 
the design of the provisional facility was entrusted to a temporary association 
of two respected firms namely groupe structures (architecture and planning) 
and traction et electricité (infrastructure and engineering).10 developed in 
only a couple of weeks, the plans of the temporary facility read as a diagram 
of the alliance’s principal components and processes.11 (Figure 1) the heart 
of the complex was formed by the ‘situation centre’, a communication room 
linking the facility with all other nato stations around the globe (building M), 
the array of 14 conference rooms (building l) and the secretary general’s 
office (on the first floor of building o). together they commanded a sort of sup-
ply chain staffed with 2000 office workers, each processing, discussing or 
filing bits of information in one of the 1320 offices of the 15 national delega-
tions (buildings a – e), the Military committee (formerly in Washington, build-
ings F-h) or the International secretariat’s supporting services (buildings I, j). 
these highly secured (accessible only for nato staff) areas were connected 
by an east-West circulation axis, linking the secured zone with the ‘public’ 
zone (i.e. accessible for accredited visitors) comprising a large restaurant, a 
bank and postal office, a travel agency, a library as well as the press centre 
and broadcasting studios. this entire little city was sealed of from the outer 
world by means of a fence and accessible only though the security gate on 
the boulevard leopold III. 
not only the design, but also the construction process was organized in an 
almost industrial fashion. totalling a built-up area of 30,000 mq, the facility 

was built in less than six months’ time thanks to a rigid day-by-day planning 
and heavy prefabrication. For example, the precast panels arrived at the site 
in the morning, were checked by the site architect on the truck itself, and 
installed right away, leaving no room for hesitation or mistakes.12 just like 
for all major nato projects, the rough work was done by an international 
consortium of contractors (egta-nederhorst-lucks, strabed and heinen & 
Fils) while many more firms from various countries contributed to the in-
terior finishing. as it was rightfully noted in the architecture periodical La 
Technique des Travaux, such a degree of team spirit and professionalism in 
public command was rare in belgium. 
building at such a speed comes at a cost however. by contrast with the 
Parisian headquarters, the premises at evere were of an almost martial 
austerity. to save on the foundations and rule out elevators, the facility was 
entirely spread out on ground level, while the concern for standardization 
resulted in only two types of office space (3,5m x 3,75m and 4,20m x 
4,50m), uniformly laid out around a series of interior courtyards. contrary 
to the Parisian building, where the offices giving out on the bois de boulogne 
were the most sought after, there were no privileged spaces in evere with 
the exception of the secretary-general’s office on the 2nd floor above the 
entrance, from which, the atomium could sometimes be seen. It comes 
as no surprise, then, that the move to brussels was not really looked for-
ward to by many nato staff members.13 dubbed ‘little siberia’ for reason 
of the cold and forbidding appearance of the sparsely built up area at the 
time, the belgian authorities (unconsciously?) even emphasized the isolated, 

Figure 1. schematic plan of nato premises, 1967. Source: Private collection of the 
author.
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extra-territorial character of this international island by assigning it a proper 
postal code (1110). 

transformation into standinG headquarters 
on the occasion of the inauguration of the new premises on 16 october 
1967, the correspondent for the International Herald Tribune wrote: ‘[…] 
the belgians are already putting to good use the bureaucratic proverb that 
“nothing is more permanent than the temporary”. With its prefabricated 
concrete panels, the complex is certainly solid enough for a long stay. the 
interiors are far more attractive than the outside.’14 With hindsight, these 
were prophetic words: only two years later, the nato council effectively 
buried the plans for a new building at heyzel, deciding instead to transform 
the provisory facility into a permanent headquarters.15 In the first place, the 
price tag of building anew, estimated at a stunning 2.5 billion belgian francs 
(approx. 60 million euros), was difficult to defend in a context of increasing 
pacifism in the public opinion. still a hefty expenditure, modifying and extend-
ing the existing premises for one fifth of this sum seemed a more reason-
able alternative. Further, car access to the heyzel became an issue as 
traffic coming form the airport and the residential areas West of brussels 
(where most of nato personnel had settled) needed to cross the Willebroek 
channel via an already congested bridge.16 by contrast, the remoteness of 
evere – considered a major disadvantage at first – provided for excellent 
accessibility. Moreover, many staff members had quickly become attached 
to the relative tranquillity of the site, the isolation of which allowed for water-
tight security without hampering any third parties.17 Finally, in 1970, 375 
extra offices and 2000 mq of additional conference rooms were created to 
cater for the increase in personnel, due in part to the arrival of yet another 
nato branch, namely the Military agency for standardisation.18 additional 
conference rooms were also provided, together with more extensive fa-
cilities for the press and a sports centre for the staff and their families. 
Finally, one large conference room was also upgraded and refurbished as 
a ‘prestige room’ for ministerial meetings, while wall-to-wall carpeting and 
some greenery were installed to upgrade the barren interior environment. 
In order to not disturb the routine activities and respect the organic unity of 
the ensemble, the additional office capacity was concentrated in two longi-
tudinal bars on the north side of the existing building. the resulting 200 m 
wide façade significantly augmented nato’s presence along the leopold III 
boulevard, determining its visual identity up till the present day. (Figure 2)
 

architecture and nato rhetoric

as the nato historian Ian Q.r. thomas has observed, in the context of 
the cold War, words and metaphors were crucial weapons. as he states, 
throughout nato’s existence, rhetoric has always formed a substantial fac-
tor in its cohesion, as a mechanism or instrument of unity.19 We may there-
fore wonder if, at all, architecture (in its capacity of communicating ideas 
and meanings through built form) had a role to play in the nato discourse. 
the inauguration address by the then nato secretary-general Mario brosio 
on 16 october 1967 is revealing in this regard. brosio stated:

after the casteau miracle, we are now faced with a new wonder 
achieved within an extraordinarily short time by the firms of your own 
and other friendly countries. […] I like to see this spirit of co-operation 
and mutual understanding as a token and pledge of the feeling we can 
expect to see develop between nato and your country […] nato’s 
new location gives further cause for optimism. the transfer of nato is 
no mere removal operation; it will also be the source of improvements 
in the future working of our organization. 20 

as we have seen, nato’s successful transfer to belgium, involving the 
transportation of 300 tons of documents and approximately 15,000 people 
(staff, families and relatives included) without interrupting the activities of 

Figure 2. nato premises after alterations in the early 1970s. Source: nato archives 
(used with permission).
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the organization, remains a feat that is unequalled in the history of inter-
national organizations and that has provided us with textbook examples of 
rationalist design, standardization and prefabrication. yet, in brosio’s mind, 
progress was not only to be expected from technology and innovation, but 
first and foremost from cooperation between people across disciplines, 
ranks and nationalities. this emphasis on the new headquarters as a prod-
uct of the alliance’s core values of unity, solidarity and cooperation must 
be understood in the light of the slumbering crisis within the organization. 
on the one hand, its future was uncertain as the atlantic treaty expired in 
1969, leaving each partner free to withdraw without further consequences. 
on the other hand, nato faced wide-spread scepticism as it was felt that 
it had fulfilled its original purpose and had become somewhat obsolete. 
Moving into the new premises at brussels thus went hand in hand with a 
process of self-reflection and reorientation. Indeed, as one journalist noted, 
after all the splendours of Paris, nato’s taking up residence in a precast 
concrete structure located in a developing industrial area outside town, was 
symbolic of the retour aux sources the organization was going through.21 
this transitory ritual was completed during the very first meeting of the 
council in brussels in december 1967, with the unanimous adoption of bel-
gian Foreign Minister harmel’s Report on the Future Tasks of the Alliance.22 
While it stressed the continuing importance of the atlantic partnership’s 
twin identity, it pleaded for a more political role of nato as a complement 
to its predominantly military means of action. this might explain why in a re-
port on the new facility in the NATO Letter (the organization’s official monthly 
magazine), emphasis was put on its non-hierarchical and ‘democratic’ lay-
out as a symbol of equality and harmonious collaboration, while the so-called 
‘Main street’ – the central hallway bisecting the entire building from east 
to West, connecting its various parts – was presented as a crucial feature 
in facilitating encounter and consultation between military and civilian staff 
members.23 
thus, in nato’s rhetoric, the new building not only constituted a metaphor 
for the alliance’s strength to overcome logistical and technical challenges, 
it also became considered as an instrument in preparing its future modus 
operandi. seen from this perspective, economical and pragmatic reasons 
left aside, the decision to upgrade the provisory premises at evere to a 
standing headquarters may thus as well have had to do with a certain at-
tachment to the temporary facility and an understanding that it not only 
embodied but possibly also fostered values of crucial importance in facing 
the challenges of the cold War.

1 on the origins, evolution and working of 
nato, see james r. huntley, The NATO 
Story (new york: Manhattan Publishing, 
1969); jean de la guérivière, Voyage au 
coeur de l’OTAN (Paris: seuil, 1996); an-
dreas Wenger, christian nuenlist, and anna 
locher (eds.), Transforming NATO in the 
Cold War: Challenges beyond Deterrence 
in the 1960s (london: routledge, 2007).
2 note “reorganization of nato,” 17 March 
1952. Facsimile reprint in On the Move, un-
published booklet edited by nato transition 
office and nato archives, p. 11. For a suc-
cinct account of nato’s early institutional 
reforms, see jenny raflik, “la France et la 
genèse institutionnelle de l’alliance atlan-
tique (1949-1952),” Relations internation-
ales 134 (2008), 55-68.
3 on the presence of nato and shaPe in 
France, see jenny raflik, “lorsque l’otan 
s’est installée en France,” Relations interna-
tionales 129 (2007), 37-49.
4 jacques carlu (1890-1976), 1913 Prix 
de rome winner, is best known for his re-
design of the former Palais de trocadéro 
in the monumental classicist style of the 
late 1930s on the occasion of the 1937 
World Fair. he also designed the temporary 
structure that originally housed the uno in 
1948 and subsequently became nato’s 
home between 1951 and 1959. In the 
same period, he was also responsible for 
the extension of the united nations build-
ing in geneva. between 1959 and 1971, 
he presided the architecture section of the 
académie française. It is probably for rea-

son of his prominence and experience with 
international organizations that he became 
entrusted with the task of designing the per-
manent nato building in Paris. For contem-
porary coverage in the architectural press, 
see “À Paris: après le palais de l’unesco, le 
palais de l’otan,” La Construction moderne 
1 (1958), 33; “le palais de l’otan,” Tuiles 
et briques 40 (1959), 10-7; “le nouveau 
siège de l’otan, Porte dauphine à Paris,” 
La Technique des Travaux 3 (1960), 66-
76. on carlu, see the website of l’Institut 
français d’architecture: http://portaildocu-
mentaire.citechaillot.fr/carh/PdF/carlu.
pdf.
5 “nato’s new home. Press kit n. 2, 3 de-
cember 1959,” nato archives. 
6 Walter schütze, “la France et l’otan,” 
Politique étrangère 2 (1966), 109-18; 
Martin garret, “the 1967 withdrawal from 
nato – a cornerstone of de gaulle’s grand 
strategy?” Journal of Transatlantic Studies 
3 (2011), 232-43.
7 the diplomatic processes behind the re-
location of shaPe are described in detail in 
“le transfert du shape et le siège de l’otan 
en belgique,” Courrier hebdomadaire du 
CRISP 357 (1967), 2-26. on the belgian 
role in the alliance, see rik coolsaet, “la 
belgique dans l’otan (1949-2009),” Cour-
rier hebdomadaire du CRISP 1999 (2008), 
1-46.
8 Mark van den Wijngaert, Oost West, 
West Best: Belgie Onder de Koude Oorlog, 
1947-1989 (tielt: lannoo, 1997), 57-60. 
9 the master plan was conceived by the 
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temporary association alPha-sobemap-
electrobel. a map of the ensemble was pub-
lished in NATO Letter 12 (1966), 13. 
10 groupe structures was founded by 
four former students of the sint-lucas ar-
chitecture institute in brussels in 1949 
and became particularly active in the field 
of public housing, adopting prefabrication 
techniques imported from the usa. In the 
1960s, groupe structures became the 
favourite architectural firm of the brussels 
economic and political establishment, real-
izing a great number of office buildings that 
changed the capital’s skyline. We have not 
(yet) been able to verify why groupe struc-
tures was entrusted with the task of design-
ing the nato headquarters. allegedly, as 
suggested by leo ravestijn, project leader 
at groupe structures at the time, it might 
have had to do with both the partners’ tal-
ent for lobbying as well as with the simple 
fact that their firm was probably the only 
one in belgium with sufficient capacity to 
accept such a job. on groupe structures, 
see sven sterken, “architecture and the 
Ideology of Productivity. Four Public housing 
Projects by groupe structures in brussels 
(1950-1965),” Footprint 2 (2012), 25-40. 
Traction et Electricité was one of the major 
players on the belgian electricity market. 
after World War II, the company diversi-
fied its activities and started to provide con-
sultancy for large building operations. the 
scale of the firm and its operations can be 
derived from the fact that its participation 
in the construction of the nato seat consti-
tutes only a minor footnote in the company’s 
history. It later merged with Electrobel to 
form the holding Tractebel. see rené brion 
and jean-louis Moreau, Tractebel: 1895-
1995. Les métamorphoses d’un groupe 
industriel (antwerp: Mercator, 1995). 
11 For a detailed account of the technical 
aspects of the new premises, see “les in-
stallations du siege temporaire de l’otan 
à bruxelles,” La Technique des Travaux 5 
(1968), 155-66. For an ‘official’ reading of 

the new building, see the note “background 
for the press”, 12 october 1967, nato ar-
chives, brussels. 
12 as reported by leo ravestijn, alsem-
berg, 28 March 2014.
13 as reported by Pierre deschamps, a 
former staff member, cited in “on the Move” 
110. 
14 ronald Koven, “an optimistic nato 
opens shop in belgium,” International 
Herald Tribune, october 17, 1967. david 
spanier, “changes in nato aims Forecast,” 
International Herald Tribune, 17 october 
1967. 
15 note “conversion of temporary hQ into 
a permanent hQ,” april 20, 1969 (nato 
archives). 
16 M.j., “le problème du franchissement 
du canal de Willebroek”, La Libre Belgique, 
February 22, 1967.
17 alfred deroux, “le maintien de l’otan à 
evere: une économie de deux milliards”, Le 
Soir, june 19, 1969.
18 source: various notes in series 
ac/267-d/6, nato archives; “bâtiments 
temporaires de l’otan à bxl: aménagement 
en siège permanent,” Traction et électricité 
7 (1970), 4.
19 Ian Q.r. thomas, The Promise of Alli-
ance. NATO and the Political Imagination 
(lanham: rowman & littlefield, 1998), x.
20 speech given by secretary-general Ma-
rio brosio, october 16, 1967. Facsimile in 
“on the Move,” 82-83.
21 david spanier, “changes in nato aims 
Forecast,” The Times, october 13, 1967.
22 Pierre harmel, “the Future tasks of 
the alliance,” nato website, official texts 
section, http://www.nato.int/cps/en/na-
tolive/official_texts_26700.htm; see also 
vincent dujardin, “go-between: belgium 
and détente, 1961-73,” Cold War History 
1 (2007), 95-116.
23 anne sington, “nato settles down to 
Work in brussels,” NATO Letter 12 (1967), 
18.

3.5.5 the Jewish agency for Israel - the Constructions 
of a Civic Frontier in tel aviv (1955-66)

MartIn hershenZon
University of Pennsylvania, USA

abstract

this paper will analyze the headquarters of the jewish agency for Israel (jaI), 
built in 1956 in tel-aviv’s newly formed civic center by architects arieh sharon 
and benjamin Idelson. the jaI was a major para-state institution responsible 
for the direction and integration of jewish colonization in Palestine and Israel 
from the late 1920’s onwards. More particularly, the institution played a 
major role in shaping the Israeli regional colonization discourse predicated on 
decentralization and idealized frontier territories. as architectural historian 
Zvi efrat has argued, from the mid 1950’s, this elongated five-story building 
in non-polished concrete became exemplary of a grey functionalist brutalism 
for para-state institutions. the paper will argue that this building was part of 
a series of headquarters of the colonizing institutions, erected in tel-aviv be-
tween 1952-68, which marked the contradictory impact of state power in the 
Israeli contested metropolis. through this case study the paper will explore 
two inter-related aspects of Israeli para-state institutions. First, I will analyze 
the building’s technocratic greyness as a new urban vernacular that was 
promoted by para-state institutions to oppose and further legitimize Israeli’s 
native colonial fantasy of rural frontier architectures. 
second, I will explore how the Israeli architectural discourse from the early 
1960’s, in particular ram Karmi and aba elhanani’s writings on brutalism, 
framed this institutional architecture in terms of Israeli native imaginary. the 
brutalist non-polished building skin was interpreted as evocative of a material 
‘immediacy’ and equated with a jewish assimilation of Palestinian labor and 
native rootedness. the paper will question the way this naturalizing discourse 
legitimized state institutional architecture despite its technocratic urban ratio-
nale. Moreover the jaI tel-aviv headquarters will enable the study of the man-
ners in which para-state institutional architecture shaped the scales and ver-
nacular expressions of Israeli colonization and forged the post-independence 
discourse on urbanization, productivization and locality.

keywords

Zionist institutions, monumentality, brutalism, regionalism, 
historiography
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from the jerusalem fortress to tel aviv’s concrete 
buildinG-block 

the institutional framework of the regime of labor Zionism included from 
the early 1920s and through the 1930s a series of co-operative societies 
– directed under the jewish trade union (ha’histadrut) which were respon-
sible for nesting the jewish agricultural settlements and urban centers in 
an economic system of credit, distribution and social aid. 1 notwithstanding 
their anti-urban bias and higher ideological investment in the colonization and 
construction of the agricultural frontier, these societies served as central 
architectural patronage, promoting during the 1930s the metropolitanization 
of tel aviv through a localized version of international modernism. their urban 
social housing projects and administrative seats were in this regard, expres-
sive of what nitzan-shiftan interpreted as tel aviv’s alignment with labor Zion-
ism anti-bourgeois, anti-diaspora and anti-levant agenda.2 as such, they also 
configured jewish civic institutions within the ‘functionalist’ and technologically 
driven semiotic predicament of interwar modernist architecture.3 
Parallel to these institutions, the jewish national Fund (jnF) from the early 
twentieth century and the jaI from the late 1920s played more dominant 
roles as pre-state administering organs of the jewish settlement (yeshuv). 
While the former was responsible for land acquisition, appropriation and 
allocation, the latter was responsible for fund raising, immigration and 
settlement policies. under this heading the jaI promoted from 1942 an 
anticipatory reflection on territorial development and planning on a national 
scale and became after statehood one of the major agents promoting Israeli 
decentralized planning discourse.4

the design competition for the national Institutions building (1927) re-
sponded to their central status by allocating the jaI and the jnF a unique 
and iconic urban complex in the east of the rehavia neighborhood in jeru-
salem.5 eugene (yohanan) ratner (1891-1965) winning entry, completed 
in 1936, housed the jaI in the principal volume of a tripartite fortress-like 
volumetric composition organized around a central void.6 the jaI section 
formed the focal point of this formal composition. Facing a court d’honneur 
and reached through a raised entrance framed by a series of columns and 
a canopy, the jaI complex entailed a ceremonial remoteness distinct from 
a casual everydayness.7

however, the building’s formal and material qualities (its thin and relatively 
polished stone coating, rectilinear volumetric arrangement and small fenes-
tration) were also taken to signify, in Israeli first architectural history writ-
ten by the architect, and architectural critic aba elhanani (1918-2008), 
the positive teleology of local jewish and Israeli architecture. From a more 

confused jewish architectural vernacular based on the eclectic orientalist 
idiom of the 1920s the building’s self-assured yet moderate modernism, 
was understood to be striking the balance between a sense of modesty and 
‘institutional dignity.’8 by interpreting the jaI jerusalem headquarters as a 
precursor of Israeli local modernism and of a fine-tuned institutional design, 
elhanani retrospectively framed the building not only as the physical prec-
edent of the tel aviv headquarters, but moreover as a model capturing the 
terms by which institutional expression was assessed during the first two 
decades after independence. these terms, I argue, which were intrinsic to 
the historical efforts of jewish Israeli architects to frame the interwar and 
post-independence modernism as an organic architecture of the ‘place’, pre-
ceded the vernacular discourse whose emergence nitzan-shiftan assigns to 
the critiques of the pre-state and statist moment.9

With the post-independence, the jaI erection of a secondary seat in tel aviv 
implied on the one hand a second phase of internationalization of Israeli ar-
chitectural language through the introduction of a local version of brutalism. 
on the other hand, the building also exemplified the local urban condition in 
which this internationalization occurred and resonated. designed between 
1955-60 by arieh sharon (1900-84) and benjamin Idelson (1911-72) and 
inaugurated in the end of 1961, the jaI tel aviv headquarters is repre-
sentative of the architects’ association between: 1954-64, formed after 
sharon withdrew from the prime minister department of planning (1952). 
this partnership enjoyed the fruits of sharon’s long engagement with labor 
Zionism cooperative societies starting in the early 1930s and was focused 
on academic and hospital campuses, as well as other labor-Zionist coop-
erative headquarters.10

the massive, pre-state, interiorized configuration in stone cladding was sub-
stituted in tel aviv by a north-south, doubly oriented six-story longitudinal 
cube. stretching as a single autonomous volume over 75 m long and barely 
12.5 m wide, the building’s principal southern façade along Kaplan street 
occupied the entire width of an urban-block. It formed a neutral yet hier-
archic skeletal system of concrete grid with thin louvers. In contrast, the 
lateral edges were relatively opaque. divided by a vertical row of windows 
corresponding to a central corridor at each office floor, they rendered leg-
ible the repetitive functionalist interior arrangement. While this pragmatic 
configuration was typical of administrative architecture from the late 1940s 
the jaI unique volume and scale entailed a higher level of reduction both in 
terms of the program and of the urban form.11

the non-washed brutalist concrete ‘finish’, the asbestos brise-soleil and alu-
minum fenestration – approaching the proportions and material qualities of 
the Ministry of health and education in rio (1936) – were not an established 
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stylistic fact which preceded the design. sharon and Idelson suggest them 
towards the end of 1958 after they noticed an increase in the technological 
capacities of envelop execution in institutional buildings in Israel.12  the build-
ing’s primary floor-slab framework is divided in regular intervals by concrete 
partitions barely 3 inches-thick. as in rio these form a thick and gridded 
facade of vertical fields.13  closer to the outer edge of the horizontal con-
crete framework, three half-inch-width horizontal asbestos louvers nuance 
the primary structural grid with an airy blaze.14 however, differently from 
the rio model, where the vertical concrete partitions sharply distinguished 
the elevated building body from the more spatially flexible and ornate ground 
level sections, the jaI headquarters grid drew the horizontal floor slabs to 
the fore. reaching from ground to top level, this grid entailed a more neutral 
and visually receding building body forming a unified street picture. 
as efrat noted, Israeli brutalism, emerging within state institutional design, 
was distinct in approach from the socially critical 1950s british neo brutal-
ism.15 alluding to the rio precedent – by maintaining its clean cut and thin 
rendering of surfaces – 1950s and early 1960s Israeli works seem to have 
aligned themselves with a new expression of a climatic architecture emerg-
ing in the global south and in this regard, also kept their distance from the 
‘as found’ aesthetics of the architectural ‘ruin’ which is commonly attributed 
to the sao-Paolo brutalism.16 
behind this nonhierarchical façade resided the jaI major departments: 
economy, settlement, social integration, water planning and security.17 In 
addition to a modular variability of office spaces – corresponding to two and 
four window modules – the program stipulated a boardroom serving be-
tween 35 to 50 people, which the architects located at the upper recessed 
floor.18 turning to an open terrace this hall remains non visible in relation to 
the main façade. the only programmatic variant affecting this façade is the 
entrance lobby located towards the building’s and the city’s eastern edge.
stretching over 10 modules (along the building’s main axis), the lobby con-
sisted of the institution’s dining hall and an adjacent, transversally transpar-
ent small waiting area bounded on its two sides by the vertical circulation.19 
Institutional stature was further expressed through small gestures located 
on the margins of the architectural configuration. round concrete columns 
implied a representative aspect as they replaced the rectilinear structure 
that serves throughout the building. a black-metal linear wall relief commis-
sioned from the Israeli artist bezalel schatz decorates the backdrop of the 
dining hall.20 Primitively figurative, schatz’ relief assembles jewish, agricul-
tural and kinship motifs into an abstract composition. While dining halls 
became a typical programmatic entity in large administrative buildings dur-
ing the 1950s and the 1960s the integration of such a relief – reminiscent 

of contemporary kibbutzim dining halls art, which were understood as the 
‘kibbutz house’ – seem to denote an alignment of the institutional community 
with west european (ashkenazi) Israeli jews’ major ceremonial space in the 
agricultural hinterland.21 distinct from the ‘universalist’ abstract aesthetic 
code by which, from the late 1950s, artists aligned with labor Zionism 
were understood to fantasize their westernized identity in the Israeli ‘place’, 
schatz’ work is emblematic of another, more rear-guard temporality of Is-
raeli integrated art, in which an ethnically laden representation of the col-
lectivist agricultural frontiers emerged.22 

In section this lobby is further distinguished by two flights of steps reach-
ing from the street level to an exterior podium covered by a thin concrete 
canopy. three white metal poles on which hang the national flag delineate 
the southern edge of this podium. they non-discretely frame a view from the 
institution towards the city’s historic hinterland. While the relief alluded to an 
ethnically segregated interior institutional space, the raised street entrance 
with this series of flagpoles (as well as the building façade) gestured towards 
a more neutral statist bracketing of the institution’s territory. 

the tel aviv eastern frontier – urban and discursive fabrics of 
national Greyness

differently from the jaI ceremonial court in jerusalem, the tel aviv head-
quarters on Kaplan street encountered as well as devised a less distinct 
and somehow ordinary institutional setting. located beyond the eastern limit 
of Patrick geddes’ 1925 plan for tel aviv and sought as the city’s cultural 
and governmental center, the Kyria ended being from the early 1950s an 
eclectic amalgam of institutions, programs and building typologies failing 
to accomplish a clear sense of civic center. It consisted of a military base 
(yehoshua), major Zionist civic societies, co-operative associations and cor-
porate firms as well as the city’s cultural institutions.23 
Morphologically, these ranged from the more reductionist and repetitious 
large scale perimeter-block buildings – which delimited the historic whole-
sale market – to the more ornate seat of the agricultural bank located at 
the intersection of these roads on the eastern limit of the geddes’ plan.24 
on Kaplan street this same range occurs between the sophisticatedly clad 
journals’ house (1948), the Farmers house (1952) and bnei brith as-
sociation (1963) and the more ordinary immediate neighbors of the jaI 
headquarters across the street.25  
the Kyria district is located at the mid-south-north section of the east tel-aviv 
Plan. elaborated under city mayor Israel rokach and city engineer ya’acov 
ben-sira shifman from 1931 to 1949, the eastern extension sought the 
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annexation of the non-jewish territories to the east of geddes’ plan to allow 
the integration of some 100,000 inhabitants. 26 Within this plan, the Kyria 
district presents the least accomplished urban vision and design. More clearly 
outlined in terms of the roads, parcelization and land use were the southern 
section of the wholesale market and the northern section above the Kyria. In 
this latter and more consequential portion, ben sira reworked an enlarged 
and denser version of geddes’ residential picturesque grid which was based 
on mega-(urban)-blocks.27 however tenuously attained was the Kyria’s urban 
form it was nevertheless emblematic of this plan’s major trust. this con-
sisted of a revision of the city’s regionalist agenda, which was primarily legible 
through a series of east-west urban entrance arteries, stretching over the 
pre-state non-jewish villages and connecting tel-aviv to the adjacent eastern 
jewish cities. 
delimited on the east by the german templer colony sarona and the Pal-
estinian villages of summayl (al-Mas’udiyya) and al-jammasin al-gharbi, the 
geddes plan followed a south-north development axis, which implied a short-
er section for the city’s regional extension along the northern limit of the 
yarkon river. With the desertion and expulsion of the inhabitants of these 
villages during the 1948 war and with the appropriation of their lands by 
the jnF, the city’s eastern territorial expansion entered its phase of realiza-
tion.28 From a north-south longitudinal direction of growth, ben-sira’s 1949 
plan shifted inland to an eastern orientation along the city’s larger previously 
‘non-urbanized’ frontier. 
the geddes’ plan envisioned – among other means – a mediation between 
the city and its region by integrating agricultural practices within the interior 
gardens of the mega-block, an idea which was not realized with the metro-
politanization of tel aviv during the 1930s.29 this vision was superseded in 
the eastern plan by a more hygienic conception of the green spaces and a 
privilege of the outer east-west arteries delimiting the mega-block. the latter 
– extending and enlarging geddes’ transversal roads – entailed an efficient 
territorial connectivity between tel aviv and its hinterland which affirmed the 
city’s regional-metropolitan status.30 this status further resulted from the 
high presence of state institutions along the new east-west arteries. In this 
regard, the Kyria became the most representative manifestation of tel aviv 
statist regionalism – asserting the shift from a small-scale regional garden 
city, to the state metropolitan center.31

located to the east of the geddes’ plan civic center, the Kyria program-
matically and morphologically transformed the city core. delimited by rec-
tilinear residential urban-blocks and housing the city’s cultural institutions, 
the 1925 center was envisioned as a civic crown (‘acropolis’) from which 
geddes’ urban promenades radiated.32 by contrast, the Kyria, developed as 

a loosely delimited institutional ensemble. not a site to dwell in, it entailed 
a fleeting encounter with its civic institutions which was determined by a 
higher motorized pace along its main roads. the jaI headquarters’ minimal 
formal gestures and highly repetitive grid was the clearest version of such 
a metropolitan center. similarly to the machinist architecture bounding the 
whole-sale market, it was the closet tel aviv realized a Westernized image 
of a capitalist city a la hilberseimer’s high-rise city project.33 
tel aviv’s eastern territory, with its institutional seats and ensembles, was 
at the center of the late 1950s and 1960s evolving architectural discourse 
in Israel as it crystallized around a series of published symposium and public 
debates. through these, elhanani (who was one of their central protago-
nists) introduced to the local profession a version of post-war north ameri-
can and european sensibilities related to urban design, monumentality and 
civic ordinariness.34 While not stressing the inherently bureaucratic leaning 
ascribed by henry-russell hitchcock to post-war large-scale projects, elha-
nani expressed a similar idea about creativity and authorship. 35 Promoting a 
‘diversified’ urban design and an urban vernacular architecture, he sought to 
further the ongoing efforts (which we encountered earlier in his reading of 
the jaI’s jerusalem headquarters) to brand Israeli architectural modernism 
through the legitimacy of its assumed ‘locality’.36 
however, while his ‘architecture without architects’ assumed ‘local tech-
niques’, accommodation to the ‘regional climate’ and an ‘honest’ synthesis 
between the expression of materials, modes of assemblage and the archi-
tectural program, the examples that he provided, disclose a less intuitive 
model. 37 the jaI and its immediate surroundings fleetingly appears in the 
1966 architectural debate on the ‘importance of architectural mediocrity,’ 
instigated in the ha’aretz newspaper after elhanani’s positive review of the 
new municipality building, and in a symposium devoted to high-rise buildings 
in tel aviv that he initiated for the tvai quarterly.38 similarly to the jaI, the 
municipality building, designed by architect Menachem cohen and inaugu-
rated in 1964, was part of a series of high-rise administrative buildings in 
tel-aviv experimenting with the theme of brutalism and the brise-soleil motif. 
adopting the brazilian model and overtly metropolitan in character, these 
buildings were at odds with elhanani’s image of a local style, organically 
growing against cosmopolitan trends. In this respect, these debates and 
elhanani’s reviews in particular, seem to have been setting the terms for a 
transition between a first generation of modernist architects, designing for 
state institutions, and a second generation which expressly affirmed itself 
through a more idiosyncratic version of brutalism and an orientalist architec-
ture in the post 1967 ‘unified’ jerusalem.39 In so doing, elhanani’s writings 
offer a more nuanced perspective – similar to the one that nitzan-shiftan 
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sets up as a project for future revisionist historiography of the 1950s – to 
think of the ascription of ‘locality’ to the ‘technocratic’ statist architecture. 40

In contrast to the post-1967 moment, the 1950s and 1960s versions of 
tel aviv’s brutalism prompted elhanani to draw a ‘non ideal’, ‘heterogeneous’ 
model of urban scape in which architectural banality defies sensorial irrita-
tions. similarly to the municipality building, the jaI’s highly repetitive façade 
design, rational nature and programmatic clarity were seen as serving an 
effective establishment of the city’s spatial limits and ‘place’. as such, they 
delineated the contours of a positive and pragmatic ordinariness, assuring 
the conditions for an institutional communication and expression without 
threatening the necessary anonymity of a shared civic space.41  
as architectural historian Zvi efrat has shown, large-scale Israeli projects 
of social housing and construction of a social support system under condi-
tions of economic austerity (1949-59) entailed a contentious architectural 
mediation between the needs to communicatively devise the seats of state 
and para-state powers and an imposed anti-aesthetic code of modesty.42 
this mediation, according to efrat, defined the 1950s and early 1960s 
version of brutalist institutional design as ‘grey’, serial and non-localized. 
In this version, structural grids and textured systems of brise-soleil served 
to mark enclaves of state power which was systematically projected and 
represented across the multiple forms and scales of Israeli settlements. 43 
complementing efrat’s analysis of the architectures of state power, and 
nitzan-shiftan’s explorations of their urban dynamics and binding historio-
graphical projects, this paper analyzed the jaI building as a symptom of a 
structural effect underlying the institutional architecture in the east of tel 
aviv and the historical discourses that it prompted. not so much, as efrat 
suggests, a ready-at-hand model, established in advance, beyond the contin-
gencies of place and with an assured communicative efficiency, this paper 
argued that institutional greyness was designed and discursively framed 
to mediate the contradictory terms of statist representation in concrete 
locales. the jaI served as an agent in this narrative, both as it commis-
sioned the urban emblems of such representations and as it appeared in 
the annals of Israeli architecture as the protagonist of a localized modern-
ist institutional expression. More particularly, by analyzing the jaI building, 
this paper framed Israeli serial and ‘grey’ brutalism within the conditions of 
its emergence in tel aviv’s last frontier territory. It stressed how this terri-
tory – and the contemporary discourses which reflected on its development 
– became central to the Israelization of tel aviv, as the city accommodated 
diverse representations of the state’s selected frontiers and branded these 
representations as an ‘ordinary’ and ‘organic’ expression of the city’s ‘ver-
nacular’ landscape.

1 labor Zionism commonly refers to the Zi-
onist socialist movement that administered 
jewish colonization in Palestine from the 
1920s and after 1948 was partially ab-
sorbed into the state apparatus and ruled 
until 1977. central among this regime co-
operatives were the Mashbir (agricultural 
produce distributer), the agricultural union 
and the construction and infrastructures 
company solel boneh. recent revisionist 
historiography has stressed the sectorial 
ethnic character of this social system which 
privileged european jewry (ashkanzi jews) 
with higher citizenship rights, benefits and 
proximity to what became after indepen-
dence a para-national system of gover-
nance. gershon, shafir, and yoav, Peled, 
Being Israeli the Dynamics of Multiple Citi-
zenship (new york: cambridge university 
Press, 2002), 37-74.
2 In addition to this series of institutions la-
bor Zionism cooperative societies also built 
between 1931-6 20 cooperative workers 
housings, in efrat, The Israeli Project, 78. 
alona nitzan-shiftan’s argument on labor 
Zionism ‘triple negation’ is developed in: 
“contested Modernism – alternative mod-
ernism, erich Mendelsohn and the tel aviv 
chug in Mandate Palestine,” in haim yacobi 
(ed.), Constructing a Sense of Place (burl-
ington: ashgate, 2004), 17-52.
3 the discussion and promotion of this style 
was central to the tel aviv circle of modernist 
architects (ha’chug) in which arieh sharon 
(architect of the jaI tel aviv headquarters) 
played a major role. another arena, which 

was used by the tel aviv architectural circle, 
was the architectural journal The Building in 
the Orient, that it edited in the second half 
of the 1930s. In addition to nitzsan-shiftan 
“contested Modernism” a critical assess-
ment of this moment and its historiography 
is developed in daniel bertrand Monk, “au-
tonomy agreements: Zionism, Modernism 
and the Myth of a ‘bauhaus’ vernacular,” in 
AA Files 28 (1994), 94-9. 
4 With independence the jaI planning de-
partment (the technical department) was 
transformed into the prime-minister depart-
ment of planning, which was then directed 
by architect arieh sharon (1949-52). af-
ter 1952 and under conflicts of interest 
between different ministries and critics 
against what was viewed as formal lean-
ing in the planning reasoning of sharon’s 
team, the jaI retrieved a responsibility for 
the planning of the agricultural villages. nir 
Man, The Kyria in the Years of its Foun-
dation, 1948-1955 (jerusalem: carmel, 
2012), 259. a detailed account on the 
institutional configuration of planning agen-
cies in the first four years of independence 
is found in ruth Kark, “Planning, housing 
and land Policy, 1948-52, the Formation of 
concepts and the configuration of govern-
mental Frameworks,” in Ilan. s. troen and 
noah lucas (eds.), Israel: the First Decade 
of Independence (albany: state university of 
new york Press, 1995), 461-94.
5 the district is located in the vicinity of the 
old city, and was planned by architect plan-
ner richard Kaufman during the 1920s. 
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david Kroyanker, Jerusalem Architecture 
(jerusalem: Keter, 1996), 163-4.
6 ratner is known to have promoted the 
shift from the eclectic style of the 1920s to 
the international modernism of the 1930s 
as well as for his role as the second direc-
tor of the technion school of architecture 
and an important military strategist. 
7 the transcendent function of formal ar-
chitectural syntax discussed in the context 
of neo-classical architecture is found in alex-
ander tzonis, and liliane lefaivre, Classical 
Architecture, The Poetics of Order (cam-
bridge: MIt Press, 1986), 273-88.
8 the building represents the: ‘right di-
rection towards which Israeli architecture 
should move’. aba elhanani, The Struggle 
for Independence of Israeli Architecture 
in the 20th Century (tel aviv: Mi’srad ha-
bi∙ta∙hon, 1998), 26. elhanani was ratner’s 
student at the technion school of architec-
ture during the 1930s. elhanani was born 
in Warsaw and immigrated to Palestine in 
1931. he was during the 1930s ratner 
student at the technion school of architec-
ture in haifa. 
9 nitzan-shiftan “contested Modernism,” 
53, 55.
10 beside the major hospital campuses 
built in the 1950s and 1960s sharon and 
Ideslon partnership was responsible for the 
designs of a series of institutional seats 
for the following cooperatives: the Work-
ers’ bank (Ha’poalim), the yachin hakal 
(Israel largest citrus company), the solel-
boneh (construction co-operative) and the 
ha’mashbir headquarters and major stor-
age facilities in tel aviv. a testimony for sha-
ron’s role as the major architect of Mapai 
(labor Zionism major party ruling in the first 
three decades after independence (1949-
77) is found in his autobiographical book, 
Kibbutz + Bauhaus: an Architect’s Way in 
a New Land (stuttgart: Kramer verlag, 
1976).
11 similar configurations are found in sha-
ron and Idelson’s Workers’ bank and the 
Ichilov hospital (both from the early 1960s). 
alexander Klein’s government offices in the 
givat ram district, jerusalem also follows 

this layout. however, these examples at-
tenuated the monotony of the office build-
ing block either by its separation from a 
larger-scale ground floor base, entailing a 
more flexible distribution and a legible hu-
man scale) or by breaking the office slab to 
a sequence of volumes which animate the 
street scape and circulation. 
12 the rio building design was the result of 
a collaboration between: lúcio costa, car-
los leão, jorge Moreira, oscar niemeyer, 
affonso reidy and ernani vasconcelos, with 
the involvement of a painter, cândido Por-
tinari, and a landscape architect, roberto 
burle Marx and le corbusier. letter from 
Idelson concerning alterations of the tender 
contract, 29 july 1958, box 965.00.431, 
arieh sharon collection, the david j. az-
rieli central archives and Israeli research 
center for architecture. Idelson’s note can 
be attributed to the his and sharon’s knowl-
edge of the hebrew university administra-
tion building in the givat ram district, je-
rusalem, designed by Karmi-Karmi-Meltzer 
and completed in 1958 where similar fa-
çade grid and finishes were used.
13 the vertical fields are 1.6 m inter-axis 
wide over 3 m high. this grid proportions 
became by the mid 1950 a replica present 
in several administrative buildings (the trade 
union headquarters by carmi, the Workers 
bank by sharon and Ideslon and the Faculty 
of economy and social sciences in givat ram 
campus, jerusalem, by dov carmi. 
14 In the northern façade the same divi-
sion of fields entails a flatter solution with 
no louvers, indicating both a low rationale in 
the accommodation of shade, an economy 
of budget as well as a representational in-
tention preserved for the main façade.
15 efrat, The Israeli Project, 190-1.
16 this latter model is typically interpreted 
in relation to the Faculty of architecture and 
urbanism designed by vilanova artigas, in 
adrian Forty, Concrete and Culture (lon-
don: reaktion books, 2012), 120-25. see 
also: richard Williams, “brazil brutalism: 
Past and Future decay at the Fau-usP,” 
in Mark crinson and claire Zimmerman 
(eds.), Neo-avant-garde and Postmodern: 

Postwar Architecture in Britain and Beyond 
(new haven: yale center for british art, 
2010), 103-26. For an account of the rio 
model within the context of an emergent 
environmentalist discourse on architecture 
see daniel barber, “le corbusier, the brise 
soleil and the socio-climatic Project of Mod-
ern architecture, 1929-1963,” Threshold 
40 (2012), 21-33.
17 the jaI relocation to the outside the ye-
hoshua, military camp in the Kyria was part 
of a larger history of struggle on the status 
of the templer’s colonies land between the 
city municipality and between eh govern-
ment. the jaI headquarters were designed 
to group together separate offices that 
ben-gurion had allocated to the institution 
within the precinct of the yehoshua camp 
at the first half of 1948.  this can be in-
ferred from a communication between the 
city mayor Israel rokach and Prime minster 
david ben-gurion, in which rokach argues 
against the transferal and appropriation 
of offices spaces within the army camp by 
the jaI in particular, Man, The Kyria in the 
Years of its Foundation, 45-6.
18 two modules for administrators and 
four for directors. box 965.00.431, arieh 
sharon collection, the david j. azrieli cen-
tral archives and Israeli research center 
for architecture.
19 typical of the 1950s offices floor lay-
outs, this space is duplicated at the upper 
floors broadening the central corridor and 
providing space for informal encounter. a 
similar organization is found for instance 
in the tel aviv trade union headquarters 
(1949-53), the tel aviv Municipality build-
ing (1955-1966). the jaI lobby transversal 
transparency seems also indicative of the 
architect’s anticipation for a higher level of 
architectural definition in the interior of the 
urban block, going beyond what turned into 
an accidental profusion of parking spaces.
20 the commission of this design may be 
attributed to Moshe gordon, the director of 
the jaI publishing house, who is involved in 
the exchanges between arieh sharon and 
schatz over the localization and definition of 
the wall relief, box 965.00.431, arieh sha-

ron collection, the david j. azrieli central 
archives and Israeli research center for 
architecture. bezalel schatz (1912-1978) 
– the son of boris schatz who founded the 
bezalel academy of arts and design in je-
rusalem (1906) – was involved from the 
late 1950s in the design of several impor-
tant institutional commissions among which 
were wall reliefs for Zim (Israeli boat com-
pany), the tel aviv court house wall reliefs 
(1965) and the President’s residency gate 
design (1970). another example of an ur-
ban kibbutz-dining hall is found on the same 
urban-block, further to the north of the jaI 
headquarters, in the headquarters of the 
national Kibbutzim association, designed by 
architect shmuel Mestechkin (1965-68). 
21 In the vicinity of the jaI headquarters, 
dining halls (turning later into private cafete-
rias) are found in building such as the asso-
ciation of journals, the trade union head-
quarters, the hadar dafna house and the 
national Kibbutzim administration a similar 
use of integrated art in an urban admin-
istration’s dining hall is found in the latter 
building which was designed by Mestechkin. 
22 a critique of what chinski frames as la-
bor Zionism art discourse and fantasy of a 
non-local western ‘place’ is found in sarah 
chinski, “silence of the Fish: the local ver-
sus the universal in the Israeli discourse 
on art,” Theory and Criticism 4 (1993), 
105-22.
23 Man, The Kyria in the Years of its Foun-
dation, 49-51.
24 this institution, designed between 
1948-1952 by Michael and shulamit 
nadler served as a major subvention organ 
for the development of the different types of 
frontier settlements from villages and kib-
butzim to mid-scale industrial towns.
25 retrospectively designed by: Michael 
and shulamit nadler, shmuel rozov and 
yitzhak yehoshua goyerzman.
26 For recent account of the history of this 
plan see: catherine Weill-rochant, L’Atlas 
de Tel-Aviv, 1908-2008 (Paris: cnrs, 
2004),117-24 and nathan Marom, City of 
Concept: Planning Tel-Aviv (tel aviv: babel, 
2009), 92-176.
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27 geddes mega-block consisted of an 
assemblage of three to four urban blocks 
around an interior garden and local institu-
tion operating at the scale of the neighbor-
hood.
28 the current Ibn gabirol street corre-
sponds to the historic limit separating ged-
des’ 1925 plan from ben-sira eastern plan. 
29 For geddes’s idea of the tel aviv mega-
block, see, volker, M. Welter, “the 1925 
Master Plan for tel aviv by Patrick geddes,” 
in Maoz azaryahu and s. Ilan troen (eds.), 
Tel-Aviv, the First Century: Visions, Designs, 
Actualities (bloomington: Indiana university 
Press, 2012), 299-326.
30 this status is moreover characteristic of 
the urban fringe which is located further to 
the east, along the roads of Menachem be-
gin and the ayalon highway, which defined 
the outer edges of the 1949 eastern plan.
31 In this regard, this paper aims to com-
plement shfitan two precedent readings of 
tel aviv’s participation in the expression of 
Zionist pre-state and statist’s national vi-
sions. nitzan-shiftan, “contested Modern-
ism – alternative modernism,” and Id., “the 
architecture of the hyphen: the urban uni-
fication of jaffa and tel aviv as a national 
Metaphor, in Azarahu and Troen (2012), 
373-405.
32 Weill-rochant, L’Atlas de Tel-Aviv, 109-
10.
33 With the development of the district 
northeast through the 1960s and 1970s 
and the introduction of a more sculptural 
and infra-structural versions of brutalism 
this radiating character was substituted 
by a more idiosyncratic monumental archi-
tectural expression focused on the autono-
mous architectural object. this later section 
was analyzed by aba elhanani as the least 
accomplished section of the Kyria (1998), 
231-2. 
34 the late 1950s and mid-1960s were 
characterized by a diversification of the Is-
raeli architectural journals – central among 
these were the journal of the associa-
tion of engineers and architects edited by 
ja’acov ben-sira shifman and the more 
independent tvai journal (outline), founded 

in 1966 by aba elhanani. as architectural 
historian Zvi elhyani has recently noted, tvai 
entailed a new configuration of the archi-
tectural discourse based on its alignment 
with urban design, industrial design and the 
plastic arts. Zvi elhyani in Historical, Aba 
Elhanani: Tvai-Kav (exhibition catalogue, in 
hebrew). (tel aviv: house of the architect, 
2009). however while extending beyond the 
narrower ‘professional’ scope of the journal 
of the association of engineers and archi-
tects, I argue that both journals, in which 
the ben sira and elhanani played dominant 
roles were promoting a similar architectural 
agenda.
35 hitchcock version of architecture of 
bureaucracy was developed through a se-
ries of articles published between the late 
1940s and the mid-1960s. It’s first formu-
lation, developed in reference to the prac-
tice of albert Kahn and soM was repub-
lished with an introduction by joan ockman 
in Hunch, Bureaucracy12 (rotterdam: the 
Berlage Institute, 2009), 147-51. 
36 though elhanani’s references in his jour-
nalistic writing from the 1960s are mostly 
left implicit, his version of an urban vernacu-
lar seems to have been shaped by jose luis 
sert’s accent on a diversified formal urban 
design (as was present in sert teaching 
at harvard) and the Italian school of mor-
phological-typological studies. In the Israeli 
context, elhanani’s writing is read as a con-
tribution to yohanan ratner’s interpretation 
of jewish and Israeli modernism. ratner’s 
arguments on this question are collected in 
sosnovsky silvina (ed.), Yohanan Ratner the 
Architect and His Work (in hebrew) (haifa: 
technion center for the research on the 
architectural heritage, 1992). In addition, 
elhanani’s version of modernist local ‘ordi-
nariness’, as discussed in the debate on 
architectural mediocrity, sought to oppose 
contemporary abstract morphological re-
search (paramount in Israeli in the works of 
alfred neumann, Zvi hecker and eldar sha-
ron) and the more plastic sculptural brutal-
ism (which was developed by architect ram 
Karmi).
37 aba elhanani, “on our contribution to 

contemporary architecture,” originally pub-
lished in the Journal the Association of En-
gineers and Architects (1960), republished 
in efrat, The Israeli Project (2004), 96-7.
38 a major part of the ha’aretz public po-
lemic appears in elhyani, 2009. the sympo-
sium on monumentality, featuring alongside 
other architects working for municipal and 
government planning agencies and sociolo-
gist, also section from parallel symposium 
and publications on the same topic from 
hong Kong and the us Tvai 2 (quarterly), 
tel aviv, april 1966. an argument on as-
pects pertaining to the Israelization of tel 
aviv’s urban landscape as they can be as-
sessed in the case of the tel aviv munici-
pality building, rely beyond the premises of 
the building’s style on the context of its joint 
commission with the municipality’s urban 
plaza which was envisioned as part of a se-
ries of memorials for the memory of fallen 
soldiers in the war of 1948. In sharon rot-
bard, Avraham Yaski, 93-105.
39 the emergence of a vernacular archi-
tectural discourse after 1967 is at the cen-
ter of nitzan shiftan dissertation, Israelizing 
Jerusalem.
40 nitzan-shiftan, “contested Modernism,” 
63.

41 In aba elhanani “on the Importance of 
Mediocrity (in architecture),” Ha’aretz, 8 
july 1966 republished in Elhyani, 2009. 
42 efrat’s discusses several institutional 
commission episodes, which displayed this 
problematic. Most emblematic are the ne-
gotiations between Israel first Prime Minis-
ter david ben-gurion and between Moshe 
soroka, director of the histadrut health 
care system over the need to accommo-
date construction solutions, finishes and 
expression in the negev hospital to the con-
ditions of economic austerity (406-8). see 
also his discussion of the project for Israeli 
International congress center, built in jeru-
salem from 1949 to 1960 (732-3, vol. 2). 
43 efrat suggests that this mediation is 
mostly legible within the building’s arrange-
ment in the plot and in relation to the 
street, the design of the open areas and 
the building’s envelop as a fabric presenting 
the interior organization: efrat, The Israeli 
Project, 109. however he stresses how 
the principle of statisme was given form 
through an institutional design, which was 
primarily indifferent to the urban localization 
and configuration (739-40).
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3.6 revolutionizing Familiar terrain:  
the Cutting Edge of research in Classical 
architecture and town-Planning

ROUNDTABLE CHAIRS: 
danIel MIllette
University of British Columbia, Canada
saMantha l. MartIn-McaulIFFe
University College Dublin, Ireland 

during the past decade, while a significant amount of literature has been 
generated regarding new readings of classical monuments and ancient 
town plans, much less attention has been paid to disseminating and shar-
ing advances in research methods and new techniques for documenting 
classical architecture and urbanism. the objective of this roundtable is to 
begin a collaborative discussion on the way architectural historians have 
harnessed pioneering strategies in the field, laboratory or within library and 
archival contexts. this roundtable invites panelists who situate innovative 
techniques and cutting edge practices at the core of their architectural re-
search. For example, studies that address the application of remote sensing 
in the development of excavation strategies would be especially welcome. 
likewise, digital modelling, mapping and virtual reality (vr) have the capacity 
to revolutionize the way we represent and visualize ancient architecture, but 
how can we successfully deploy these tools as pedagogical aids? an equally 
significant topic for discussion is how traditional archival material has, over 
the past decade, been morphed into ‘new’ sets of data that can reveal in-
formation otherwise invisible to researchers in ancient architectural history.
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3.6.1 residency Patterns and urban Stability: a theory 
for republican rome

lIsa MarIe MIgnone
Brown University, USA 

abstract

republican rome was the first city to house, feed, and sustain a popula-
tion of one million people, and it did so without a municipal police force. My 
work explores the extent to which we may reconstruct socially defined set-
tlement patterns within the city of rome during the republic (c6-c1 bce). 
comparative studies in early modern and contemporary urban planning show 
that spatial control of urban sub-cultures has allowed for the segregation of 
conflicting communities and thereby defined their interaction. yet this social 
balkanization alone cannot prevent violence in the city. the maintenance of 
‘urban tolerance’ requires a metropolitan police system to reinforce those 
well-defined urban spatial boundaries. how, then, are we to explain the rela-
tive urban concord that marked life at the caput mundi throughout most of 
the republic? While considering the urban design programs not operative in 
the megalopolis, I draw from indications for urban planning, archaeological 
and ancient documentary evidence for the city’s residential patterns, and 
historical data on the social complexion of rome’s vici in the last century 
of the republic. these sources converge to predict a residential pattern 
of trans-urban social distribution of both rich throughout the city and poor 
rather than a concentration of the disadvantaged. comparative studies of 
neighborhood culture and criminology in pre-modern and developing com-
munities reinforce my hypothesis of social integration throughout rome’s 
cityscape. In accepting the theory that urban form serves as an imprint of 
cultural practices and at the same time defines social behavior, I conclude 
that residential trans-urban heterogeneity at rome may have contributed to 
the stability and relative security of urban life within the caput mundi up until 
the final decades of the republic.

keywords

rome, premodern, urbanism, town planning, integration, security, 
position statement

did rome’s urban plan segregate or integrate élite and non-élite? My work 
reconstructs socially defined settlement patterns within republican rome, 
the first city with a population of one million.1 While operating under the 
hypothesis that urban form serves as an imprint of cultural practices and at 
the same time defines social behaviour, I suggest that residential trans-ur-
ban heterogeneity contributed to the stability and relative security of urban 
life at rome up until the final decades of the republic (c1 bce).
no conscientious urban program of magistrates or emperors ever defined 
the city’s residential plan.2 the grid plan had been known in Italy since the 
seventh century bce and was widely recognizable as the structural principal 
of roman military camps and colonies, but rome itself resisted such stark 
formality. the city grew organically, according to the geographical contours 
and cultural topography of the site. one first-century historian adjudged 
rome a city ill-planned: a ramshackle megalopolis crammed with lodgings – 
without regard for plan or zoning.3

Modern urban theories prove valuable for exploring behavioural patterns 
and exposing our own preconceptions regarding urban form. In the mod-
ern era, however, pathways of mechanized transport defined patterns of 
urban land use, and the heavy motorization of society redefined urban and 
suburban development. Zoning was conscientiously introduced in the con-
text of the automotive transition – often specifically geared towards the 
railroad and the middle class commuter car.4 the applicability of modern 
planning theories is limited. rome’s 4000 hectares sustained one million 
residents. transport was animate: slow, uncomfortable, and inconvenient.5 
hoof-and-foot traffic determined individuals’ behaviour within the city. the 
lower members of society had to travel the most and the farthest. Premod-
ern technological limitations further restricted the acquisition, preparation, 
and storage of food (highly perishable, limited quantities). considerations of 
residential topography must take into account walkability.
the sweeping impact of the ‘spatial turn’ has enhanced the exploration of 
geographically and temporally isolated urban case studies. Work in the spa-
tialisation of class has produced mostly uniform results. the patriciates of 
early modern Florence, venice, Milan, and Paris were distributed across their 
cityscapes.6 differentiation occurred within the micro-context of streets, rath-
er than urban districts. some cities featured moderately higher concentra-
tions of élite residences at the urban core. on the whole centres ‘remained 
socially heterogeneous in character.’7 Patrician residences were also found in 
all other parts of the city. any social segregation was on the part of the élites; 
the lower classes were everywhere. this sort of socio-spatial patterning may 
be found in rome: the presence of a massive population predicts trans-urban 
distribution rather than a concentration of the disadvantaged.
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ancient evidence corroborates this reconstruction. Four sources for ancient 
land use – the regionary catalogues, the Forma Urbis, comparative urban 
structures, and vici culture – reveal trans-urban patterns that help us model 
rome’s settlement complexity.
the regionary catalogues (c4 ce) report various roman landmarks ac-
cording to fourteen urban administrative regions. capping each section is 
a quantification of local structures: neighbourhoods, houses, rental units, 
warehouses, granaries, etc. the catalogues allow the historian to com-
pare the structural composition of rome’s Fourteen regions.8 the ratio of 
houses to rental units per region falls within a consistent range across all 
regions. greatest at the very centre of the city, the density of both types of 
residence dissipates towards the periphery. residence per hectare heavily 
concentrates in the core. In most cases, the need to live in immediate prox-
imity to the city’s political, administrative, commercial, and service centre 
drove residential choice and did so at a great sacrifice to personal space.  
the increased availability of work and access radially to all other parts of 
the city resulted in dense residential concentration in rome’s centre. alto-
gether, the regionary catalogues manifest no trans-urban residential dif-
ferentiation.
did overall land-use strategies remain stable? the Forma Urbis Romae 
(203-211 ce), a massive blueprint of the city, maps the ground plans of 
rome’s architectural structures: from the major public monuments to pri-
vate stairwells.9 as with the regionary catalogues, the purpose of the plan 
is unknown, and structural typologies remain somewhat contested. only 
10-15% of the map survives; this limitation especially highlights the diffusion 
of lower-end residential units, or tabernae, throughout the entire city. the 
taberna was a multi-use space for the vending of products and, presum-
ably, the shopkeeper’s residence. Tabernae were essential to the growth 
and operation of rome: supporting the redistribution of products, tabernae 
sustained the economic and social life of a free (and freed) urban popula-
tion. through tabernae, society’s lower orders were ‘integrated fully and in a 
complex way into the social structure of the whole city’.10 the Forma Urbis 
demonstrates that this integration was as much spatial and geographic as 
it was economic and social: ‘taberna-world’ enveloped the entirety of the 
city.11 these were not the élite, nor were they the dispossessed homeless. 
they were the romans providing services and selling goods, and they were 
everywhere.
the spotty nature of the archaeological record and the lack of systematic 
study of residential evidence from rome hamper solid conclusions regard-
ing the actual distribution of residencies at rome. cross-comparisons with 
other roman cities, where full remains have been more thoroughly investi-

gated and analyses better theorized, bring into sharper focus the image that 
has emerged. at Pompeii, herculaneum, ostia, and empurias, shops, man-
sions, workshops, and small houses stood side-by-side in every part of the 
city.12 the interpenetration of residential and commercial spaces integrated 
these units in structure and function. residents from a broad range of 
statuses – including the élite – were in immediate contact with commercial 
activity and engaged in it directly or indirectly. though shops clustered along 
street frontages and urban nodes, the overall heterogeneity of land use 
may have facilitated social competition and sustained the city’s hierarchy. 
Élite houses spread throughout the city, so patrons were not in immediate 
competition with one another. We may predict a similar pattern at rome, 
supported by vici culture.
anchored at religious shrines, which were dedicated to immediately local 
divinities, neighbourhood action was oriented externally: in the open and 
towards the street.13 nearly all references to the operation of the vici (neigh-
bourhood cults) prior to augustus’ reformations refer to episodes of citywide 
violence. Popular leaders were able to incite political agitation at a grass-
roots level with municipal consequences by using vici to mobilize localized 
gangs all at once throughout the city.14 they were dangerous because their 
power was not based in an isolated part of the town: it suffused the city 
vicatim (neighbourhood by neighbourhood). augustus’ systematization (7 
bce) corralled political potential and subordinated neighbourhood allegiance 
under his unique control. his formalization of the urban unit re-established 
security on both the local and the municipal level and aligned every one of 
rome’s crossroads with his personal authority. the manipulation of vici in-
dicates the residential omnipresence of non-élite. that rome was the sum 
of its vici belies any notion of social distrification within any significant urban 
area. the lower orders of roman society, like the vici they inhabited, were 
everywhere.
evidence for residential patterns in rome is scant, but converges to suggest 
that rome was a city without residential planning. Future studies in the spa-
tialisation of roman social networks combined with additional discoveries 
related to urban infrastructure will help flesh out rome’s urban pattern. the 
expansion of rome – from hilltop villages to the largest megalopolis in the 
preindustrial West – without the convenience of rapid transport to mobilize 
individuals or resources and based on a social system of patronage, pre-
dicts a multiple-nucleus social pattern, if any model at all. this reconstruc-
tion of social patterns does not accommodate any notion of a distinctive 
‘plebeian district’.
rome’s one million residents lacked a police force.15 various cities of imperi-
al china featured equivalent populations, where urban peace was preserved 
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through regular census taking, districting, and the vigilance of a metro-
politan police force on regular and continuous patrol. case studies of Qing-
dynasty beijing, ottoman constantinople, Paris (mid-c17 – c18), and edo 
(c18 – c19) likewise demonstrate how a bureaucratized police force, visibly 
and audibly present throughout the city, was essential to the articulation, 
maintenance, and enforcement of structured zones in highly differentiated 
urban plans.16 In the 1970s, empirical data suggested that spatial control 
of urban sub-cultures allowed for the segregation of conflicting communities 
and defined interaction, yet this social balkanization alone did not prevent vio-
lence. recent work challenges social segregation as an effective means of 
preserving urban safety. concentration and isolation of disadvantaged mem-
bers of the community leads to increased lethal violence.17 urban tolerance 
requires a police force reinforcing well-defined urban spatial boundaries.18

how was peace generally maintained in a megalopolis where residents relied 
primarily on mutual self-help and the system of clientela for their personal 
wellbeing? did rome’s trans-urban social integration promote environmen-
tal crime prevention strategies? While the spatialisation of patronage may 
improve our understanding of residency patterns, further studies in the 
sociology of integration within and across the city will demonstrate whether 
rome’s lack of social zoning may have deterred violence and provided re-
publican rome a blueprint for trans-urban stability.
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3.6.2 the Pompeii Quadriporticus Project 2013:  
new technologies and new Implications 

erIc Poehler
University of Massachusetts Amherst, USA 

abstract

the Pompeii Quadriporticus Project (PQP) recently completed its fourth and 
final campaign of architectural study of one of Pompeii’s largest monumental 
buildings, the so-called gladiator barracks. to complete our work, the PQP 
deployed a suite of cutting edge digital technologies, several applied for the 
first time in an archaeological context. In this paper, we focus on the results 
of these techniques for archaeological fieldwork as well as highlighting some 
of the broader interpretations of the development and function of the Quad-
riporticus gleaned over the last four years. the first technology explored are 
portable spectrometers used to analyze different mortars, including a com-
parison of the process and results of using an inexpensive ‘do it yourself’ 
device versus our use of precision instrumentation in collaboration with the 
oxford university rock lab. our interest was to see if a 40 usd device could 
reveal sufficient distinction among mortars to help refine our interpretations 
made through visual analysis. a second analysis was made using the national 
endowment for the humanities (neh) funded dM web-resource to compare, 
annotate, and link archival images, allowing our team to stand in the same 
place where a photograph, drawing, or painting was made and compare its 
content to what could be seen today as well as the observations in our data-
base. the purpose of these digital techniques is to advance our understand-
ing of the development of the Quadriporticus and to determine how its pres-
ence and changing form altered the landscape of Pompeii. therefore, this 
paper also briefly discusses the 250-year history of the building’s evolution, 
its connections to and disconnections from the urban infrastructure, and the 
architectural design underlying its original conception and construction. In the 
end, our research reveals that rather than suffering a vulgar transformation 
into a barracks for gladiators, the Quadriporticus instead played an increas-
ingly central role in the civic life of Pre-and roman Pompeii.

keywords

Pompeii, quadriporticus, digital, spectrometry, metrology, column
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Pompei has long been fertile ground for the development and testing of new 
theories, methods, and technologies in the study of classical architecture 
and urbanism. stratigraphic and typological methods for studying vernacular 
architecture were well known (if not equally applied) in the late nineteenth 
century,1 while the forms of classical cities were influencing civil engineers 
and urban planners already at the turn of the twentieth century.2 Questions 
about the social texture of ancient cities were applied to Pompeii, with formal 
zoning eventually being excluded3 in favor of a more formal analysis of city 
block shape, relying on chronology to offer explanation.4 Most recently, spatial 
studies have become the norm, whether combining sizes and accouterments 
of different building types5 or modeling movement within those buildings or 
across the city.6 these most recent developments have relied ever more 
heavily upon digital technologies at the base of such analysis. since 2010, the 
Pompeii Quadriporticus Project (PQP) has whole-heartedly embraced these 
‘spatial and computational turns’, redirecting their power back towards one of 
the oldest (but under utilised) methodologies: masonry analysis.
In this statement, I intend to argue for the value of a few of these new digital 
technologies in the service of studying classical architecture and cities. It is 
my assertion, and has been the PQP’s experience, that the efficiency of digi-
tal technologies is revolutionizing the way we study the past even if (so far) 
that revolution represents a change in scale rather than in kind. For some, 
however, an advance in efficiency proves that these technologies are a gim-
mick, a shiny way to do the same thing without fundamentally altering the 
process or the results.7 they point to paper record sheets merely translated 
into database forms, drawings simply shifted to screen from drafting board, 
and notebooks only different for being typed rather than handwritten. others 
lament the separation from the physical, from the diverse tactile experience 
of many tools and from the more leisurely – they would say thoughtful – pace 
such implements demand. Moreover, they would argue, technology filters our 
experience through a digital representation of reality rather than the reality 
that stands before us, transforming people into button pushing automatons. 
these opinions, in my opinion, have it precisely backward. 
In a four-year examination of the Quadriporticus building at Pompeii, our team 
has studied, photographed, drawn, and graphed the chronology of 397 wall 
faces of the city’s fifth largest monumental structure.8 We have digitally re-
corded in three dimensions9 the architecture to a precision currently un-
necessary (even counterproductive),10 modeled its basic chronology in geo-
graphical Information systems, and peered below ground level with ground 
penetrating radar.11 We’ve taken aerial imagery from balloons and drones, 
applied portable spectrometers in mortar analysis, and used web-based tools 
to compare archival images to our research materials and to the building 

itself. We’ve done all this in approximately 4000 hours in the field, which is ¾ 
the time committed by an excavation project in a single season.12 the point 
of reciting the PQP’s technological resume is not simply to demonstrate the 
efficiency claimed, but also to set the stage for a discussion of the interpretive 
benefits that such efficiency provides. 
the work just described – the ability to do more work in less time than was 
ever previously possible13 – has the obvious practical benefits of being less 
expensive and (hopefully!) in reducing time to publication. the richness and 
the variety of the information produced by digital technologies also means, 
paradoxically, that less work needs to be done. specifically, fewer invasive and 
destructive techniques, such as excavation, need to be deployed. combin-
ing detailed masonry analysis with ground penetrating radar and archival 
research, the PQP needed the dating evidence of only three small trenches 
outside of the Quadriporticus to give a strong absolute chronology to the build-
ing. excavation cannot be replaced, but I believe the PQP’s work is showing 
that it can profitably be a supplementary rather than primary method in the 
study of ancient cities and their architectures.14  
there are two more areas where efficiency in the process of traditional field-
work is leading to richer architectural histories. the first is the ease by which 
digital recording methods document the hundreds of intermediate interpre-
tive steps that translate between the unordered database and the historical 
argument that is a final phased plan. the PQP’s methodology requires a com-
plete atomization of the architecture into its smallest analytical components 
– stratigraphic units, wall faces, and wall segments – which are subsequently 
reordered and reconnected through stratigraphic principles (e.g., bonding, 
abutting, cutting, overlying, etc.) and analogical evidence (e.g., symmetry, 
elevation, typologies, etc.).15  our method leans heavily on technology to man-
age this vast disordered landscape, documenting our observations and the 
relationships between them. Within this system, it is relatively simple to con-
nect segments of architecture bonded together into largest possible con-
temporaneous constructions, which we call Wall construction units (Wcus). 
Moreover, it is equally possible to programmatically document the decisions 
that combine or separate these Wcus. although these are the critical choic-
es that define the final shape of a building’s history, these mid-level interpretive 
choices are rarely discussed and almost never published.16 digital technolo-
gies not only make it easy to document these crucial intermediate interpretive 
steps, to ‘show your work,’ but also through their efficiency provide time to do 
that work while in the field, in front of both the research data and the archi-
tecture itself.17 efficiency can put top-level interpretation and synthesis back 
in the field, where it ideally belongs.
similarly, the ability to run analyses in the field, to try out research data 
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against the questions one hopes to ask of them while that data is still incom-
plete is a real benefit. For example, visualizing our largest bonded units of 
construction (Wcus) while still in the field forced us to reexamine observa-
tions that would have led to impossible or improbable architectures, such 
as units that abut themselves. this rapid feedback between observation 
and interpretation was only possible because data were born digital and the 
cost to test them did not compete with the act of observation.18 Moreover, 
this feedback also occurs between methodology and technology, offering a 
chance to improve these instruments, and eventually develop those prac-
tices that are different in kind and not only in scale – the “digital archaeologi-
cal Practice” turn.
above I said that critics of using technologies in academic work have their 
opinions precisely backward. I make this argument because one of the pre-
sumptions underlying the luddite’s argument is that the efficiency found in 
data collection will only be used for more collection. It has been the experi-
ence of the PQP that efficiency can be used to free the researcher from 
the slowest acts of recordation – that also tend to be the least meaningful 
interpretive acts – so that they have more time to commune with the object 
of inquiry, more time to mull over the implications of interpretations, and 
more time to explore alternative interpretations. the last point is especially 
important, as it essentially reduces the consequences of being wrong, al-
lowing failure to be a valuable component of the interpretive process. this 
operates in two ways. First, the exploration of alternative ideas strengthens 
the conception of one’s primary thesis. second, the examination of alternate 
ideas strengthens the argument supporting the primary thesis by demon-
strating why other theses are insufficient. another luddite presumption is 
that technology creates a digital barrier between person and object. our 
work with dM has shown how examining the building itself became enriched 
when its representations, both digital and digitized, were introduced for 
comparison. Finally, many of the newest digital technologies are not only 
efficient, but also produce the richest results and rejecting such technolo-
gies means rejecting best practices in the field.1 In sum, my position is that 
technology is a benefit to the archaeology of architecture and urbanism, so 
long as we use the efficiency it offers to add more time to synthetic and 
interpretive discussions.

I am indebted to Sebastian Heath who made this point at the Digital Archaeological Practice 
Workshop (Feb 6-7, 2014, University of Massachusetts Amherst). http://www.umass.
edu/classics/5CWorkshop.htm.
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3.6.3 reconstructing rhythm: digital Modelling and 
light at the Parthenon

Paul chrIstesen
Dartmouth College, USA
aurora Mc claIn
University of Texas at Austin, USA 

abstract

Imagine a building with a footprint of 70 x 31 m, a maximum height of 14m, 
and a design that includes two stretches of blank, windowless, monochrome 
masonry walls, each measuring 59 m x 10 m. the building you have just 
envisioned is the Parthenon. Most analyses of the visual impact of the Par-
thenon have focused on factors such as siting, scale, the rhythm of the 
colonnade, and the sculptural program. the aesthetic significance of the ex-
terior walls has received little attention because large portions of the build-
ing have been lost, and along with them effects that were immediately visible 
when the building was intact. this paper argues that judicious application of 
computer modeling can lead to important, new insights on the visual impact 
of one of the most studied buildings in the world. our presentation will focus 
on a collection of images derived from a model of the Parthenon created 
using means common in current architectural practice: revit, a parametric 
building information modeling system, and Kerkythea, a rendering engine de-
signed to produce photo-realistic images of digital models. these programs 
allow accurate simulations of the movement of the sun, and are frequently 
used to examine lighting effects in architecture. applied to the Parthenon, 
these programs reveal that the play of light and shadow on those two long, 
blank walls was a dramatic feature of the original structure. the significance 
of this aspect of the design is reflected in the fact that, whereas much of its 
entablature and pediments were elaborately decorated and painted, the col-
umns and walls were made entirely of Pentelic marble embellished only with 
subtle mouldings. the exterior walls of the Parthenon thus provided a blank 
canvas on which the movement of the sun created shifting displays of light 
and shadow that were given shape and rhythm by the exterior colonnade.

keywords 
Parthenon, rendering, digital modelling, colonnade, shadows 
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Previous analyses of the visual impact of the Parthenon have tended to 
focus on the siting, scale, materials, and sculptural decoration of the struc-
ture.1 the location of the Parthenon (on top of one of the highest hills in 
athens) and its sheer size (it is one of the largest temples ever built on the 
greek mainland) have understandably attracted a great deal of attention. 
the impression created by siting and scale was heightened through the use 
of bright white Pentelic marble as the primary building material. continu-
ing interest in the Parthenon’s sculptures has been driven in part by the 
amount of figural decoration placed on the building and the survival of much 
of that decoration. Much of that sculpture is extant, though appreciation of 
its visual impact has been hampered by the current separation of structure 
and sculpture. 
the collective effect of the array of optical refinements built into the Parthe-
non has also attracted a considerable amount of scholarly attention.2 those 
refinements include curvature in the stylobate, inward tilt in the exterior 
colonnade and cella walls, and entasis in the columns. these refinements 
meant that almost every individual block of marble in the building needed to 
be cut to a unique size and shape and thus entailed a high degree of plan-
ning and expense. no consensus has ever been reached with respect to the 
visual effect of these refinements, but it has regularly been argued that they 
give the structure a lightened feel and connect it in a seemingly organic way 
to the curving bedrock on which it is built. 
the elaborate polychromy that characterized both the Parthenon and its 
sculpture has attracted growing interest in recent years. It has become 
evident that virtually the entire superstructure above the level of the archi-
trave was gaily painted in garish shades of red and blue with an admixture 
of other colors such as green. the sculpture received both paint and gilding. 
other parts of the building are likely to have received similar treatment; for 
example, there is good evidence that the doors to the cella were decorated 
with ivory and gold.3 
all of these approaches to thinking about the Parthenon either draw directly 
on visible remains or can be studied through the use of static reconstruc-
tions. We recognize the importance of these approaches, but would argue 
that they neglect what was in all likelihood a vital dimension of the visual 
impact of the Parthenon – the play of light and shadow on the colonnade 
and on the huge, blank, exterior walls. the significance of this aspect of the 
design is reflected in the fact that, whereas much of its entablature and 
pediments were elaborately decorated and painted, the columns and walls 
were made entirely of Pentelic marble embellished only with subtle mould-
ings. the exterior walls of the Parthenon thus provided a blank canvas on 
which the movement of the sun created shifting displays of light and shadow 

that were given shape and rhythm by the exterior colonnade.
as one might expect, a number of scholars have commented on how the 
bright white marble of the Parthenon would have contrasted with the dark 
shadows in the recesses of the building, but more sophisticated analyses 
have been generally wanting.4 this can doubtless be attributed to the fact 
that large portions of the building have been lost, and along with them ef-
fects that were immediately visible when the building was intact.
It is precisely here that computer modeling enters the scene, as a power-
ful tool to enhance our understanding of the Parthenon. this approach to 
studying the Parthenon results in dynamic rather than static reconstruc-
tions that open new interpretive vistas. the model we have constructed was 
created using revit, a parametric building information modeling system, 
which allows the creation of building elements with precise dimensions and 
produces accurate simulations of the movement of the sun, frequently used 
to examine lighting effects in architecture. 
the dimensions used were drawn from the measurements recorded by Pen-
rose in his 1851 discussion of the optical refinements of the Parthenon.5 
Penrose provides detailed measured drawings of the portions of the build-
ing that existed in the 1850s, with plans, elevations, and sections, as well 
as profiles of many of the moldings. Wherever possible, the model follows 
Penrose’s measurements precisely, although in certain cases some stan-
dardization was necessary. For example, the spacing between the columns 
matches that given by Penrose, while the columns themselves have been 
standardized based on an average of his measurements. other details that 
were not relevant to this study were also omitted, including most of the 
articulation of the east and West pediments. 
the resulting model, while it lacks some of the fine details of the Parthe-
non as originally constructed, comes much closer to duplicating the overall 
massing and form of the building than any other available resource. the 
precision of the model and level of control over lighting simulations make it 
possible to reproduce with a high degree of accuracy the play of light and 
shadow on the building over time scales ranging from minutes to years. 
In order to make effective use of the model as an interpretive tool, it is 
useful to bear in mind that motion was a major factor in individuals’ experi-
ence of the Parthenon. the primary entrance to the acropolis was located 
approximately 100 m west of the Parthenon, but the main entrance to the 
building was located on the east side of the structure. Moreover, the altar 
to athena, the focus of religious activity on the acropolis, was situated ap-
proximately 20 m north of the northeast corner of the Parthenon. as a 
result, the direct line of vision for visitors entering the acropolis led to the 
northwest corner of the Parthenon, and they were driven to move along the 
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north side of the building toward the east. this movement was echoed and 
reinforced by the sculptured frieze, the figures on which flow north from the 
southwest corner of the building and then east along its north side. that 
frieze almost certainly reproduces a procession that took place once each 
year as the centerpiece of a weeklong festival held in honor of athena, the 
city’s patron deity, the Panathenaia, which entered the acropolis from the 
west and moved along the north side of the Parthenon. 
the visual impact of the Parthenon was thus highly fluid – individuals circu-
lated around the building and experienced the structure from a variety of dis-
tances and angles. this imparted a sense of life and motion to the building, 
something that can be partially experienced by visitors in the modern-day. 
What cannot be directly experienced, due to the current state of the struc-
ture, is how the play of light and shadow heightened the vibrant energy of 
the Parthenon and imparted a sense of motion and fluidity that reinforced 
other key elements of the design and decoration. this produces a significant 
interpretive lacuna that computer modeling can handily fill. For example, one 
can reconstruct the experience of watching the shadows move across the 
face of the columns over the course of a specific day, or the experience of 
walking around the building at noon on the day of the Panathenaic proces-
sion. It is in this way possible to re-imagine the Parthenon in ways that were 
difficult if not impossible until very recently.
our primary intent in this project is to create and make available a dynamic 
reconstruction that facilitates exploration of the visual impact of the play of 
light and shadow on the Parthenon. although the model is capable of pro-
ducing single, static shots of the building at a given point in time from a given 
place on the acropolis, it is much more effective when it is used to gener-
ate time-lapse animations. Interpretation of the results will require careful 
thought that will unfold over the course of time and that will be driven largely 
by other users of the model. 
We can for the moment offer some preliminary thoughts. 
(1) light and shadow work very differently on the south and north sides of 
the building. the south side received a great deal more light and the exterior 
colonnade regularly cast elaborate shadows on the cella wall. From certain 
viewing angles those shadows reproduce the shape of the exterior colon-
nade so that the cella wall shows a shadow colonnade that processes from 
west to east over the course of the day (Figure 1). the pteron of the north 
colonnade, on the other hand, received little direct sunlight for much of the 
year (and was likely, as a result, regularly used as a shady refuge). 
(2) the perceived depth of the pteron on both colonnades changes dramati-
cally depending upon the angle of the shadows cast by the exterior colon-
nade on the cella wall. When the shadows are perpendicular to the cella 

wall, the pteron appears 
to be quite deep and a 
second, complete exterior 
colonnade is projected 
onto the cella wall (Fig-
ure 2). this visual effect 
responded and extended 
to a particular feature of 
the Parthenon, which is 
dipteral on the east and 
west ends (it has hexas-
tyle prostyle colonnades 
behind both ends). the 
existence of a shadow 
colonnade projected on 
the cella walls, a colon-
nade that aligns perfectly 
with the hexastyle prostyle 
colonnades on the short 
ends of the building, cre-
ated the visual effect of 

a true dipteral building. one might suspect that this effect is not entirely 
unintentional, in part because there is some reason to believe that the 
Periclean building program on the acropolis was influenced by the massive, 
Ionic, dipteral temples found in the Ionian greek world (e.g. the temple of 
artemis at ephesus).
these observations suggest that the model described above will be a rich 
source of insight into previously neglected aspects of one of the world’s 
most famous buildings.

Figure 2. south pteron at Winter solstice 

Figure 1. south colonnade at Winter solstice 
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3.6.4 the urban development of late hellenistic delos

Mantha ZarMaKouPI
National Hellenic Research Foundation, Greece

abstract

this presentation outlines the methodology of my project on the urban 
development of late hellenistic delos, which is funded by the Marie curie 
Intra-european Fellowship scheme. the project focuses on the residential 
neighbourhoods of late hellenistic delos to address the ties between eco-
nomic change and urban growth. by analysing the urban development of the 
island in relation to economic activities, public administration and private 
initiatives, the project examines these neighbourhoods as microcosms of 
the broader developments that delos underwent during the hellenistic pe-
riod – when the island became a commercial base connecting the eastern 
and western Mediterranean. the urban form of delos, as of any other city, 
did not result merely from a single planning initiative but from consecutive 
decisions and actions of both private and public sectors. however, this obvi-
ous fact often gets lost in the specialized analyses of ancient cities. to ad-
dress this shortcoming, my project develops a 3d model of the city of delos 
presenting the built environment and systematising as well as analysing 
the multi-layered processes of urban growth over time. the field of urban 
studies in the hellenistic period is currently dominated by two major trends. 
on the one hand, research has concentrated on aspects of town planning, 
characteristic urban architecture and physical infrastructure. on the other, 
work has tackled cities’ organisation, economy and political administration, 
including the crucial role of benefaction. My project aims to relate urban 
form to economic developments and in doing so contribute to the field of 
urban studies in the hellenistic world. In addition, it aims to contribute to 
the development of computer applications for the study of ancient urbanism 
in that it uses digital modelling and virtual reality as a means to advance its 
research objectives.

keywords

delos, hellenistic period, rapid urbanisation, economic growth, 
computer applications, port
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the urban development of late hellenistic delos

this presentation outlines the methodology of my project on the urban de-
velopment of late hellenistic delos, which is funded by the Marie curie intra-
european Fellowship scheme. the project focuses on the residential neigh-
bourhoods of late hellenistic delos to address the ties between economic 
change and urban growth. 
by analysing the urban development of late hellenistic delos in relation to 
economic activities, public administration and private initiatives, the project 
examines these neighbourhoods as microcosms of the broader develop-
ments that the island underwent during the hellenistic period, when the 
island became a commercial base connecting the eastern and western 
Mediterranean. the urban form of delos, as of any other city, did not result 
merely from a single planning initiative but from consecutive decisions and 
actions of both private and public sectors. however, this obvious fact often 
gets lost in the analyses of single authors and even teams. to address this 
shortcoming, the project will develop a 3d model of the city of delos pre-
senting the built environment and systematizing the multi-layered processes 
of urban growth over time as well as inventing and visualizing counterfactual 
urban narratives. In doing so not only will this project bring to light as yet 
unstudied aspects of the urban development of delos, it will also enhance 
our approach to urbanisation in two important respects. First, it will allow 
us to develop an alternative model for approaching greek and roman cities; 
second, it will make a vital contribution to the development of computer ap-
plications for the study of ancient urbanism. 
the field of urban studies in the hellenistic period is currently dominated by 
two major trends. on the one hand, research has concentrated on aspects 
of town planning, characteristic urban architecture and physical infrastruc-
ture.1 on the other, work has tackled cities’ organisation, economy and 
political administration,2 including the crucial role of benefaction.3 Whereas 
studies on roman urbanism have combined these two key approaches by 
relating urban form with economic developments, public administration and 
private initiatives,4 there has been no similar effort for the study of the helle-
nistic city. the proposed project would be the first to analyse the hellenistic 
urban fabric not merely as a result of a single planning initiative but of con-
secutive decisions and actions of both private and public sectors. 
More recently, projects on the hellenistic city aim to address the dynamic 
character of urban space in classical antiquity and the socio-political factors 
that inform it (e.g. research Project, Die hellenistische Polis als Lebens-
form5: http://www.poliskultur.de). these studies examine the multivalent 
character of urban form as well as the socio-political structures and institu-
tions in ancient cities. however, they still focus on the idealized concepts of 

the hellenistic and roman urban environments, such as monumentality, pl-
anification and axiality, and do not examine the ways in which activities in the 
micro-scale of the city shape its macro-scale. My project will complement 
these studies by offering a multidisciplinary approach to urban growth in the 
hellenistic world. In particular, I will be able to evaluate the ways in which 
uncontrolled factors, such as micro- and macro-scale economic and social 
developments, fit in our understanding of urbanism in antiquity. drawing 
on current developments and debates in the fields of hellenistic economy6 
and contemporary urban studies,7 the project will address the relations 
between the forces that shaped urban growth (economic activities, public 
administration, private initiatives, cultural and religious diversity) and major 
components (architecture, landscape, infrastructure) of the urban form on 
hellenistic delos. 
a study that relates urban form with economic developments, public adminis-
tration and private initiatives requires detailed information on the organisation, 
economy, and administration of a city as well as a good state of preservation 
of its physical remains. the hellenistic city of delos is a unique site for such 
a study: its buildings are in an excellent state of preservation; and it has an 
outstanding epigraphic record which is complemented by historical sources.8 
delos, home of the sanctuary of apollo since the archaic period, underwent 
a period of rapid economic development after 167 bc, when the romans 
put the island under athenian dominion and turned it into a commercial base 
connecting the eastern and western Mediterranean. due to its advantageous 
geographical position, delos attracted traders from greece, Macedonia, and 
the hellenistic east as well as dealers from rome since the third century bc. 
between 167 bc and the sacks of 88 and 69 bc by the troops of Mithri-
dates and the pirate athenadoros, the island – though primarily addressing 
the regional market of the cyclades – became an intermediary step in rome’s 
commercial relations with the hellenistic east.9 the accelerated urbanisation 
– attested by the formation of new neighbourhoods – and the maelstrom of 
redevelopment in the existing urban and port areas of the island – as seen in 
the massive constructions of jetties, docksides, warehouses and markets10 
– were the result of this economic development and the unprecedented de-
mographic growth and cultural diversity that it generated. 
the project focuses on the main residential neighbourhoods11 to examine 
the urban development in relation to the economic activities as well as the 
public and private initiatives. by analysing the transformation of their built 
environment in relation to manufacturing activities, shopping and storage 
facilities as well as the construction of public buildings, the project examines 
the neighbourhoods as microcosms of the broader changes delos under-
went during the late hellenistic period. 
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the examination of the residential neighbourhoods as microcosms of the 
economic and urban developments that delos underwent during the hel-
lenistic period will be achieved in the following ways. First, the project will 
examine the organisation and function of the neighbourhoods in relation to 
the public buildings (such as gymnasium, stadium and theatre), manufac-
turing installations, storage facilities and shops situated in them as well as 
their relation to the port facilities. this will be achieved by the analysis of 
the epigraphic evidence related to the construction of public buildings and 
of the manufacturing activities, shops and storage facilities in relation to the 
development of the neighbourhoods. these analyses will lead to an assess-
ment of the ways in which economic activities as well as public and private 
initiatives affected the evolution of the neighbourhoods over time. In doing 
so, the project will evaluate the character of the rapid urban development 
on delos in relation to the economic changes of the period.
second, the project will develop a 3d digital model that will present the 
existing state of the neighbourhoods’ structures – incorporating data from 
past and on-going fieldwork, – will use quantitative methods and statistical 
analysis tools to address the research questions of the project and propose 
a reconstruction of the neighbourhoods. the model not only aims to system-
atize the archaeological information and reconstruct the built structures, 
but also to tackle the research questions addressed in the project: the ways 
in which new structures were related to pre-existing ones, how their internal 
organisation evolved, as well as the relation of the neighbourhoods to the 
topography of the site, the port facilities and the older neighbourhoods. the 
model will offer the unique opportunity to visualize architectural change in 
relation to social and economic factors over time. In this way the project 
aims to create the model as a showcase for the ways in which a variety of 
archaeological information can be visualized in order to facilitate research 
questions in this field. 
all parts of the analysis aim to understand and analyse the ways in which 
a variety of forces – social, economic, political, among others – shape the 
ancient built environment over time. In doing so the project will enable us 
to recognize the relation between urban form and economic developments, 
public administration and private initiatives in the hellenistic city of delos. 
Finally, although this project focuses on a specific case study of urban 
growth, its ultimate goal is to offer an alternative approach to the under-
standing of urbanism in antiquity. the rapid urbanisation of delos may be 
compared with far more accelerated developments of growing commercial 
centres of asia and the gulf region. urban studies today recognize what 
may be termed as ‘a disciplinary paralysis’ to sufficiently describe, let alone 
influence, the accelerated urbanisation in developing regions of the world 

and the rapid redevelopment in existing urban areas. this project has the 
advantage of focusing on an early phenomenon of rapid urbanisation, dur-
ing a period that is well attested in the written and material records. by 
examining the evolving agents, relationships and consequences of the rapid 
urbanisation on delos this project will identify a model of urban growth that 
to date has been overlooked in the study of ancient cities that have focused 
on the idealized concepts of the hellenistic and roman urban environments, 
such as monumentality, planification and axiality. this alternative model of 
urban growth is indeed the dominant one for contemporary urban studies. 
analysing a historical paradigm of such a model can only bring better under-
standing of the factors that shape the modern city today. 
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3.6.5 Classical architecture, town Planning and digital 
Mapping of Cities: rome ad 320

lynda MulvIn
University College Dublin, Ireland 

abstract

this contribution discusses ongoing research for ‘rome ad 320’, an on-
line three-dimensional model of rome. specifically, it uses this project as 
a context for examining wider pedagogical issues: the question of authen-
ticity in the digital reproduction of buildings and monuments; and the role 
of interactive media in creating place-based learning environments for the 
study of antiquity. the revolutionary potential of computer modeling is clear. 
however, while the visual arts in general have incorporated digital media 
works as mainstream, issues arose during the ‘rome ad 320’ project that 
questioned the accuracy of the 3d translation process within architecture. 
In art historical terms, the cult of authenticity is essential to safeguarding 
the image. to what degree should the reproduction of architecture in 3d 
models accord with this debate? For example, should attempts be made to 
maintain a degree of the aura of colour over the temptation to blur texture, 
in order establish a more complete digital reproduction? Furthermore, given 
that digital media is increasingly prevalent in formal educational settings, 
other questions arise as to how to incorporate interactive learning that 
uses different modes of behaviour while monitoring and safeguarding aca-
demic standards. In other words, the educational content must not only be 
factually accurate but also highly compelling so as not to soften the impact 
of the interactive application. the ‘rome ad 320’ project includes an infor-
mational, historical narrative that enlivens the digital model and considers 
the motive of the visitor/beholder experience. this approach helps shape 
the development of 3d modeling as an educational medium. In order to 
establish the best pedagogical practices for the digital sphere, objectivity 
is necessary in the way in which images are looked at differently and are 
conflated in the virtual space.

keywords

Computer-based visualisation, interactive application, digital 
modelling, ancient rome
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introduction

“rome ad 320” is an interactive application of ancient rome created by 
a dublin based creative media team noho (for which I am subject Matter 
expert), due to go ‘live’ online in the coming months as an cultural applica-
tion.1 the “rome ad 320” uses the rome reborn model and dataset as its 
core, on which we have built the application and accompanying videos. In 
adapting the rome reborn model for their purposes noho adhered to the 
good practice initiatives outlined in the london charter for computer-based 
visualization of cultural heritage:2

the charter defines principles for the use of computer-based visu-
alisation methods in relation to intellectual integrity, reliability, docu-
mentation, sustainability and access….the outcomes of research that 
include computer-based visualisation should accurately convey to us-
ers the status of the knowledge that they represent, such as distinc-
tions between evidence and hypothesis, and between different levels 
of probability.3

In the next phase of the application we intend to make the para-data outlined 
in guidelines such as the london charter available with the application or 
with associated online material.
the rome reborn project was carried out originally by bernard Frischer and 
colleagues at ucla (cvr lab). the project’s aim was to generate new digital 
interpretations of how rome’s city centre was viewed and experienced in an-
tiquity. the rome reborn team decided that ad 320 was the best moment 
in time to model the city as rome had reached the peak of its population, 
and major christian churches were just beginning to be built. after this date, 
few new civic buildings were built. Much of what survives of the ancient city 
dates to this period, making reconstruction less speculative than it must, 
perforce, be for earlier phases.4

the compiling of data to create the model was a first step and reliable well-
known 2d engravings such as giovanni battista Piranesi’s Veduta di Campo 
Vaccino (1772) were used to assist with the visualization and interpretation 
of roman monuments.5 digital modelling has acknowledged advantages as 
it can overcome difficulties of varied-scale reconstructions in engravings, as 
digital models are at a scale of 1:1. the project chose the roman Forum as 
its centre and sought major monuments in key adjacent locations. the initial 
findings were reported in a polemic conference and subsequent JRA series 
61 2006. at bernie Frischer’s request, noho have since taken this model for-
ward from his Rome Reborn project and built on it to create “rome ad 320”.
bernie Frischer approached noho, whose work on ‘Medieval dublin’ made sig-

nificant advances in the field of virtual museums and narrative design.6 noho 
faced a challenge in managing such a large dataset and creating hd ren-
dered sequences from it. noho’s render farm, plus 3rd party render farms, 
had to be upgraded to deal with the massive 3d scenes. noho added people, 
trees, smoke and water, increasing the already very high render-times. some 
models were adapted for use within the application and a small amount of 
additional modeling was done to supplement the rome reborn model in con-
sultation with bernie Frischer. trinity college dublin’s gv2 lab supplied noho 
with some pre-recorded motion capture and noho’s team supplemented this 
with their own motion capture using an early Microsoft Kinect. 
Figures were also added in, rather like staffage in eighteenth century en-
gravings, for example, the colosseum was filled with spectators viewing 
two gladiators fighting in the centre.7 other dynamic changes took the form 
of running water, which was added into the tiber heightening the sense of 
reality, and the movement of light across the model in a day-to-night effect 
which is also linked to a timeline. the timeline had successfully been used 
in an earlier digital model of Medieval dublin. there, timelines were used 
to illustrate change over hundreds of years, which set a precedent while in 
“rome ad 320” the timeline spanned one single day.
the “rome ad 320” project was therefore derived in part from other as-
pects of noho’s previous experience in visualising historical cities such as 
dublin, limerick, derry-londonderry. Medieval Dublin: From Vikings to Tu-
dors is an interactive experience covering life in dublin from ad 800 to 
1540. Medieval Dublin was developed as an educational tool to communi-
cate dublin’s rich medieval history to schoolchildren in an engaging, visually 
appealing way. It was based on a map of medieval dublin with a modern 
street-plan of the city superimposed over it, providing a context for much of 
the viking and Medieval town.
In “rome ad 320,” a storyline was added to provide additional context and 
a new dimension to the experience. It enabled the viewer to navigate the 
city from different perspectives at different times of the day, creating an in-
timacy that is often difficult in the sphere of computer visualisation. Further-
more, the significant visual advances in documenting classical architecture 
and urbanism in terms of the digital modelling, mapping and virtual reality 
are apparent from this enhanced model. In the current project, the addition 
of the narrative clearly enlivened the 3d-model of rome, capturing a snap-
shot of activities that might have occurred during a day in “rome ad 320.” 
the revolutionary potential of narrative adjoining three-dimensional digital 
reproduction is a key observation when set against most recent scholarly 
publications.8

the core interactive content is reflected in the day-to-night timeline. other 
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nuances are 11 hotspots, which contain narrative and scientific data. each 
model performs on a plinth with 360 degree rotation and has cutaway fea-
tures, such as the Domus, for example which shows the public reception ar-
eas of the roman house. there are also numerous sub-hotspots that provide 
additional information. at the Pantheon, for example, the sub-hotspots cover 
the dome, entrance, oculus and interior. supplementary content includes a 
‘newspaper’ with articles that provide background to rome at the time. an-
other active dimension is a magnifying glass, which enables the viewer to take 
a closer look at monuments and streets at eye level. there is also a ‘street-
tracker’ tool to allow for orientation. each of the characters in the narrative 
have biographies which broadens out the perspective of the social milieu and 
stratosphere of ancient rome.

supplementary data and narrative

the creative narrative is focused on four characters from different social 
backgrounds. the daily activities and concerns of these characters are con-
nected in a manner that enlivens the content and improves the educational 
experience of the digital model. the telling of a good story is essential to hold 
the attention of the audience and in this instance, the connections are made 
here by the humble spiny murex mollusc, which provides a captivating idea 
that links the four characters together.
the characters move about the city throughout the day, during which learn-
ing points about numerous well-known buildings such as the Pantheon are 
articulated. In this sense the story illustrates how famous monuments were 
incorporated into daily life in ancient rome.
the four digital characters generate four different strands of activity, begin-
ning with a wealthy senator, Marcus who is concerned to preserve the old 
order and halt change with the onset of christianity. he brings these ideas to 
bear in the senate. as he walks through the city, he passes empty temples 
full of cobwebs as no one visits them any longer, and he reflects on change in 
traditional cultural mores. the senator’s wife, livia, is installed at the centre 
of the household, which is shown to be her domain. everything inside the walls 
of the domus, from directing slaves to the children’s schooling, falls under 
her control. an alternative way of living is viewed through the lifestyle of the 
merchant gaius and his wife, who live in an insula. gaius is a confident, op-
portunistic salesman who hopes to make a name for himself, and to make his 
fortune. the merchant’s niece, julia, is visiting gaius in rome. she is excited 
to be in rome and is awestruck by the splendor of the city and intimidated 
by the many different people. she is seeking to escape her rural fate through 
marriage.

the telling of such a story by interweaving the characters and their daily af-
fairs sought to personalize and bring to life the experience of ancient rome, 
making it more accessible and more impactful for a wider audience.

visualization techniques

From the outset, the digital model should be understood as a visualization of 
what is known about the rome, and should be viewed as a point of departure 
for architectural history studies, on the understanding that complete accu-
racy is not attainable, and that it exists at lower level of resolution as a tool 
for interpreting data. that monuments can be reconstructed with a degree of 
accuracy in virtual time is well-established, but individual surfaces, decoration 
and lighting of marbles and refraction of light, is not possible to determine. It 
should also be pointed out, in parallel, that archaeological results are almost 
always derivative, therefore, in this case and in the situation of visualisation 
more generally, what is offered here is transparency about the visualisation 
data and the decision-making process leading to the story-telling process. It is 
understood by the model-makers that scientifically responsible model building 
and interpretation creates real potential and leads to the provision of a tool 
which can aid visualization and positively assist in alternative visual studies. 
the aim is to serve students of architectural history, architecture and clas-
sics in providing visual information on circulation through ancient buildings and 
movement through the virtual world in real time. this creates an extended 
experience to enable the visualization and viewing of such models with a high 
level of accuracy.9

It is hoped once the desktop app has been released to iPad and tablets, to 
spend time improving the model with new data and to add better crowd simu-
lation software and video vignettes to each hotspot. the use of this technology 
to reconstruct other ancient cities will aim to provide necessary discussion 
to advance this formal media further in an academic and scientific manner.

audience feedback

the target audience is scholars, undergraduates and school pupils across 
a range of different levels who were trial-tested and feedback generated. 
there were positive results at school level with students engaging in the 
detail as well as partaking and enjoying in the overall narrative story-tellling. 
In the context of third level undergraduates, the most interesting discov-
ery seemed to be the ability to create different perspective and aspects of 
circulation and illumination of models. For the architectural historian this 
visualisation has proved a valuable insight and the segmentss can be used 
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in part towards a blended learning experience.
as an evalutor on the project, my role has been to assess the experience, to 
create the narrative and inform and improve the methodology of the digital 
platform and to stimulate and relate this to the learning potential of digital me-
dia and ancient cities more generally. the educational content relies on being 
highly compelling and at the same time factually accurate, without softening 
the impact in the interactivities and at the same time being able to support 
subjects such as ancient history and art and architecture in depth. therefore 
telling a good story is essential in order to hold audience attention and to 
provoke their participation.
Questions have arisen as how to improve the content of the resources and at 
the same time monitor and maintain academic standards which are in peril 
of the oftentimes repetitive nature of existing internet sources. Pedagogical 
approachs to matter and material content can be, on one hand thematic, 
and on the other chronological when approaching the digital platform to in-
crease learning potential. the newspaper slot serves as an extra tab or layer 
of information. the timeline is a significant tool that broadens out the knowl-
edge base. computer-aided instruction and the scenarisation or scene-setting 
through stories and narrative is one direct approach for learning communities 
which has been successfully applied in the case of “rome ad 320.”

development and evolution of visitor experience

visual arts have incorporated digital animated mediaworks into the main 
sphere. yet several issues arise to contribute further to the discussion and 
to highlight some of the pros and cons of modelling, most significantly, the 
accuracy of the translation process from two dimension to three dimensions. 
In art historical terms, discussions related to the cult of authenticity are rel-
evant, as to safeguarding the image and towards the degree of accuracy 
in the digital record, and, how colour and texture are captured digitally is 
increasingly pressing.10

Furthermore there are questions as to the importance of requiring degrees 
of accuracy in this instance and whether two tiers of information and recon-
struction are acceptable for the digital realm. there exists a lengthy history 
of denouncing reproduction of painting through photography in the work of 
john berger and violetta de Mazia, for example.11 the reproduction of digital 
imagesshould accord to this debate and degrees of the aura of colour, over 
the temptation to blur textures should be further explored in order establish 
a more complete digital image reproduction.
the imaging augustan rome conference in 2006 was a good beginning in the 
strategic approches to modelling.12 It has provided an important benchmark 

for the subject and pointed out strengths and opportunities as well as the 
weaknesses of attempting to come too close to accuracy, while losing the 
audience. the implementation of the london charter for computer-based 
visualization of cultural heritage is a significant step in safeguarding digitizing 
standards.

conclusion

digital media is increasingly prevalent in formal educational settings. Ques-
tions arise as to how to achieve place-based learning which is both interac-
tive and uses modes of behaviour in blended learning, and at the same time 
serves to teach ancient art and architecture in depth. to many it depends 
on predetermining the audience.consideration of the motives of the visitor/
beholder and their experience should perhaps help to shape the development 
of the medium in the future as segments in blended learning. objectivity is 
key, as is the way in which images are looked at differently and conflated in 
virtual space. 
the devising of a project like this takes a necessary step towards being one 
of a suite of  indispensible digital tools for schools and universities in terms of 
investigating new visual research in visualisation studies. new directions for 
research must also be related to viewpoints and data capture. For the model, 
the view of the Imperial Forum was taken from the vantage point of the Pala-
tine hill. this in itself is an important departure, as modelling can be used to 
better understand the relevance and importance of ancient viewpoints. the 
impact of the view of the city from the galleries of the colosseum or from the 
podium of the temple of venus and rome should be considered as significant 
ancient vantage points. research into the importance of vantage pointsand 
Imperial imagery andthe adjacent visual aspects of the triumph of roman 
spectacle should be developed against the backdrop of these kinds of a digital 
models. diana Favro stated in volume JRA 2006: ‘What did romans see; 
when they looked at the city? how did their shared experiences and ways of 
thinking influence how they perceived images?’13

With this in mind, considerations are necessary in terms of best practices 
for pedagogical approachs for assisting visualisation studies, and in terms of 
the contextualisation of the perception of matter and material content and 
‘immersive environments’. as the user group approaches the digital media 
platform to increase learning potential from both thematic and chronological 
perspectives, computer aided instruction becomes central to the scenarisa-
tion of these learning communities and engagement through projects such as 
this, will enhance overall experience and our gaze. to quote Favro: ‘the eyes 
of the beholder not only see, but are seen in turn.’14
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1 noho are a video and computer graph-
ics studio that designs and produces video, 
web and mobile media for museum clients. 
this paper has been compiled together with 
the assistance from breffni o’ Malley and 
niall o’hoisin and will include some plug-ins 
during the presentation. the team handles 
everything from educational videos to in-
terpretive touchscreens and mobile apps. 
I have contributed to the “rome ad 320” 
project as a subject Matter expert.
2 hugh denard, “a new Introduction to the 
london charter,” in a. bentkowska-Kafel, 
d. baker & h. denard (eds.), Paradata and 
Transparency in Virtual Heritage Digital Re-
search in the Arts and Humanities Series 
(ashgate: london, 2012), 57-71.
3 http://www.londoncharter.org, 2.
4 http://romereborn.frischerconsulting.com
5 john Wilton-ely, Piranesi, The Complete 
Etchings (san Francisco: alan Wofsy Fine 
arts,1994), Plate 148.
6 http://www.medievaldublin.ie
7 noho used motion capture on KInect to 
create this. In reality the gladiators are one 

large austrian 3d animator, fighting him-
self.
8 P. connolly and h. dodge, Rome City The 
Ancient City, Life in Classical Athens and 
Rome (ouP: oxford, 2003).
9 see http://www.londoncharter.org, 3.
10 W. benjamin, “globalisation and Its dis-
contents,” in donald Preziosi (ed.), The Art 
of Art History, A Critical Anthology (ouP: 
oxford, 1998), 431-47.
11 v. de Mazia, “the lure and trap of 
color slides in art education,” Vistas 3, n. 
1 (1984-86) and also john berger, Ways 
of Seeing (Penguin books: london 1972), 
129-43. 
12 lothar haselberger and john hum-
phrey, Imaging Ancient Rome Documenta-
tion, Visualisation Imagination, Journal of 
Roman Archaeology Series 61 (2006), 
163-82.
13 diana Favro, “virtual reality re-creations 
and academia,” in haselberger and hum-
phrey, Imaging Ancient Rome, 321-334.
14 Ibidem.

3.6.6 digital Modelling in the Sanctuary of the great 
gods on Samothrace

bonna d. Wescoat
Emory University, USA 

abstract

In antiquity, the fame of samothrace emanated from its cult of the great 
gods, whose rites of initiation, the mysteria, promised protection at sea 
and the opportunity for moral improvement. the secret rites were never 
divulged, but their power to transform is well attested by the innovative 
architecture that sheltered the rituals. a dozen extraordinary monuments 
are each distinct within the history of greek architecture and each deft-
ly positioned within the terrain to heighten the experience of the initiate. 
earthquake, erosion, and spoliation, however, have obscured the intensively 
orchestrated design of the sanctuary, and two-dimensional media do not 
adequately communicate the unusually complex terrain of the temenos. We 
therefore have mined the innovative potential of three-dimensional digital 
modelling to document, analyze, and communicate the complex spatial rela-
tionships that bind place, architecture, and ritual in this famous yet elusive 
mystery cult. In particular, 3d modeling highlights incongruities in elevation 
that are elided in traditional plan and even perspective drawings. digital 
modeling has also allowed us to resolve issues that have long been debated, 
such as the visibility of the Winged victory monument. We have chosen to 
work within a modeling (lightwave) rather than a gaming platform in order 
to explore the precise path of the initiate through a series of videos. having 
produced a high resolution digital surface model (dsM) focused on the ar-
chitectural environment of the sanctuary, our current efforts are centered 
on expanding our knowledge of the existing terrain by producing a high-res-
olution digital terrain model (dtM) using both total station and geographic 
positioning system (gPs). the terrain model seeks to capture the current 
condition of the site to serve as the basis for a geomorphic predictive analy-
sis tracing the ancient landscape history of the sanctuary.

Keywords
Samothrace, 3d modelling, mystery cult, ancient greek architecture, 
architectural phenomenology, digital humanities
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In the mystery cult of the great gods on samothrace, secret rites of initia-
tion form the central sacred experience; the efficacy of the cult centres on 
the interaction of place and actions, including things that were said, seen, 
and performed.1 beyond veiled references to search and celebration, we 
have very little knowledge of the rites. With respect to place, however, we 
have a wealth of environmental, topographical, and architectural informa-
tion that has not yet been fully brought to bear, from a phenomenological 
standpoint, on the experience of initiation. We mine the innovative potential 
of three-dimensional modelling for documenting, analysing, and communi-
cating the complex spatial relationships that bind place, architecture, and 
ritual in this famous yet elusive mystery cult. 

three-dimensional modellinG, sacred space, and archaeoloGical 
inquiry

From an architectural standpoint, the digital model has served as an invalu-
able platform for integrating architectural and topographical data. given the 
rugged and highly degraded terrain as well as the destroyed state of the build-
ings in the sanctuary, our first priority was to o create an accurate spatial 
environment. using a leica tcr 805 with carlson data collector (2008-14), 
we have captured a combination of individually shot points (over 60,000) and 
point clouds that fixed each building within the temenos. We then set this data 
within a satellite-derived elevation model of the island, over which we draped a 
google earth aerial image. through the survey, we discovered and corrected 
significant errors in the 2d plan of the site. Moreover, we confronted several 
problems in the topographical relationship of buildings that had been glossed 
over in the 2d plan, including the awkward elevation reconstruction of the 
altar court, theatre, and central torrent, and the impossibility of reaching the 
hieron, given the new reconstruction of the hall of choral dancers.
the 3d immersive environment offers a new way of exploring, from a phe-
nomenological perspective, some of the initiates’ experience by recreating 
their journey through the sanctuary. setting the date of the model to 26 july 
200 bc to establish the direction of the sun and the position of the stars, and 
placing a camera at eye level, we rendered videos tracing the initiate’s path 
through the sanctuary, each responding to a particular question: What was 
the experience of entering the sanctuary at night? how steep and circuitous 
was the descent? how restricted, physically and visually, were the monu-
ments in the central valley? Why are the buildings of the eastern hill turned 
out toward the approaching procession? how visible was the famous Winged 
victory from her perch within a deep niche above the theater? From this new 
perspective, it is abundantly evident that buildings on the eastern hill were 

strategically placed to confront the pilgrims as they entered the sanctuary 
and to mask the cult buildings in the valley below. the Winged victory, whose 
visibility has long been debated,2 anchors and commands the view both from 
the central valley and the stoa terrace. 
all who visit samothrace are acutely aware that the downward, chthonic 

Figure 2. digital model of the sanctuary of the great gods, samothrace. view of the the-
atral circle from the east.

Figure 1. sanctuary of the great gods, samothrace. view of the theatral circle from the 
east. Source: photograph by j. r. Mccredie.



3
. 
Q

u
E
S
tI

o
n

S
 o

F 
M

E
th

o
d

o
lo

g
y

3
. 
Q

u
E
S
tI

o
n

S
 o

F 
M

E
th

o
d

o
lo

g
y

610 611

descent into the heart of the sanctuary was an integral part of the initiation, 
but they are less aware that the descent occurred at night or that leaving 
the sanctuary involved the reciprocal ascent. by tracing the experience of 
the initiate in a real-time environment, we can factor time of day into the 
construction of sacred experience. the model is particularly effective at sim-
ulating the passage between stations within the sanctuary, e.g. the plunging 
descent into the theatral circle or the long promenade in front of the stoa. 
In taking a phenomenological approach to understanding the pilgrim’s expe-
rience, the model allows for an alternate way to approach a place whose 
efficacy depended in large measure on secrecy.

the pedaGoGical value of 3d modellinG 
We aim to communicate the historical, religious, and architectural impor-
tance of the sanctuary of the great gods to a wide audience of students, 
scholars, and interested public. both the remoteness of the site and the 
difficulty of visually communicating its significance conspire to limit access to 
the sanctuary, despite its importance as an international shrine and a centre 
of architectural innovation. For those lucky enough to visit the site, the re-
mains are evocative but difficult to apprehend. the video walk-throughs of the 
model on our website (www.samothrace.emory.edu) offer a portal through 
which viewers may enter the sanctuary. From a pedagogical perspective, 
3d modelling creates an immersive environment that traditional modes of 
architectural communication (drawings, photographs, and small-scale built 
models) cannot achieve. like traditional modes of architectural communica-
tion, a digital model is an interpretive device, governed by the same abductive 
reasoning and subject to modification as new information or interpretations 
emerge. however, it communicates more immediately by working through 
the subjective senses and imagination as well as the intellect. 

challenGes, possibilities, and future directions

having focused in the first phase of this project on the architectural envi-
ronment of the sanctuary, our current efforts are now centred on the geo-
morphological processes that shaped the sanctuary and its architecture. 
We are refining our high-resolution digital terrain model (dtM) by collecting 
further data using a combination of total station, terrestrial scanner, and 
geographic positioning system (gPs). the dtM will shape the production 
of estimated paleotopographic surface models digitally reconstructing the 
landscape during the periods in which we witness the greatest architectural 
change in the temenos. 

surveying the rugged island terrain, with its deep ravines and heavy tree 
canopy, has been challenging. terrestrial scans allow for a richer articula-
tion of the surface, but they do not exclude vegetation and generate an enor-
mous volume of data that can be cumbersome to manipulate. lidar offers 
a time-efficient, highly effective means of eliminating tree canopy,3 but the 
price tag for aerial scans remains high and access on samothrace limited.
Instead, we plan this summer to work with the photogrammetric program 
Photoscan by agisoft to capture three-dimensionally the complex natural 
features as well as foundations and retaining walls. Photogrammetry offers 
the added advantage of a photorealistic surface image in addition to a high-
resolution wire mesh frame. as an added value, this data establishes high-
resolution baseline documentation of the current condition of the buildings 
and the site, vital for long-term site management.
at present, the model represents the sanctuary at the apex of its develop-
ment. We have begun to create a diachronic sequence of models repre-
senting the sanctuary at pivotal periods in its development. the scale of 
the sanctuary at the time Philip II and his future wife olympias (parents of 
alexander the great)4 were initiated is strikingly modest. and the roman 
imperial period, we can trace how, despite at least two devastating earth-
quakes, the samothracians managed to patch together the sanctuary and 
continue to function.
We continue to evaluate our modelling decisions as we move forward.  With 
respect to verisimilitude, we have weighed the achievable degree of architec-
tural detail against the time it takes to model each building, and the size and 
manipulability of the file. We elected to leave representations of sculpture 
highly abstract, to avoid the “uncanny valley.” We derived the textures for 
each building from ancient fabrics at the site, but we have only applied co-
lour to the plaster interiors for which we have substantial evidence. having 
completed an architectural colour study based on surviving evidence from 
the site and contemporary comparanda (especially Macedonian tombs), our 
next step will be to apply colour consistently to the monuments. a further 
challenge is consistency. Introducing distressed conditions (e.g. in the pav-
ing of the theatral circle or sacred Way) simulates a more realistic environ-
ment, but it creates a hybrid presentation. ultimately we are working toward 
a cleaner pedagogical tool with a separate, fully reconstructed environment 
overlaying a photogrammetrically documented actual state representation 
of the site and buildings. 
Interactivity and animation are now central components of many modelling 
projects. We have elected to work within a fixed environment (using light-
wave and 3dsMax), from which we have rendered videos tracing journey of 
the initiate, at eye level, along the defined sacred paths within the sanctuary. 
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however, we continue to debate the possible advantages of an interactive 
environment based on a gaming platform such as unity3d. the chief advan-
tage is flexibility: each user can move freely within the model to investigate 
a wider array of questions. such a platform opens the possibility of visual-
izing the sanctuary through an avatar, as well as adding an animated human 
component. the downsides to interactivity include the level of detail that can 
be supported, access to the interactive features of the model, and sufficient 
control of the environment to use it in a meaningful way. 
We are at the beginning of our inquiry. 3d spatial modelling allows for a far 
greater range of simulations than we have yet attempted, ranging from ex-
perimentation with actions, times of day, and auditory (but unfortunately not 
olfactory) effects. We plan to model aspects of construction and destruction 
as a way of understanding the architectural history of the sanctuary as a 
dynamic process.5 this approach continues to offer the opportunity to see 
the sanctuary of the great gods with fresh eyes, by opening a new avenue 
of inquiry for understanding a cult whose rites were sworn to secrecy but 
whose transformative power drew pilgrims from across the Mediterranean.
 

1  For the site and cult generally, see Karl 
lehmann, Samothrace: a Guide to the Ex-
cavations and the Museum (thessaloniki: 
1998); K. lehmann and P. W. lehmann 
(eds,), Samothrace. Excavations Conducted 
by the Institute of Fine Arts of New York 
University (new york: Pantheon books and 
Princeton: Princeton university Press); su-
san g. cole, Theoi Megaloi: The Cult of the 
Great Gods at Samothrace (leiden: brill, 
1984).
2  heiner Knell, Die Nike von Samothrake. 
Typus, Form, Bedeutung und Wirkungsge-
schichte eines rhodischen Sieges-Anath-
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4.1 histories of Environmental 
Consciousness 

 

SESSION CHAIR: 
PanayIota Pyla 
University of Cyprus, Cyprus 

contemporary environmental strategies in architecture are usually framed 
as responses to recent concerns with ozone depletion, global warming, or 
energy shortages. but environmental concerns have a much more com-
plex relationship with the history and politics of modern architecture and 
urbanism. this session enlarges the historical and theoretical context of 
environmental awareness, debate and praxis in architecture, with the aim 
to historicize sustainability and enlarge the historical perspective on current 
debates – and as such it can be perceived as an extension of the sah 2010 
session counter histories of sustainability (also chaired by P. Pyla). the ses-
sion invites papers that investigate the relationship between environmental 
concerns and architectural culture in the mid-twentieth century, before the 
popularization of environmentalism in the 1970s. the topic of this session 
does not pertain to concepts of nature or biological analogies that influ-
enced architecture through time, but rather it focuses specifically on post-
World War II strategies that emphasized the prevention of environmental 
destruction on a local, regional or global level. some such practical or theo-
retical strategies in architecture focused on low technologies of building and 
appropriations of particular knowledge systems, materials and techniques. 
others forged partnerships with industrial production and advanced tech-
nologies. others still put their emphasis on large-scale managerial control 
of natural resources, becoming entangled with the politics of colonial or 
post-colonial modernization. and others concentrated on small-scale experi-
ments with single buildings, becoming entangled with other sets of politics. 
taken together, all these approaches – and their contradictions – constitute 
an important history of environmental consciousness in architecture.
Papers that present critical analyses of particular case studies (such as low 
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or high tech utopias, discourses on appropriate technologies, or versions 
of ‘green’ architecture) are most welcome. Papers should analyze the so-
cial, cultural, and environmental repercussions of the cases presented. also 
welcome are papers that cut across geographical locales to offer broader 
reflections on environmentalism, historicizing terms like ecology, nature, 
environment, and related concepts of ‘environmental balance’, ‘natural re-
sources’, and so on. In what ways did social reformist visions in architecture 
become aligned with arguments for curbing industrial pollution or for pre-
serving environmental ‘quality’? how did particular strategies for urban ame-
lioration or mass housing, become intertwined with environmental fears?

4.1.1 Environmental Counter narratives in India  
c. 1960

ateya KhoraKIWala
Harvard University, USA

abstract

Post-independence India’s conception of nature as risk-resource system fu-
elled its project of modernization. dams were construed as techno-scientific 
operations in systems designed to circumvent disaster. the corresponding 
cultural project of architectural modernism borrowed anti-colonial politics’ es-
sentialist strategy, foregrounding a search for identity and taking its cue from 
climate and vernacular technology. although driven by resource-dearth, Indian 
modernists wrought scarcity into an aesthetic language: louvers, chajjas, ve-
randahs, and lattices came to dominate Indian modernism’s vocabulary. For 
charles correa, climate provided raw material for a new, yet ancient, aes-
thetic language. his early conceptual project – the tube house (1962) – a 
unit designed to be low cost and easily multiplied, used deep louvers, a court-
yard, and shaded windows to regulate the internal climate. the prototype has 
been called ‘ahead of its time’, as if it were a proleptic part of sustainability; 
however, the pro-ject was rooted in a different set of political and aesthetic 
lineages that came into play in a parallel project, a museum commission that 
he won right out of MIt. the sabarmati ashram, built on the site of Mahatma 
gandhi’s home in gujarat, in homage to the leader, sat at the intersection of 
three distinct intellectual lineages – gandhi’s politics, tagore’s aesthetics, and 
nehru’s techno-science. this paper uses correa’s sabarmati ashram project 
to interrogate the threads of environmental consciousness nested within the 
decolonization paradigm to argue that although these threads look like sus-
tainability, they belong to a different history, and although they seemed to be 
a counter-narrative to big science and big dams, they were wrought of the 
same anti-colonial political origins. although the gandhi/nehru/tagore lin-
eage was politically contradictory and certainly never resolved, this paper will 
look for architectural and aesthetic references to limn the alternate possibili-
ties for what environmental consciousness may have been before the 1970s. 

keywords

Correa, dams, environment, India, infrastructure, nature
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In the 1930s as the freedom movement in India gained traction and the 
colony began to see and itself as a nation, various intellectuals began to ar-
ticulate what decolonisation could mean. they started to formulate econom-
ic plans to replace the extractive economy of the british empire with a just 
system, in which erstwhile colonial subjects would have access to their own 
geography and territory. the colonial extractive regime viewed nature as a 
site of exploitation, one that could be instrumentalized for the purposes of 
global industrial production. nature in this framework was to be the subject 
of mechanical mastery. the colonial version also entailed detailed knowledge 
systems of natives: decolonisation and selfhood meant not just the freedom 
to dominate nature, but also the freedom from being dominated ‘as nature’. 
Ironically, in this iteration the post colonial model of nature was not radically 
reimagined, rather it slipped into the colonial extractive framework, much 
in the same way that the post colonial government slid into the imperial 
governmental complex colloquially referred to as lutyens’ delhi, designed 
by edwin lutyens and herbert baker in the 1930s as the new capital of 
british India.1 
In this paper I look at how nature and environment were re-conceptualised 
by modernisation and modern architecture in the first two decades of In-
dia’s independence. I look at early architectural and infrastructural projects, 
which consciously set themselves against the lutyens neo-classical architec-
ture to participate in emancipatory decolonization. these projects resonate 
with the enthusiasm and possibility of these early years of freedom and 
latch onto the processes of modernisation and the institutions of the state. 
I argue that although architecture’s formal concerns for nature, climate, 
and environment and look different from large scale planning projects, their 
concern is couched in similar economics of resource scarcity, rather than 
the politics of ecology as it emerged in the 1970s. I look at charles correa’s 
1962 tube house as a project that has tended to remain relevant, to argue 
that it was very much a product of its own time and that the seemingly be-
nign elements of climate-conscious and nature-responsive technology repre-
sented neo-colonial attempts to re-enter the global south as it decolonised.
along with being a site of exploitation, in India nature also constituted an 
inexplicable set of divine forces, incalculable in how monsoons failed or cy-
clones destroyed crop cycles. When jawaharlal nehru wrote of nature, it 
was this divine nature that he counteracted with his rational and individual 
modernity, to instead evoke its power as a secular force on par with man, 
rather than the gods.2 this was another crucial task for modernisation: to 
transform nature from the incalculable domain of the divine to the math-
ematical set of risks of best understood by science and managed with tech-
nology; to control nature rather than be controlled by it. 

the context for this secular and nationalist reimagining of nature was the 
continuing famines and food shortages that plagued the colonial administra-
tion.3 the most recent of these, the bengal famine caused by a cyclone in 
1942, was fresh in the minds of the new government; one could argue 
that the management of rivers – flood control, irrigation, navigation, power 
– were foundational functions of the state, and thus spurred the ideology of 
big dams and landscape engineering projects as apolitical and technological 
progress.4 the network of big dams in this system can be construed as a 
coordinated operation to prevent natural disaster and facilitate the mod-
ernisation of agriculture, where the failure to feed a population could have 
meant the collapse of the state through hunger riots and eventually revolu-
tion.5 In this iteration nature is discursively constructed as a set of events 
and potentialities, a system of risks, external to politics and society. conse-
quently the model of divine/edenic nature as an abundant and exploitable 
resource was complicated in that it was also a set of risks and opportunities 
that needed management through techno-science. 
among the early dams bhakra-nangal and the damodar valley corporation 
(dvc) are formative. bhakra-nangal, together with the new state capital in 
Punjab, chandigarh represented one system – the modern city supported by 
the infrastructure state. the dam provided irrigation, hydel-power, and flood 
control to the countryside, while the city administered the resulting com-
modities. the dvc, on the other hand, was based on the model of the ten-
nessee valley corporation and enthusiastically spanned three administrative 
regions, the central, bihar, and bengal provinces. It began to flounder be-
cause the engineers did not possess extensive data on soil and weather as 
was required to plan a landscape-engineering project at this scale. Further, 
although natural phenomena did not constrain themselves to political bound-
aries, administering the project was politically contingent, and the dvc grew 
increasingly unwieldy, having to create its own administrative territory, which 
overlapped and continually clashed with that of the three states it was in.
Public intellectual and psychoanalyst ashis nandy has argued that the big 
dam was a psychotherapeutic intervention into the selfhood of the nation 
state. It was the necessary public work through which the state actualized 
itself and made itself visible to the public. nandy writes of an engineer K. 
bhattacharjee, who wrote against the dvc as the project wore on. bhat-
tacharjee pointed out various flaws like the loss of arable land without a 
corresponding gain, the neglect of local knowledge systems in favour of the 
mega-project, and so on and so forth. nandy argues that bhattacharjee 
unwittingly became an early environmentalist, one who didn’t really have the 
language of the environmental movement to make the critique he wanted to 
make. his critique, however, approached the limits of science, although it 



4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

622 623

did not quite reach a clear articulation of them. Instead, what bhattacharjee 
reached, were the limits of the dissent.6 after all, the dam was the iconic 
object that embodied and materialized the desire of the state and the state’s 
vision of itself. any critique was a critique of the nation and an attack on the 
process of self-determination – and these high stakes rendered any form of 
opposition impossible.
Indian architectural modernism, with its monumental use of concrete and 
stone, largely aligned with the state’s developmental narrative; dams and 
factories provided the new aesthetic inspiration. to understand what the 
dam meant to modern architects, consider the image of scaffolding that ap-
peared in the 1986 exhibition, ‘vistara’, of the architecture of India (Figure 
1).7 the massive scaffolding for the bhakra dam, which was used to convey 
the modernists’ alignment with development, made visceral the labour that 
went into constructing this icon of modernity. In the image otherwise invis-

Figure 1. scaffolding for the bhakra dam. Source: carmen Kagal, vistara: The Architec-
ture of India, exhibition catalogue, Festival of India in usa (Festival of India, 1986).

ible construction labour became a monumental sign of the state’s devices 
with which to dominate the natural world.
In the enthusiasm of independence, both dams and passive energy houses 
seemed politically neutral. however both came to India through channels of 
technology transfer and foreign aid and expertise directed towards combat-
ting underdevelopment. the damodar valley corporation project conceptu-
alised and designed by american tva engineers came out of the Keynesian 
model that helped the united states recover after the great depression.8 
similarly urban and developmental solutions to third World crises emerged 
from the post-war processes of reconstruction as they were conceived of in 
the west. Practitioners like charles abrams who worked at the joint center 
for urban studies of MIt and harvard visited south asia and strategised 
self-help housing and incremental growth, which he documented and pro-
posed in his book, Man’s Struggle for Shelter in an Urbanizing World.9 otto 
Koenigsberger, the german architect and urban planner, is another figure 
through who lived and worked in India developing principles through which 
modern architecture could acclimatise in the economy and environment of 
the tropics. through these various institutional mechanisms that ecological 
and socio-economic concerns came together in architecture.
the concern for ecology that emerged from events in the 1970s has often 
anachronistically read words like climactic response, resource management, 
and overpopulation as code for sustainability and environmental conscious-
ness. these words however, were couched in the economics of scarcity 
and post-war eugenic anxieties as described by Koenigsberger and abrams, 
rather than current politics of sustainability. environmental historian ramach-
andra guha has argued that the economics of scarcity forced some of the 
earliest environmental movements, which he calls the environmentalism of 
the poor.10 these emerge from an economy of unequal resource distribution 
and economic injustice, especially in the countryside.11 dams that served an 
abstract public usually did so at the expense of the very real people who lived 
and worked around the rivers. guha argues that third World environmental-
ism has continually been embedded in social justice. 
It is in this context that the work of charles correa gains traction. his 
projects continually address socio economic concerns in how they address 
deeply environmental questions like scarcity, over population, and economic 
injustice. the flipside is that guha’s third World environmentalists posed a 
challenge to the ideology of development itself, which is not true for archi-
tecture. Modernism, and very much correa’s modernism, has aligned with 
the developmental goals of the state and his projects benefitted from the 
unequal urban rural geographies of modernization. In fact correa’s seminal 
conceptual project – the tube house (1962) (Figure 2) came from the cru-
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cible of underdevelopment 
and modernisation, more so 
than from the traditions of 
climate-design that he cites 
as his inspirations. 
the tube house unit, de-
signed to be low cost and 
easily multiplied, used deep 
louvers, a courtyard, and 
shaded windows to regulate 
the internal climate attempt-
ed to precisely address the 
problems caused by urban 
modernity. In May 2013 un-
cube Magazine dedicated an 
issue to correa, who was in-
terviewed by rob Wilson who 
called the prototype ‘economy 
chic’ and ‘ahead of its time’, 

as if it were a proleptic part of sustainability; however, the project was rooted 
in a different set of political and aesthetic lineages.12 couched in the econom-
ics of scarcity rather than politics of sustainability, this design is an important 
marker of various events and ideas of its time. In fact, in as much as the proj-
ect reflects the socio-economic concerns of the 1950s, it is also a product of 
the forces of nationalism, against nehru’s model of an ideal modernity. 
the tube house was the prize winning entry for a competition for low-cost 
housing held by the newly constituted gujarat housing board (ghb), which 
itself emerged from the contradictory and often tense processes of decolo-
nization. at independence nehru had indicated that british administrative 
divisions would be realigned along linguistic lines, but this proposed future 
realignment presupposed language to be an organic or natural system along 
which administrative boundaries could adhere.13 nehru, who had supported 
this previously, in time came oppose it as a regressive and an anti-modern 
move along the lines of identity politics which could potentially derail the 
political ideal of the nation-state as an imagined community, rather than an 
organic or historical one.
When, after a violent struggle, Maharashtra and gujarat came to be sepa-
rate states, gujarat was forced to created its own public institutions to 
manage the trenchant complications that came along with modernisation: 
urban influx and migration, growing populations, poverty, and so on and 
so forth. concerned with these resolute problems, the housing board an-

Figure 2. tube house (1962). Source: charles 
correa, Housing & Urbanisation (urban design re-
search Institute, 1999).

nounced the competition for low cost urban housing. Most likely advised by 
the towering intellectual and industrial gujarati figure, vikram sarabhai, they 
recruited jane drew, who at the time was working in and on the new city 
of chandigarh, and achyut Kanvinde, the harvard educated architect from 
new delhi, to adjudicate the winner. and so the competition itself was the 
product of two opposing forces of the post-independence state: the first, 
chandigarh, nehru’s new city, unfettered by the past, and the second, the 
birth of gujarat, and with it the undercurrent of identity politics, which still 
resonate in local and central power struggles. 
the irony of identity politics is that they were crafted by the freedom struggle 
as a strategy so as to give the subcontinent a legitimate (read essentialist) 
façade, after all south asia had neither a unifying language, nor was it a sin-
gle nation, like the european countries in which the ideology of nation-states 
were forged. although intellectuals like nehru and gandhi saw through the 
ruse of Indianness, they relied on it as a tactic; the tactic turned into a real 
identity and its legacy has persisted in often-destructive ways.14 Identity has 
been crucial to the corresponding cultural project of architectural modern-
ism, which borrowed anti-colonial politics’ essentialist strategy, foreground-
ing a search for identity and taking its cue from climate and vernacular 
technology. although driven by resource-dearth, Indian modernists wrought 
scarcity into an aesthetic language: louvers, chajjas, verandahs, and lattices 
came to dominate Indian modernism’s vocabulary. In this way environment 
and identity got entangled into each other. 
For charles correa, climate provided raw material for a new, yet ancient, 
aesthetic language. correa recalls the competition to have asked for chawl-
type housing blocks by which he implies that the state itself lacked imagina-
tion as to how to address the issues it faced and I would posit that there 
is the constant realization that the issues faced are in excess of than the 
institutions designed to address them. he dismissed their requirements so 
as to design what he truly thought to be a concerned and layered solution 
for the problem of low-income housing. the tube house was the result. the 
house is designed to be a single-family residential unit. the 60 feet deep and 
12 feet wide unit has blank walls so that units can be stacked against each 
other in plan. the strength of the house in in its section - the roof plane and 
floor plane modulate space to create differentiated living spaces. the roof 
opens at three points to create cross ventilation and the drawing is usually 
published with arrows to indicate the climatic value of the form. 
correa recounts the competition saying that jane drew loved the project 
to the extent that she visited bombay so she could deliver the news of his 
victory personally. her admiration for the project is not surprising since the 
building was a cross between corbusier’s unite d’habitation apartment and 
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Maxwell Fry’s and drew’s principals of tropical housing. the project spoke 
precisely to the concerns of the jury in its modernist and rational response 
to the environment and the city that remained ‘traditional’ in its spatial ar-
rangements. the house, however, functioned better as a diagram than as 
a project, and although never deployed as architecture, the diagram was 
repeatedly incorporated into correa’s residential work; it lives on in these 
various housing projects. 
When correa talks about his own work he bypasses the modernisms of 
cIaM, and otto Koenigsberger, to talk about the Mughals who designed 
keeping climate in mind. In a 1980 lecture entitled ‘Form Follows climate’ 
the omission of tropical architecture in favour of Mughal climatic devices 
functions to create a nationalist pseudo-history for itself.15 this is even more 
pronounced in his introduction to the exhibition of Indian architecture help 
in 1986. the architectural exhibition was part of a larger festival of India 
that, which attempted to present a sort of organic unity to the aesthetic 
production of the country. In this introduction correa drew a broad outline of 
the mythological man (purusha), an ahistorical conceptual humanity, which 
persisted underneath the changing contexts of history. towards the end he 
invoked the contemporary concern for ecology as the opening of another 
context in which the essence of man would remain constant, saying, ‘In the 
West, the myths of technology and progress are being replaced by a con-
cern for environment, for ecology. Man’s thoughts, actions - and architec-
ture - will change to reflect this, and a new vistara (panoramic view) will open 
up.’16 ecology became one more facet of the eternal human. the exhibition 
presented Indian architecture in terms of roots and modernity, where both 
were placed in dialectical tension with one another. While ‘roots’ catalogued 
inner cities, villages, and ‘traditional’ spatial forms, the ‘modernity’ section 
paid homage to corbusier and chandigarh, and went on to display post-
independence architecture.17 here nature is interpreted as human nature, 
and environment is but a peculiar historical formation of it.
this pseudo-history eliminated the work of architects and urbanists like Pat-
rick geddes, otto Koenigsberger, charles abrams, and other intellectuals 
who built numerous cities and institutions across the country. correa’s cli-
mate architecture is embedded in the technological history of modernism 
more than the ancient and early modern history of India. the relationship 
between climate and form is entwined in modern technology, and in modern-
ism’s ahistorical resurrection of tradition. the concern for climate, of which 
correa’s tube house became iconic, really emerged from the work of ameri-
can and european experts who worked their way into the global south in the 
fading years of colonial rule, to find new ways for capital to enter these new 
underdeveloped nations.18 

In conclusion, when looked at from the outside, environmental thought in the 
developmental regime was tangled into contentious identity politics and na-
tionalist aesthetics. In fact when nehru spoke at the conference for tropical 
architecture in 1955, he claimed it as a truly anti colonial built form.19 cli-
mate responsive architecture seemed rooted into India and produced from 
its geography in an unimpeachable way. however although climate respon-
sive architecture looked different from its contemporary, big dams, it really 
emerged not like an autochthon from the soils of India, but rather, from the 
developmental processes of technology transfer and imported expertise. cli-
matic response was the necessary invention of experts when the excesses 
of modernity encountered the scarcity of the third World, and the projects 
that came forth from it need to be understood in terms of those categories. 

1 correa has highlighted the political ab-
surdity of the new state inhabiting the aes-
thetics of the old one. he says, ‘In new 
delhi, edwin lutyens was specifically com-
missioned to create an architecture that 
projected the imagery of a ‘superior civiliza-
tion’. today we’re using those very images to 
control our own people! and whenever our 
government needs a new building, the Pub-
lic Works department follows the ‘lutyens 
style’ – builds an extension of the ‘farmer’s 
house’. surely after 60 years of indepen-
dence, we should find our own way? that 
was corbusier’s message. Whatever the 
drawbacks of chandigarh – and there are 
many – it is ‘not’ the ‘farmer’s house’. corb 
showed us that we could open a door into 
another landscape of our own making.’ see 
charles correa, and rob Wilson, “a usable 
art,” Uncube Magazine n. 11. accessed 
april 26, 2014. http://www.uncubemaga-
zine.com/magazine-11-9567961.html#!/
page17.
2 one example of nehru’s attempt to ren-
der nature secular is displayed in this quote, 
‘the diversity and fullness of nature stir 
me and produce a harmony of the spirit, 
and I can imagine myself feeling at home 
in the old Indian or greek pagan and pan-

theistic atmosphere, but minus the concep-
tion of god or gods that was attached to 
it.’ In jawaharlal nehru, The Discovery of 
India (oxford, new york: university Press, 
1989), 28.
3 this was not the only model of under-
standing natural resources. the gandhian 
model for example was extremely critical of 
modernity and industrial exploitation, pro-
posing a totally alternative relationship with 
nature that was re rerouted through the 
care of the body. gandhi, to borrow ador-
no’s phrase, argues for a non-instrumental, 
non-alienated relationship with nature.
4 rohan d’souza, Drowned and Dammed: 
Colonial Capitalism, and Flood Control in 
Eastern India (new dehli: oxford university 
Press, 2006).
5 during this first decade, the 1950s, India 
was plagued by continual food shortages 
resulting from several monsoon and crop 
failures. at this time it was reliant on exter-
nal food aid from several countries including 
the eisenhower administration. the dona-
tion of grain helped relieve the first world 
glut in production that was wreaking havoc 
on grain prices, while allowing them lever-
age in international relations and diplomatic 
situations. 
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6 ashis nandy, “the scope and limits of 
dissent,” in The Romance of the State: And 
the Fate of Dissent in the Tropics (oxford, 
new york: oxford university Press, 2003), 
182-207.
7 carmen Kagal, Vistara: The Architecture 
of India, Exhibition Catalogue, Festival of In-
dia in USA (Festival of India, 1986), 115.
8 d’souza, Drowned and Dammed, 186.
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4.1.2 We Want to Change ourselves to Make things 
different

carolIne ManIaQue-benton
École Nationale Supérieure  
d’Architecture Paris-Malaquais, France

abstract

In a letter to stewart brand, in december 1968, editor of the Whole Earth 
Catalog, the inventor steve baer recalled: ‘I have now attended two engi-
neering conferences. I was both impressed and disappointed. they seem 
to be wonderful opportunities to get at problems and push right through 
them – you have people with such a variety of experience that questions are 
answered almost as soon as they are raised. the disappointment has been 
hearing speakers cut off a question by saying that, although it is an interest-
ing question, it is a philosophical question.’ 
the alloy conference that steve baer organized in the spring of 1969 in-
tended to remedy this defect. a range of inventive and diverse minds were 
invited to an abandoned tile factory in new Mexico for three days. divided 
into sections and events – energy, structure, evolution, materials, man, 
magic, language, meals, play, projections, music – the alloy conference was 
attended by engineers, inventors, architects, among others jay baldwin, 
dean Fleming, lloyd Kahn, sim van der ryn, Paolo soleri, stewart brand. 
this was the cream of left field thinkers behind the Whole Earth Catalog 
and the alternative architectural movement. their intention was to replace 
the homogeneous thinking of the universities and industrial consultants by 
combining a range of approaches – practical, scientific, spiritual and tradi-
tional – to resolve the major environmental problems of the day. a feature 
of the discussion was a deep sense of soul searching: ‘We want to change 
ourselves to make things different.’ the Meeting had the weaknesses of its 
strengths: many diverse ideas without a dominant focus. the paper uses 
the alloy conference to test the efficacy and ambition of alternative thinking 
of the 1960s with respect to the environment, which cast a long shadow in 
the careers of thinkers, architects, engineers and designers who would play 
important roles in the 1970s. 

keywords

alloy, education, resources, energy, new alchemy, Farallones Institute
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In a letter to stewart brand, editor of the Whole Earth Catalog (Wec) the 
engineer-inventor steve baer recalled in december 1968:

I have now attended two engineering conferences. I was both im-
pressed and disappointed. they seem to be wonderful opportunities 
to get at problems and push right through them – you have people 
with such a variety of experience that questions are answered almost 
as soon as they are raised. the disappointment has been hearing 
speakers cut off a question by saying that, although it is an interesting 
question, it is a philosophical question.1

the alloy conference that steve baer organized, ‘a kind of underground 
design conference’ as he described it in the same letter was intended to 
remedy this defect. 
a range of inventive and diverse minds were invited to an abandoned tile 
factory in la luz, new Mexico, ‘between the trinity bomb-test site and the 
Mescalero apache reservation,’2 for 3 days ‘from March 20 to 23, 1969. 
as he wrote:

I would like to see a meeting where both concrete and abstract things 
are discussed. I don’t think that this can come from the universities or 
industry because every time they function they shift and you get some-
thing too homogeneous to be either interesting or strong.3 

behind the idea of getting a variety of heterogeneous thinkers together 
was the hope that some sort of alchemical fusion would create a new kind 
of knowledge, based both on experience and imagination. 
divided into sections and events – energy, structure, evolution, materi-
als, man, magic, language, meals, play, projections, music – the alloy 
conference was attended by engineers, inventors, architects, educators, 
events’ organizers: among others jay baldwin, dean Fleming, lloyd Kahn 
and stewart brand. the event was also illuminated by performances by 
members of the commune at libre, bill Pearlman’s theater group at santa 
Fe and the Whole earth‘s truck store. there were 150 people from all 
over the us. to shelter all these people, a small encampment sprang up 
consisting of a series of domes and other lightweight structures. 

Who were they (who are we?). Persons in their late twenties or early 
thirties mostly. havers of family, many of them. outlaws, dope friends, 
and fanatics naturally. doers, primarily, with a functional, grimy grasp 
on the world. World thinkers, drop outs from specialization. hope 

freaks […] they camped amid the tumbleweed in weather that baked, 
rained, greyed, snowed, and blew a fucking dust storm.4

their intention was to replace the thinking of industrial consultants and 
the architectural profession by combining a range of approaches – practi-
cal, scientific, spiritual and traditional – to resolve the major environmental 
problems of the day. stewart brand wrote to steve baer: ‘Institutions, as 
they are, are wasteful of creativity, to put it kindly… I’m unconvinced that 
creativity is an unmitigated boon.’5 the event was meant to create a shock; 
the metaphor stewart brand uses is that of rattling the cage. a feature of 
the discussion was a deep sense of soul searching: ‘We want to change 
ourselves to make things different’ says steve baer6.
to what extent were these aims realized? What, if anything, came out of the 
conference of lasting benefit? I have triangulated the evidence of the 8-page 
report of the conference, published in the Wec7 with the notes and the 
correspondence in the stewart brand and Whole Earth Catalog archives at 
stanford university.
the participants at the conference were among the leaders behind the Wec 
and the alternative movement. stewart brand, a stanford-educated biolo-

gist and an ex-army paratrooper, 
photographer, writer, events’ 
organizer joined the Ken Kesey 
group and Merry Pranksters in 
the mid-1960s.8 In 1966, at age 
28, he launched a nationwide 
campaign to convince nasa to 
release for the first time a photo 
of the entire planet taken from 
space. he made buttons reading 
‘Why haven’t we seen a photo-
graph of the whole earth yet?’ and 
sold them. the representation of 
the planet earth will be used often 
by brand as a cover and back cov-
er of the various editions of the 
Wec and the globe became part 
of the iconography of american 
environmentalism. In the Whole 
Earth Catalog that he launched 
in 1968, brand used a combina-
tion of journalistic approaches to 

stewart brand (ed.), Last Updated Whole 
Earth Catalog (Menlo Park, ca: Portola Insti-
tute, 1974) 112. Source: courtesy stewart 
brand. 
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reach a wide audience of urban 
and non-urban readers. as de-
scribed in Architectural Design, 
brand’s catalogue united ‘individ-
ual bits and pieces with a loose 
editorial matrix of laconic style 
and wry humor, a mixture of bio-
logical, metaphysical and commu-
nications jargon written with an 
earthy, mid-western twang.’9 
steve baer was an early pioneer in 
alternative energy, with a particu-
lar interest in solar energy design. 
With his wife holly and partner, 
barry hickman, he wanted to for-
mally bring together other innova-
tors and outlaws like himself. he 
was one of the first to publish a 
how-to-do-it guide for geodesic 
dome construction with his 1968 
Dome Cookbook. baer founded a 
design company, Zomeworks, in 
albuquerque, nM, to experiment, 

design, and deliver solar energy systems.10 over the coming years, Zome-
works and the Whole Earth Catalog were linked through a long-standing sym-
pathy of ideas, sustained by the funds with which stewart brand was able to 
support the company. 
a former student of buckminster Fuller, jay baldwin was a designer, who be-
gan working in the field of alternative technology. he adapted a library bus into 
a travelling workshop which was continuously improved and developed to the 
point where it could be used to help communities construct large projects. 
dean Fleming, who still lives and paints in a buckminster Fuller geode-
sic dome in an artist community he founded in libre, colorado, was also 
there.11 lloyd Kahn, a carpenter captivated by domes since having heard a 
conference given by buckminster Fuller in 1966 – helped build 17 domes 
at the Pacific high school to be used as classrooms or dormitories.12 he 
reviewed books and items for the shelter section in the Wec and later on (in 
1973) was very successful with his own publication Shelter13. 
steve durkee was one of the founders of the lama foundation in 1967, 
where steve baer helped to build two domes.14 dave evans, trained at 
stanford as a designer was also there. he was a significant innovator on 

stewart brand (ed.), Last Updated Whole 
Earth Catalog (Menlo Park, ca: Portola Insti-
tute, 1974) 113. Source: courtesy stewart 
brand.

computing technology, later working for apple. the photographer and film 
director robert Frank was invited to make a film of the event.15

the meeting had the weaknesses of its strengths: many diverse ideas and 
strong personalities coming together without a dominant focus. nonethe-
less steve durkee stressed the powerful interconnecting element:

try to understand that although we are different we are all trying to do 
something. People won’t stick with it. this is the tough point. this is 
the hinge. What are we really doing together? Is it connected? Where 
is it connected? how it is connected.16

as steve baer commented: ‘no one wants to be an audience… It can’t get 
out of control because it already is out of control.’17 
the event itself was characteristic of the alternative movement in architec-
ture since it was not only a talking shop: domes were built. the layout of the 
report published in LWEC – pages 111-7 – documented this double aspect, 
both talking and making. the text also, in small poetic unattributed state-
ments reflects spontaneous dialogue rather than expanded dissertation. 
based on archival sources at stanford university, we can now understand 
the process of composition of this layout and identify the speakers. stewart 
and lois brand took detailed notes on a small notepad. these notes were 
worked up into an eight-page report in the March supplement of Whole 
Earth Catalog in 1969 and were reprinted in the Last Updated Whole Earth 
Catalog in 1974.
In order to make his account as vivid as possible, brand heavily edits while 
still keeping the stenographic quality. Words and images create a collage 
in which the unattributed comments are welded together into a collective 
discourse. each page has a different theme. let’s take for instance five of 
the LWEC’s pages. Page 112 is about the event with a picture of the site, a 
detail of an adapted truck (with someone asleep) and some of the children 
around a table, involved in some kind of exercises. Pages 114 and 115 are 
more speculative with comments on geometry (‘you can’t patent geometry 
but you can patent linkages’), industrial production and solar energy. some 
examples will give the flavor of the exchanges:

steve baer: ‘you can stamp out houses like cardboard toys, really 
cheap […] a cardboard house for a family of four would cost $35 for 
the shell’; voice: ‘have you heard about Maybeck’s experiments with 
gunny sacks? you dip them in concrete and lay them up on the screen 
like shingles.’ steve baer: ‘What sort of research do we do to use the 
technology in order to improve our own minds?’18 
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on page 116, there is a strong undercurrent of concern about the ecology: 
‘you’re just saying that there is in reality no guarantee that life will continue. 
the right to live is a fiction. It’s a pretense at a political reality’. steve baer in 
a letter to dave evans in january 1968: ‘I will talk about energy in a different 
manner than is customary. Perhaps not very competently. the energy you 
use, some of it, is quite obviously directly under your control. For instance, 
the energy your body burns...’19 on page 117, there is a lot of discussion on 
‘evolution’ and ‘cybernetics’:

the main design element of evolution is variability. the times are weird 
and a lot of the old forms are hanging on stiff and tight. all of us are 
going out and trying different things. each community has its own 
notions of how to do its own civilization. the more communities the 
better. […] evolution and cybernetics are going to come together. this 
is the edge of knowledge right now, and it’s right at the heart of educa-
tion, and the schools don’t know it. 20 

stewart brand, practical as ever, was not prepared to allow the time spent 
in new Mexico to go to waste: ‘cataloging alloy. We’re coming. We’ll bring 
some truck store. We’ll be in the midst of preparing the march supplement, 
so we’ll bring our composer and Polaroid.’21 not only did he establish the 
office of the Whole Earth Catalog at the center of the event, he also made 
certain that it was his publication which presented the debate to his wide 
readership. the dome, built by steve baer, was used both for the meetings 
and as a Wec office. 
surprisingly, there was quite a lot of talk about money but solely as a means 
of transferring energy and ideas. It is important not to be naïve about the 
idealistic nature of the alternative movement. stewart brand inherited from 
his father the funds with which he launched the Whole Earth Catalog. the 
flow of money parallels the flow of ideas. Much of what went on in the al-
ternative movement can be considered as a closed loop of information: like-
minded people within collectives talking to themselves. but brand’s aim was 
in opening these conversations to a much wider audience. the 2.5 million 
copies of the WEC sold between 1960 and 1972 not only created an open-
loop of information beyond the alternative communities, but also the funds 
to develop countercultural projects, many of them ecological in nature. the 
Point Foundation was established by dick raymond and stewart brand to 
distribute the profit of the WEC and supported, among others : new al-
chemy, lama Foundation, Farallones Institute, and Zomeworks. In 1973, 
for example, steve durkee received us$1000 for research at lama Foun-
dation, Zomeworks received us$2000, as did the new alchemy Institute.22

the problem was how to generate and distribute resources without be-
ing reliant on industry, the universities, and government agencies. stewart 
brand noted:

how are you going to get money? the thing is that it’s fluid. It has 
to pass between bodies. It doesn’t have to be held onto. We’re in a 
transitional world… I’ve tried to prepare the best water for money to 
float on.23

It was clearly important to be able to describe the flow of money in ac-
ceptable countercultural terms. dave evans pursued: ‘We’re after profit. 
but we’re after the kind of profit we’re getting here. think about what the 
word profit means for five seconds. Is it just capitalism or does it mean an 
energy thing?’ actually this last sentence was cut by stewart brand in the 
Whole Earth Catalog, perhaps anxious at the Marxist overtones of the word 
‘capitalism’. or perhaps, he was more realistic than dave evans about the 
beneficial aspect of the free market.

what was the lastinG benefit of alloy?
First, the meeting of people, the shared activities, the intense discussion, 
the insolation from the rest of the world created a strong sense of identity 
among the people who participated. secondly, it was steward brand’s par-
ticular skill in the use of symbols that allowed radical ideas to reach a much 
wider audience. the cover of the March 1969 Wec Supplement showed 
a multi-ethnic group of young people playing volleyball. For the ball, brand 
substituted the trade mark image of the globe, a potent metaphor for com-
municating the idea that saving the planet depends on all of us.
brand promoted a number of popular events designed to attract large num-
bers of young people. For example, Pacific Sun in 1978 documented, the 
two days of celebration at the Whole earth jamboree, where a huge balloon 
representing the earth was a central attraction, passed from hand to hand. 
the event was attended by more than 8000 people. a journalist described 
the scene:

the central area, surrounded by booths, had a carnival atmosphere.…
the booths featured solar and wind energy, alternate sewage disposal, 
housebuilding tips, books and information and food and drink. even po-
litical groups like the american Indian Movement, greenpeace and the 
Waterfront Preservation association from the Waldo Point houseboat 
community were represented24.
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brand was able to develop energy by getting people to work or play together. 
he claimed that it was the army which taught him leadership: 
(the army) gave me the thing that’s almost impossible to get anywhere else, 
which is leadership training. It turns out leadership is a skill… I was taught 
that it’s no good giving an order if you don’t explain why the thing you want 
to have happen should happen…25 
as lois brand noted, at the alloy conference: 

Whenever you work energy rather than a system, it’s going to create 
change and make it better. evolution and cybernetics are right at the 
heart of education. the way the things go together is defined in the 
center of connectedness. In the biological sense, there’s a whole infor-
mation thing going on, a cultural evolution.26

thirdly, the publication in the March Supplement of the WEC and its reprint 
in the LWEC, played an important role in setting the agenda for discussing 
ecological issues within the countercultural movement and its sympathizers. 
the blending together of serious scientific discussions with poetic introspec-
tion, and open debate in a festival context with music, food, and games was 
adopted as a model. 
Fourthly, the success of the WEC enabled brand to invest in small research 
projects by the participants of the alloy conference. as one example, the 
new alchemy Institute (cape cod) had an advanced program of research 
founded in part by the Point Foundation. this organization was exemplary 
in various ways in its mixture of scientific knowledge and the conviction 
that a different lifestyle was necessary. In 1969, environmental scientist 
john todd, aquaculturist William Mclarney, and writer nancy jack todd, 
co-founded the new alchemy Institute (naI) to carry out research into the 
biology of self-sustaining food production systems. their aim was to demon-
strate how a small farm could be made almost self-sufficient without damag-
ing the environment. as with many other groups in the alternative culture 
of the 1960s and 1970s, the creation of the naI in 1969 was prompted 
by a reflection on the damage caused to the land, to the food chain and to 
people’s lives by the use of chemicals in agriculture, the consequences of 
industrialization and patterns of consumption leading to monocultures and 
the exhaustion of the soil. but the aims of the new alchemy Institute were 
not purely scientific. the todds believed that: ‘science works with natural 
models to heal and remedy what humans have wrought instead of working 
to dominate or exploit nature.’27 
unlike many other groups, the institute was successful in outliving the period 
of the counterculture and created a number of satellites, some of which are 

still practicing. this was in part due to the professional management of the 
project and in part to its success in inspiring others and converting them 
to the cause. another distinctive feature was the willingness to search for 
funding and to integrate, to a limited extent, with the market. 
thanks to the success of the WEC and events such as alloy, some members 
of the alternative movement were given official positions in california. during 
his term as governor (1975 to 1983), jerry brown appointed jay baldwin 
as head of the new office of appropriate technology, with stewart brand 
as a consultant. as chief architect of the state of california, sim van der 
ryn developed the energy efficient office building Program. this program 
was the first energy conservation architectural initiative to be undertaken 
by a government office. the link between baldwin and brand – founders and 
editors of the Whole Earth Catalog – and governor brown explains, in large 
part, how countercultural ideas penetrated the political realm. but brand 
was suspicious of the effect of state intervention. he was asked to give his 
opinion by note to the chair of an education committee in the house of rep-
resentative, john brademas, in 1970.28 

I am delighted by the spirit behind your environmental Quality educa-
tion act and depressed by every measure in it. I’m a former ecology 
student, and I can report that ecology as a science is pretty boring … 
ecology as a movement, as a religion, is tremendously exciting, and 
everyone can get a place of the fervor.
however, this voluntary mass education could be poisoned by federal 
“help”… In my experience, the whole apparatus of application, approv-
al, and funding commonly introduced dishonesty into an operation that 
can never be eradicated… 29 

only by the kind of voluntary, well organized but spontaneous gathering, such 
the alloy conference, could real benefit be achieved.30
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4.1.3 Zoo landscapes and the Construction of nature

chrIstIna KatharIna May
Ruhr-Universität Bochum, Germany

abstract

since the 1950s zoos have taken up the mission to make their audience 
aware of conservational issues. the ideological shift towards conservational 
goals as well as public concerns about living conditions of captive wild ani-
mals influenced the concepts of zoo design. Zoos had to integrate popular 
imaginations about naturalness and scientific research on ecological issues, 
an ambivalent mixture between science and aesthetics.
during the 1950s and the beginning 1960s planners have worked on a new 
master plan for the Zoological garden of basel in switzerland. the old buildings 
of the nineteenth-century’s city zoo were demolished and replaced with animal 
houses styled according to post-war modernism. veterinary and behavioural 
research as well as new materials like concrete, glass and tiles supported the 
conditions for conservational tasks like health and fertility. nevertheless, the 
zoo’s environment should appear as a surrogate of nature to enhance the 
public’s awareness of conservational concerns and ecological relations.
the artist Kurt brägger modelled illusionistic natural habitats with the help 
of a semiotic program, which transferred geomorphological structures of 
the regional landscape of basel into the zoo. a dramaturgy of sight-lines 
and lightning effects led the visitors through the park to immerse the recipi-
ents into a coherent landscape experience. the new landscape design and 
the souterrain buildings of the 1960s relied on contemporary theoretical 
studies about walking experiences and phenomenological space. conser-
vational claims and ecological rhetorics were closely related to behavioural 
research on the relational space of territory and social behaviour. all these 
ideas influenced the design of nature for both kind of users, for visitors and 
animals. the represention of zoological research contrasted the immersive 
effects of the popular themed exhibition space. hence, the built environ-
ment of the zoo condensed and combined contradictory ideas of progress, 
conservation and reassurance.

keywords

Zoological garden, architecture, environmentalism, landscape, 
sustainability

hyGienic exhibition spaces

‘bathroom style’ is the general description for zoo architecture of the 1950s. 
today’s zoos invest high amounts of money to get rid of these tiled animal 
houses, which contrast the promised illusion of entering nature.1 back in 
the 1950s, these buildings corresponded to veterinary standards for arti-
ficial environments. but design concepts of zoos also depended on person-
nel constellations, local conditions and social processes. thus, designs of 
zoological gardens in Western europe differed in interpreting nature and in 
methods of transferring natural habitats into architectural space. the Zoo-
logical garden of basel is an ideal example to describe the transition of the 
spatial environmental concepts and the understanding of nature in terms 
of science and aesthetics. the personnel constellations, the cooperation 
between biologists, architects and an artist, resulted in the unique design 
for the Zoological garden of basel. 
the renovation project for basel Zoo started on favourable terms in 1949: 
the city of basel and private donations financed the planned building proj-
ects because the zoo was well accepted as a part of the identity of basel. 
Furthermore, economic growth in Western europe led to profound changes 
in the swiss economy and social life. the swiss practised sustainable ag-
riculture combined with a long tradition of sustainable forestry until the 
beginning of the 1950’s when mass production changed consumption traits 
and accelerated industrial impacts on the regional environment.2 like many 
other city zoos that were founded in the nineteenth century, basel Zoo was 
located close to the city’s ring road. residential areas of the expanding city 
surrounded the site and restricted scope for site expansion. the number of 
zoo visitors rose especially after the second World War, which is why the 
architects and the zoo director had to plan improvements for visitor circula-
tion. rising visitor attendance made the zoo provide for aesthetic standards 
accommodating to places of recreation of the 1950s. the main goal of the 
re-design was obviously expressed in the first general plan of 1949 by the 
architect Willi Kehlstadt: providing hygienic conditions to meet the biologi-
cal needs for breeding animals as well as the aesthetic needs for visitors’ 
relaxation. the new general plan promoted an easily obtainable overview for 
visitors whom could circulate along clear patterns and never be confronted 
with litter or especially zoo animal faeces. hygienic animal-abode conditions 
seemed to guarantee breeding success and reduced risks involved in keep-
ing lesser-known species such as okapis. expensive exotic animals created 
a demand for expensive buildings to provide adequate housing conditions 
representative of the scientific value of the animal exhibited. Zoos were ex-
pected to serve as scientific and cultural institutions. Fisher comprehended 
the most important functions of modernist zoo architecture:
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Many innovations in zoo architecture stem from an increasingly hu-
mane approach to the management of captive animals. only in the 
twentieth century did zoos really face that […] the care of animals 
involves financial, hygienic, nutritional and psychological obligations 
similar to those involved in the care of children.3

the ‘humane approach’ implied respect for the physical and psychological 
needs of the animals. Zoologist adolf Portmann stressed that the new design 
of basel Zoo was based on new animal psychology and health care insights.4 
conceiving spaces based on the animal’s perception caused the design of new 
spatial systems which corresponded to behaviour and movement patterns 
of the animals. Portmann suggested banning visual analogies of picturesque 
landscape scenes based on ‘romantic’ anthropomorphism, and artificial rock-
work from the zoo because this décor betrayed the visitors and subverted the 
serious ambitions of the institution5. Instead, moats and glass were used to 
replace grills to provide barrier-free views for the visitors.
Implementing the plan, several architects from basel built modernist ani-
mal houses and aviaries, which worked as role-models for other european 
animal houses.6 but in terms of conservation and environment, landscape 
architecture became more important. the animal houses for rhinos, pygmy 
hippopotamuses and carnivores designed by rasser and vadi were modern 
viewing structures with indirect lighting from sky-lights and floor-to-ceiling 
windows. the windows offered views into garden spaces and outdoor enclo-
sures. this spatial arrangement clearly defined interior spaces and linked 
them with the landscape garden. the buildings paralleled exhibition pavilions 
and the windows, matched local residential buildings designed by rasser 
and vadi. natural components like soil, wood and plants were considered 
as dangerous however, because they supported the spread of bacteria and 
parasites. In addition, wooden planks absorbed faeces, so that the smell 
in the houses was extremely unpleasant for the visitors. Instead, abstract 
concrete forms substituted the spatial components of the original habitat of 
the species. the imported Indian rhinos initiated a breeding approach for 
threatened species. the rhino house and the carnivore house reflect the 
ideological turn of zoological gardens towards being institutions of conserva-
tion management. 
the umbrella organisation of zoological parks the International union of Zoo 
directors joined the International union of Preservation of nature in 1949 
(IuPn).7 the IuPn changed its name into International union of conserva-
tion in 1956, marking the conceptual transition from passive preservation 
to active conservation management.8 Zoos started taking on an active role 
in conservation by enhancing breeding activities. In addition, breeding was 

necessary because zoological institutions strove to become independent 
from animal imports because animal supplies were at risk, which was due 
to decolonisation of african states.9 Zoo architecture provided an environ-
ment that was prepared to control animal behaviour and physiology and was 
therefore, essential for optimising the production of offspring. 
to sum up, the conception of animal-houses not only adopted human hous-
ing forms and exhibition architecture but also followed ideas of economic 
growth and mass production of the 1950s.

landscapes in between

although basel Zoos’ modernist buildings met the needs of breeding ani-
mals and presented them to the public, it was still expected to serve as a 
place for an encounter with nature. thus, the architect arthur dürig, who 
had advised the building projects since 1951, abandoned the general plan 
of 1949.10 dürig believed building these massive architectural structures 
would have destroyed the park as a refuge for the citizens of basel. alter-
natively, conserving and reactivating the landscape garden were cheap and 
an effective means to present the zoo as a coherent ensemble. landscape 
architectural measures changed the appearance of the zoo and set it apart 
from many other zoo designs of the 1950s and 1960s. 
dürig commissioned the artist Kurt brägger in 1952 to model the outdoor 
enclosure of the elephant house. brägger’s design was publicly appraised 
and he therefore continued working for the zoo and interrupted the mod-
ernist designs by integrating naturalistic scenes. In 1961, brägger served 
as the zoo’s head designer and laid out a new general plan. the sculp-
tor disregarded conventions of gardening and combined plants selected for 
their visual characteristics. these combinations followed a kind of semiotic 
program connoting physiognomic landscape characteristics of humidity or 
dryness. trees, shrubs and slopes obstructed what were previously unspec-
tacular views of the enclosures screening the exhibits from the visitors who 
would then solely focus on sounds and smells. Moats separated the visi-
tor space from elevated enclosures which created the impression that the 
animals were on a stage. apart from infrequent pruning, traces of artificial 
plant care were diminished. the garden was designed to grow self-suffi-
ciently and appear as a natural landscape. brägger imitated conglomerate 
rocks made of concrete and modelled landscape scenes according to the 
morphology of regional river shores.11

however, lilian Pfaff links brägger’s work to the ethological studies of the 
zoo director heini hediger, who promoted that zoos should become more 
natural.12 hediger coined the zoos` mission as ‘emergency exits to nature’, 
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and defined the zoo as a place for social hygiene or for recreation in na-
ture.13 comparing hediger’s sober interpretation of nature with brägger’s 
aesthetic interpretation, I argue, reveals how contemporary swiss design 
principles developed differently during the 1950s. the concepts of social 
biology and also of landscape architecture that hediger promoted in Zurich, 
differed much from those of basel Zoo. the landscape of Zurich Zoo was 
conceived as second nature with symbolic references to the original habitats 
of the exhibits’ inhabitants in african or asian regions. hediger based ‘trans-
position of nature’ on a rather abstract, topological concept of territory, not 
on visual imitation. nevertheless, hediger’s research on behaviour achieved 
breakthrough innovations for husbandry. the veterinarian ernst lang, hedi-
ger’s successor as director of basel Zoo, propagated hygienic and nutrition-
al optimisation, that us american zoo managers also mainly practised and 
propagated.14 Whereas the systematic layout of the new stables built in the 
1950s followed these rationalised practises of husbandry, basel Zoo con-
sisted of spaces that appeared to be natural with illusionary atmospheres. 
For the animals, small improvements were implemented by structuring the 
enclosures more complexly. building naturalistic landscape sceneries aimed 
at taking the visitors to another, timeless place, which differed from the new 
circulation patterns of the city. the landscape garden transferred the visi-
tors into a micro-world substituting the deficit of synaesthetic experiences 
of urban spaces. the garden was not meant as a simulation of nature, but, 
from the perspective of its designer, it enhanced the visitor’s capacity to 
perceive natural surroundings.15 the visitors were supposed to accept the 
place as a coherent landscape which belonged to the animals, instead of 
feeling like they were visiting a zoo with captive animals.16 
this visual model was similar to other models of preservation in the 1950s. 
Preservationist concentrated on aesthetic values of nature, rather than on 
its sustainable management. Preservationist had a static concept of nature: 
preserving existing landscape in national parks often ignored the essential 
transitional character of natural landscapes. the concept of preservation of 
wild nature was not important for the design of an artificial landscape gar-
den. the planners knew they would be constructing places of nature on an 
otherwise urban site. In addition, they preserved parts of the built environ-
ment of the zoo as cultural heritage.17

brägger only used local plants and geomorphology already familiar to the 
visitors. buildings from previous building periods were preserved and re-
minded visitors of the zoos long tradition. thus, the landscape architecture 
was definitely a soothing architecture, displaying familiar images of local 
landscape formations. Preserving old buildings and garden views sustained 
the zoo’s function as a comforting place of memories and identification. 

brägger’s aim was that the recipients should not just stroll around the park 
and houses, they were encouraged to get actively involved by focussing 
on the influence of the landscape and especially on the appearances and 
sounds of the animals. the garden was an artwork, which the visitors could 
accept by ‘suspension of disbelieve’.18

brägger deduced from theories of landscape gardeners like Pückler-Muskau 
or hirschfeld instructions for the design of naturalistic spaces. the design 
concept was therefore rather traditional but also complex. the zoo, as a 
scientific institution and a recreation area for leisure, followed a combination 
of experimental and modern strategies. In contrast to the layout of modern-
ist structures, observations and manipulations of movement did not rely on 
conditioning from subliminal effects. the manipulations aimed at reactivat-
ing visitors` memories of forms and moods of landscapes. condensed in a 
park, the artistic simulation of landscape sceneries fostered a conscious, 
synaesthetic perception. 
the sociologist lucius burckhardt published articles about bräggers zoo 
buildings in the architectural magazine Werk and underlined its status as an 
artwork.19 later, burckhardt mentioned brägger`s garden design as a role 
model for future landscape architecture. the unique design of the garden 
corresponded to burckhardt`s studies on synaesthetic landscape perception. 
according to burckhardt the recipient designed landscapes in his mind during 
the process of walking.20

by including theories of landscape gardens, brägger’s design went beyond 
the scopes of passive, contemplative visual perception. as in ‘experience Field 
for the development of the senses’ that Kükelhaus presented at the german 
Pavilion of the expo in Montréal in 1967, garden design was a pedagogic ap-
proach.21 hence, the didactic message of the zoo landscape aimed not mere-
ly on learning about animals but moreover learning about human senses. 
this conservative approach of landscape design was a reaction towards 
the growing swiss economy, clearly visible in the cities of basel and Zurich. 
basel Zoo`s picturesque landscape design contrasted to scientific prepara-
tions of animal houses and the plans preparing the park for mass-consump-
tion. the audience and donors preferred environmental aesthetics in form 
of visual congruency, as a transfer of landscape physiognomy and specific 
moods, with which at least the educated public was acquainted.

landscaped buildinGs

brägger continued his design activities by producing layouts for the new ape 
house and the vivarium, which contained several aquariums, terrariums 
and a cooled exhibiting space for penguins. both designs were integral to 
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the new master plan that brägger drew-up in 1961. entering the build-
ings, the visitors were to experience the same spatial quality as during their 
promenade through the landscape garden, including the circulation patterns 
and sight-lines. the ape house followed the terraced slope of the northern 
border of the zoo, whereas the vivarium, situated close to the main en-
trance, appeared like it was sunken in a pond. the small building sites made 
it necessary that the projected buildings had to follow the morphology of the 
terrain. large parts of the building structures were laid out as souterrain 
spaces while the upper levels were camouflaged with slopes and vegetation. 
the project of the ape house started in 1963 and the house opened in 
1969 (Figure 2). the architect Frank sidler, who had worked for Frank lloyd 
Wright’s office at taliesin West, improved brägger’s layouts because bräg-
ger’s artistry didn’t offer technical solutions.  Whereas the modern buildings 
on rectangular ground quickly guaranteed orientation, in the ape house, 
the spatial structures followed polygonal patterns (Figure 1). Walls and cor-
ridors opened viewing axis and screened them also. the visitors changed 

Figure 1. “ape house, Floor plan, Zoological garden of basel,” draft by Kurt brägger.  
Source: archiv nachlass K. W. brägger, riehen

from one viewpoint to the next, usually an ape or monkey exhibit. the pro-
cess of movement changed view angles and offered sights of other exhibits. 
although the arena-like shape of the ape house provided views for a large 
amount of visitors, the viewpoints were individualised by leading the visitors 
step by step along the walls. this manipulation of movement differed from 
the way the modernist animal houses of the 1950s regulated the movement 
of the public. Instead of pacing past exhibit galleries, the visitors to the ape 
house would focus on one of the spaces brägger called chambers (Figure 
2). Polygonal forms, interpreted by visitors as organic structures, lined the 
movement along natural pathways and imitated a promenade through a 
natural landscape. brägger sculpted climbing structures for the apes with 
iron bars and hand-modelled concrete, with surfaces and structural forms 
resembling tree trunks. the architectural structures and the furbishing en-
riched movement possibilities for both the apes and the visitors.22

More complex than the ape house was the construction of the vivarium. ar-
chitect Martin burckhardt realised the plans brägger drew in 1961. similar 
to the ape house a polygonal one-way path led visitors through the vivarium 

Figure 2. “ape house, gorilla enclosure,Zoological garden of basel,” photograph by anony-
mous. Source: archiv nachlass K.W. brägger, riehen
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rising slightly from the dim souterrain to surface-level of the outdoor pond, 
and guide them to the exit on the first floor that released them into daylight. 
brägger furnished the aquariums as organic appearing spaces, modelling 
rocks out of epoxy.23 as a sculptor, however, brägger was not particularly in-
terested in living conditions of fish and therefore, gave them no hiding places 
to escape the eyes of the spectators. contemporary architecture implying 
organic structures as an abstract imitation of natural forms, were adapted to 
brägger’s promenade patterns. 

conclusion

In conclusion, the analysis of the landscapes of the Zoological garden of ba-
sel illustrates that the zoo was a site of scientific and artistic approaches of 
construction of environments. the example of basel Zoo shows the conflict 
between two different versions of designing and simulating natural space: on 
the one hand, the model of environmental aesthetics, which is based on visual 
compositions and which aims at the subjective perception of the visitor. on 
the other hand, scientific principles interpret the environment in context of 
methods of mass production and contemporary building types. at the begin-
ning of the 1960s, with the construction of the high-buildings designed by an 
artist, both models, scientific and artistic, are combined at basel Zoo. the 
use of polygonal forms replaced the use of cubic structures, therefore, archi-
tects could combine the abstract topological version of space with brägger’s 
illusionist, atmospheric places. the artistic approach led to a zoological park 
which was recognised in the 1970s as the only zoo with a concise simula-
tion of environment. us-american zoo designers of the 1970s integrated 
bio-systematic data to design parks according to environmentalist models.24 
nevertheless, their aesthetics followed the same lines of eighteenth century 
landscape aesthetics. In the 1950s, the micro-cosmos of basel Zoo reflected 
social developments between mass production and co-occuring needs for 
memorable places. the leading ideas on zoo design changed from modern 
animal houses as installations, to landscape design which immersed the 
viewer and promoted polysensual spatial experiences of unique places. In 
the design of basel Zoo, aesthetics of environmental preservation and con-
servational management were combined. this ambiguous combination well 
illustrates characteristics of environmental, holistic design theories of the 
1960s, which, on the one hand, oscillate between environmental aesthetics, 
and, on the other hand, sustainable land use by technical innovation.25 the 
complex tasks of zoo planners, such as providing latest methods of husbandry 
and regarding the visitors` demands for relaxation, forced the stakeholders 
to combine theoretically conflicting ideas and led to experimental innovations.
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4.1.4 Experiments on thermal Comfort and Modern 
architecture: the Contributions of andré Missenard  
and le Corbusier

IgnacIo reQuena ruIZ
École Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture Nantes, France
danIel sIret
École Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture Nantes, France

abstract

the early scientific researches into the thermo-regulative response of the 
human body during the 1920s and the 1930s normalized thermal condi-
tions in working and educational environments to improve user’s perfor-
mance. the european and american contexts of housing promotion and 
industrial development during post-war extended this approach to different 
environments.
geographers, physiologists and engineers encouraged manufactured in-
door atmospheres that could overcome human shortcomings resulting 
from environmental and biological conditions. climate, indoor atmospheres 
and human body were interlinked to develop the ideal environment for mod-
ern society. Paradoxically, these original notions and researches have been 
used to promote both bioclimatic and weatherized architectures along the 
second half of the twentieth century.
the French engineer, researcher and industrialist andré Missenard was a 
prominent contributor to the study on the thermo-physiology of comfort as 
well as its experimental application to engineering and architecture. as a 
collaborator of the architect le corbusier, his influence not only attempt-
ed technical fields, but to the whole notion of the ideal environment for 
modern society. consequently, le corbusier’s works during the post-war 
became a collective laboratory on hygro-thermal control, where passive 
and active systems were constructs of what Missenard called ‘artificial 
climates’.
based on an original research at the Foundation le corbusier archives 
and the French national library, this communication presents the design 
method of the grille climatique and the buildings for the Millowners as-
sociation (ahmadabad, India) and the house of brazil (Paris, France) as 
study cases. as a result, the paper discusses the influence of physiology 
and environmental technology in the early approaches to thermal environ-
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ments in architecture, what afterwards supported both bioclimatic and 
mechanical viewpoints.

keywords

architectural atmospheres, comfort, temperature, Modernism, 
le Corbusier, Missenard

the emerGence of thermal comfort

the development of microbiology in the 1870s generalizes hygienistic pre-
cepts which link living environments and human body. the scientists’ preoc-
cupation with microbes is the origin of a new range of environmental pre-
scriptions for urban and building design. sunlighting and pure atmospheres 
become determining factors in the creation of the Homme Nouveau and 
lead an avant-garde architecture that, based on hippocratic hygiene laws, 
develops a whole way of life to heal illness and to preserve society’s health. 
More than a landmark, microbe discovery and hygienism are examples of 
the interest in the concept of milieu in science and culture at that time.1

generally speaking, two scientific approaches are derived from this notion 
during the first half of the twentieth century: the study of the human body’s 
thermo-regulative response to the environment and the rationalization of 
human atmospheres to create perfect environmental conditions. both of 
them interlink climate, indoor atmospheres and human body involving a wide 
range of professionals, such as physiologists, physicists, industrialists, ge-
ographers and architects.
the opinion of architectural practitioners converges regarding the hygienic, 
health-promoting and regenerative powers of certain types of architectural 
structures and environmental systems. therefore, this promise of a perfect 
future, designed for the Homme Nouveau, makes some of the goals of mod-
ern architects permeable with those from racial science and eugenics. as 
historians like turda2 or cassata3 note, this set of practices and scientific 
beliefs coincide around the common point of the biological improvement of 
the body. 

andré missenard and the artificial climates

In this context, the French engineer and industrialist andré Missenard 
(1901-89) develops his particular approach built upon climatic determin-
ism theories, which link climatic conditions and human behaviour in both 
a biological and moral sense. In contrast to other engineers, he is critical 
towards the gradual rising of indoor temperature and the thermal homoge-
neity created by the conditioning systems, which he considers based on a 
false approach to thermal comfort. thus, for Missenard, the aim should be 
‘to place human beings in the most suitable conditions for their health and 
their activities. In short, to soothe them in the original and unadulterated 
sense of comfort’.4

Following this idea he proposes to join together ‘all these concerns, and the 
realisation of the desirable atmospheric and calorific conditions for the human 
body, constituting a technique’5 that is different to the mere heating, ventila-



4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

654 655

tion or air-conditioning of indoor spaces. he names it the Science des climats 
artificiels,6 based on the idea of building artificial climates that create optimal 
conditions for human life according to a purely physiological angle. besides, 
these atmospheres should stimulate a biological reaction that invigorates the 
human body and mind making them more resistant and efficient.
Missenard’s purposes are not focused on sick people anymore but on the 
whole of society. consequently, he suggests that ‘for the great majority of hu-
man beings acclimatised to their habitat, the most rational solution, although 
seemingly paradoxical, would be to change their natural climate the least pos-
sible’.7 accepting the cultural deformation of thermal comfort to achieve the 
best working and intellectual performance, his proposal is based on colder 
environments that evolve in their temperature according to the outside varia-
tions. the human body, he says, must be continuously exposed to controlled 
thermal contrasts as a sort of ‘thermo-regulation training’ procedure, but 
these variations cannot be higher than 8° c8. thus, the role of transitional 
spaces becomes crucial for the thermal experience of architecture.
books like L’homme et le climat or A la recherche de l’homme give evidence 
that his aims are much broader than providing thermal comfort, display-
ing hygienic rules or installing heating systems. Missenard advocates the 
environmental education of the human body to overcome its shortcomings 
resulting from biological conditions (i.e. life expectancy, fertility rate or work 
performance).9 consequently, his approach to architecture leads to an un-
derstanding of the built environment like an entire therapeutic ambiance.
the book L’homme et le climat (1937), reflects, for the first time, on a 
panorama of his ideas. due to the influence of Missenard on the collective 
of architects, it is of no surprise that le corbusier (1887-1965) owns a 
copy of the book where he writes down copious comments10 that link Mis-
senard’s theories with his concerns about built environments. In particular, 
his notes appear to look for scientific support for his global project of the 
modern city, the Ville Radieuse. hence, his annotations focus on sunlight, 
ventilation, health or physical activity, which are also compiled in a parallel 
index of the book. 11

vice versa, personal letters show the relevance that Missenard gives to his 
meetings with le corbusier and alexis carrel at the Fondation Française 
pour l’Etude des Problèmes Humaines as well as to le corbusier’s theories 
and works. he seems to admire the master ‘I have met few architects as 
concerned about these issues [thermal matters on architecture] as le cor-
busier’,12 even if they do not always agree ‘it is worrying that the large bays 
of le corbusier, ‘incorporating landscape in housing’, give the dangerous 
illusion of an open air life’.13

an environmental method: climatic Grid and millowners 
association buildinG

after coming back from chandigarh in november 1951, le corbusier 
writes to Missenard asking for his advice due to the challenge that this 
big commission entails in a different climate.14 the letter expresses his 
intention of developing a method to generate works that can operate in 
any particular set of climatic conditions. besides, the architect reveals the 
wider aim of exploring new ways to deploy other procedures for regulating 
the architectural environments. In le corbusier’s words, ‘the regulations 
concerning this new capital imply decision-making in terms of hygiene laws 
(of any nature other than our conformist regulations that had resulted from 
all the agreements)’.15

In a really intensive process of several letters and meetings they establish, 
with the aid of Iannis xenakis (1922-2001), the Programme d’études des 
Conditions Climatiques Optima et des Moyens Architecturaux de correc-
tion.16 xenakis specifies four variables for the ‘climatic ambiance’ (tempera-
ture, relative humidity, wind velocity and temperature of walls) in order to 
determine ‘the optimal and theoretical variations of the environment, to 
conserve or to increase the “rendement VITAL”, by considering variations 
over days and seasons’.17

the different names of the grid during the process also give evidence of the 
influence of Missenard on the atelier’s thought. on 20 december 1951, xe-
nakis draws a grid called Grille d’hygiène climatique,18 but the term hygiene 
is removed afterwards.19 at the same time, samper’s drawing of the sec-
retariat testing the grid criteria is called Esquisse générale de la grille pour 
le conditionnement climatique du Secrétariat.20 the final chart is drawn up 
in a document dated 31 january 1952,21 where it is finally named Grille 
climatique. It is defined as
a material way of visualization allowing to enumerate, coordinate and anal-
yse climate data from a defined location (latitude) in order to guide architec-
tural research towards solutions related to human biology. It is necessary 
to regulate and to effectively correct the excesses of excessive climates and 

Figure 1. climatic grid based on chandigarh’s climate (Flc5623). Source: © Fondation le 
corbusier-adagP
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to create, through architectural devices, the conditions capable of ensuring 
well-being and comfort.22

In the chart, three titles are placed along the horizontal axis, which are 
changed afterwards when the chart is applied to the project of the 110 
mq houses. the first, Conditions d’ambiance (later Données climatiques) 
is composed of the original four factors: air temperature, relative humidity, 
direction and velocity of winds and sunlight and thermal radiation of con-
structions.
the second column is entitled Corrections en vue du confort et du bien-être 
(later Corrections à apporter), which replaces that of conditions optime and 
the search for the meilleur rendement vital of the first version. the informa-
tion is supposed to be fulfilled by a ‘physico-biologiste’23, which seems to be 
the real program that triggers the architect’s intervention.
the third column bears the title Architectural solutions (later Procédés ar-
chitecturaux) and signals, by the presence of a stamp with the letter d 
(for drawing) and a numeric code, the existence of a solution duly studied. 
the sixteen explanatory diagrams refer to different environmental solutions 
which are personally signed by le corbusier.24

after this prolific period, the Grille Climatique disappears from the works of 
the atelier. even if le corbusier supports it: ‘In chandigarh, this Grille Clima-
tique has not been taken into account and I regret it bitterly [...] although 
this grid has been lost, I am ready, if I am asked, to draft a new one’.25

nevertheless, all the studies and strategies are prominent in the back-
ground of the architects when they are designing either the Indian projects 
or the previous projects. this is the case of the Millowners association build-
ing (ahmedabad, 1956), in project phase from 1951 to 1953, whose ma-
terialization is directly influenced by the grid strategies. this is evidenced by 
comparing the early proposal of doshi in March 1952, which only responds 
to programmatic issues with an almost purist shape, and the plans of the 
second proposal on october 1952.26

the first environmental control device, as usual in le corbusier’s works after 
the 1940s, is a façade materialised by a reinforced concrete brise-soleil.27 
both the east and West orientations have their walls closely conditioned by 
the solar path angles.28 the east-side’s blades are 1.10 m deep and they 
are open to the sunlight, the breeze and the panorama of the river. on the 
contrary, the West-facing blades are 2.00 m deep and they are given a 
diagonal orientation of 45°, which prevents the exposure to direct sunlight 
and noise. In le corbusier’s words ‘the building is open to the winds. the 
east and West facades have their brise-soleil calculated according to the 
latitude of ahmedabad’.29

the building is open to the passage of air, leaving the private areas en-

closed with specific walls adapted to their particular conditions. When the 
enclosures are east or West-facing, they regulate the exposure to sunlight 
through windows with curtains as well as air circulation with the aérateurs 
placed every 1.42 m.
the location in opposed walls and the narrow proportion of aérateurs ensure 
cross-ventilation for air renewal and heat dissipation of the spaces, a point 
that le corbusier and Missenard consider essential in achieving the ideal 
atmospheres. Paradoxically, the high clear-height (3.66 m) of the spaces, 
typical of both Indian and Mediterranean vernacular architecture to mitigate 
the heat effect, is argued by the architect as only requiring the installation of 
ceiling-fans, which replace the expensive air-conditioning system.30

other strategies of the grid are applied. Firstly, vegetation is incorporated in 
jardinières integrated in the brise-soleil in order to reduce sunlight gaining 
the slabs on the one hand, as well as to collaborate in the evaporative cool-
ing on the other. last of all, thermal stability is accomplished by using both 
garden and pond roofs, as well as by north and south blind brick walls of 
high thermal inertia.

artificial climates in action: the maison du Brésil
the entire set of environmental methods and techniques that Missenard 
deploys during the 1950s is supported by his studies of the physiological 
reactions of the human body to thermal environments. In particular, during 
the 1930s, he pays special attention to: the effect of wall temperature on 
thermal comfort, which leads to the resultant temperature graph (1930) 
and thermometer (1934); the evaporation heat loss of the human body and 
the consequences of dust, ionisation and magnetic fields on air quality. as 
a result of his research, he suggests 18-19° c dry-bulb temperature and 
50% relative humidity for healthy people in relaxed conditions, which means 
a resultant temperature of 16-17° c, as well as a low air velocity in order 
not to mix dust bacteria with the breathable air.31 
as the head of ets Missenard-Quint he uses the know-how in central heating 
systems of the company to promote thermally active surfaces as a modern 
way to develop artificial climates. these procedures combine perfectly with 
the qualities that he promotes for the ideal environments, but also with the 
spatial ones of modern architecture.
For developing their installations, ets Missenard-Quint makes use of Mis-
senard’s patent for a radiant floor heating system that integrates heating 
pipes in the concrete slab. however, they also have the right to work with 
the patent of the english company richard crittall & co.,32 which is at the 
same time licensed to use Missenard’s patent out of France. It is also a 
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hydronic system of radiant panel-heating installed inside the surface layer of 
ceilings and walls. both patents are proposed for the projects of the com-
pany but paying attention to the difference between them: ‘the extension 
of the term “radiant heating system” [...] was applied to the ceiling heating 
systems, whose calorific emission consisted mainly in radiation, as it was 
preserved when the heating surfaces became a vertical wall, even the floor 
whose transmission by convection is pretty much equal to the one by radia-
tion’.33 nevertheless, Missenard’s patent appears to be less expensive and 
is the only one that they installed for le corbusier’s works.
In the case of the Maison du Brésil (Paris, 1953-9), the collaboration follows 
the previous working experiments for the Maisons Jaoul (neuilly-sur-seine, 
1951-5) and the Unité d’habitation (rezé, 1949-56), where the issue of 
thermal comfort is dealt by applying Missenard’s patent. however, what 
seems to be a mere continuation of previous works34 for them becomes a 
clue to understanding their partnership.
For this project, Missenard’s team proposes a scheme based on two heat-
ing techniques. Firstly, for most of the spaces of the building they preview 
a heated slab system to produce the base temperature for all the building 
except for the theatre, where an air-heating system is proposed. air-convec-
tors complement this system in spaces that have particular requirements, 
mainly partitioned rooms on the ground floor as well as the first and last 
floors.35

the project description and the plans of ets Missenard-Quint seem to reflect 
a more complex approach to the heating system, becoming a basic materi-
alization of Missenard’s theory of thermo-regulation training.36 at first, the 
rooms and common spaces of the private floors are only heated up to 18° 
c, but the corridors are not heated, which leads to a lower temperature 
for the transition spaces.37 then, the ground floor temperature is designed 
to have a mean temperature of 15° c for the hall and the small entry box, 
which constitutes the threshold inside-outside, is not heated. last of all, the 
theatre is heated up to 18° c but with an air heating system that allows 
intermittent use.38

all this richness in thermal atmospheres does not seem to be evidenced in 
previous le corbusier’s projects. Moreover, with proposals like the air-exact 
in the late 1920s, he rather promotes homogenous environments for all 
kind of buildings. the new viewpoint is explained by Missenard’s physiological 
approach in his more theoretical books. 
It is also interesting to note the relevance that flooring materials take at this 
point. they are not only important from an aesthetic viewpoint but more in a 
sensory approach to the space. only environmental techniques like the radi-
ant heating system allow for the building of complex spaces like the ground 

floor hall, with its curved walls and glazing that changes the conventional 
interior-exterior definition.39 as a result, the exquisite composition of the 
flooring in parallel strips of black slate sheets contributes to the thermal 
atmosphere of the place and at the same time gives visual relevance to the 
thermal source.
For the ventilation and heat dissipation in summertime, the architects con-
ceive two strategies based on their Indian experience. the ground floor is 
equipped with eight aérateurs, whose positions in the pan-de-verre façades 
are apparently chosen to favour cross-ventilation, especially all along the 
main hall. nonetheless, the rooms have one aérateur in the façade, which 
is the air circulation vent, and a second aérateur that connects with a verti-
cal air-duct up to the roof chimney rigged with a fan.40 this scheme, which 
was previously developed at the secretariat of chandigarh, is imposed by 
the disagreement of the Cité Universitaire with the cross-ventilation running 
through common spaces, corridors and kitchens because of the fire risk.
as in other housing works of that period, the loggia brise-soleil is almost 
an axiom to regulate the temperature and day-lighting of the indoor atmo-

Figure 2. Maison du Brésil in wintertime. Source: Ignacio requena ruiz, 2010.
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sphere in summer and winter, as well as an in-between space that expands 
the possibilities of the space.

conclusions

the current paper presents, how Missenard’s approach to living atmo-
spheres and environmental determinism can be traced in le corbusier’s 
late works. the two study cases presented are examples of the influence 
in modern architecture of the early development of the notion of thermal 
comfort and the integration of environmental techniques in the architectural 
design.
In my opinion, these study cases show modern architecture as a the carrier 
that disseminates a common scientific and political positioning on the ther-
mal qualities of the living environments for the Homme Nouveau. this paper 
throws light on how the collaborative work of Missenard and le corbusier 
can be representative of this process. 
as the research reveals, neither for le corbusier nor for Missenard appear 
to be differences in applying passive or weatherising strategies to develop 
indoor atmospheres. For them, both procedures aim to create artificial cli-
mates and can be adapted to the climatic and economic conditions of each 
location.
Finally, the archival evidences reveal that the main environmental idea ly-
ing behind their work is to re-place inhabitants in their natural conditions, 
which they support as the best to developing their biological capacities. even 
having similarities to the current environmental approach in the use of pas-
sive strategies and thermal comfort, le corbusier and Missenard’s work 
focuses on the biological improvement of the human body rather than in the 
thermodynamic efficiency of buildings or systems.
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4.1.5 the united nations headquarters and the global 
Environment

alexandra QuantrIll
Columbia University, USA

abstract

the realization of the united nations headquarters between 1946 and 
1952 marked the onset of a complex relationship between environmental 
management and global development in the postwar period. designed by an 
international committee of architects, the headquarters were a vexed mon-
ument to world peace. at the same time the work of the fledgling institution 
reflected its incipient stance on environmental and economic concerns of 
a global order. the 1949 united nations conference on the conservation 
and utilization of resources promoted international cooperation in allocat-
ing scientific research to resource disparity as a means of keeping the 
peace. scientists, engineers, and technical experts offered strategies for 
prosperous member states to address resource deficiencies within develop-
ing tropical and arctic regions, which were presented as the last frontiers 
of cultivation. lewis Mumford remained highly circumspect regarding the 
un headquarters’ representation of a new global order, questioning its un-
conscious symbolism of the ‘managerial revolution’ and monopoly capital-
ism. Indeed, Mumford pitted the degradations of mechanization against his 
theory of organic synthesis, in which science and the machine support life 
processes rather than diminishing them. by contrast, in his presentation 
of the un headquarters le corbusier presented the organic in terms of 
an exact biology facilitated by new technology. Purportedly to address the 
diverse climactic origins of the un delegates, the envelope of the un sec-
retariat was designed to function as a manipulable environmental control 
system accommodating the global population housed within, thereby foster-
ing harmonious relations. Internationally published and widely imitated, the 
details of this thin, flat, smooth surface of modernism embodied enmeshed 
aesthetic and technical ambitions. drawing from contemporary discourses 
on technology and the organic, this paper will scrutinize the ways in which 
the un invoked science to address environmental management at a global 
and a highly proximate level.
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4.2 architecture and conflict,  
c. 300 – c. 1600

SESSION CHAIR: 
lex bosMan
Universiteit van Amsterdam, Netherlands

In conflict and war architecture is often damaged or destroyed, but many 
situations of conflict have, on the other hand, also led to the creation of 
new buildings. In the Middle ages and the renaissance, when high-ranking 
individuals or large groups of people had to be convinced of power, author-
ity or friendship for instance, various strategies could be employed. visibil-
ity was (and still is) of course an enormous advantage of buildings, leading 
those who held power to turn to architecture in instances where no other 
means were available to convince people of their authority. this pattern 
continued throughout the Middle ages and the renaissance. Power might 
of course be expressed, but not all rival parties would necessarily accept 
such expressions of superiority, and techniques of persuasion were called 
for. architectural concepts and forms could be incorporated in the build-
ing project to avoid alienating those to be won over, and to facilitate their 
allegiance in situations of changed personal and institutional relations. In 
many cases the inclusion of particular groups and individuals was closely 
connected to policies of exploiting, rather than erasing, their identities.
this session will explore the various architectural means employed by par-
ticipants in situations of conflict or rivalry during the Middle ages and the 
renaissance. cases may be at local or regional level, but may include 
architecture that was aimed at a larger audience, as in a national or 
international theatre of operations. We invite papers considering ques-
tions of the following kinds: the aims of patrons with their architecture; 
how the element of time could be used to their advantage or would turn 
against them; if the architectural choices made in such situations would 
support either new or more traditional architectural features; whether or 
not patrons favored specific architects for various projects to ensure that 

the intended message would be expressed in the right way. both individual 
buildings and groups of buildings can be discussed in papers. In some 
cases buildings may be the starting point in a paper, whereas other papers 
may investigate the position and ambitions of patrons.
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4.2.1 the Palace hall of Chrysotriklinos as an Example 
of Emulation and Contestation in the Early Byzantine 
Period

nIgel WestbrooK
University of Western Australia, Australia

abstract

the sixth-century byzantine imperial hall known as the chrysotriklinos, or 
golden triclinium, from its construction formed the heart of the byzantine 
great Palace in constantinople, and served a central role in the complex 
court ceremonial for investitures, festivals and, crucially, embassies during a 
period when the eastern roman empire faced an existential threat first from 
sasanian Persia, and later from the Islamic caliphate. From the references 
to the chrysotriklinos in byzantine texts, notably the tenth-century book of 
ceremonies, it seems clear that the building consisted of a domed, octagonal 
central space, surrounded on each of its faces by vaulted side-halls. this con-
figuration has usually been associated with central plan roman palace halls 
and early byzantine martyrium churches such as the sixth-century octagonal 
church of sergius and bacchus in constantinople. however I will contend that 
its form may, plausibly, lie in the contestational emulation of sasanian domed 
palace halls which were known to roman emissaries, in a similar process to 
what canepa has described as the agonistic exchange of symbolic motifs be-
tween rome and the sasanian court. emulations of ceremonial, artistic mo-
tifs and, I will argue, centrally-planned palace reception halls, contributed to 
the assertion of the monarch’s legitimacy of rule. this ascription of symbolic 
significance to palatine building forms – octagonal and triconchal halls – would 
later influence the architecture of the Papal and carolingian palaces. In this 
paper, I will attempt an architectural reconstruction of the chrysotriklinos and 
will discuss the symbolism of the forms and spaces, in relation to the rituals 
recorded as having taken place within and around the hall, in order to reveal 
how space appears to have been ‘performed’ in this complex in the sixth to 
tenth centuries, through which the position of the emperor as world ruler 
was asserted.

keywords

Byzantine, Sasanian, architecture, Chrysotriklinos, emulation

introduction

at the heart of the great Palace of the byzantine emperors in constan-
tinople,1 from at the latest the end of the sixth century, was located the 
palace hall known as the chrysotriklinos,2 the reconstructed central-plan 
form of this hall, as far as it is possible to determine, raises the question of 
the extent of continuity of ‘roman’ architectural typologies and motifs in the 
early byzantine period – can we understand it as a late example of a roman 
triclinium, or as something rather different, an overlapping of secular and 
sacred space, as found in King roger’s later cappella Palatina in Palermo?3 
here it will be argued that, beyond the customary distinction between ro-
man and post-roman, ‘classical’ and ‘christian’ architecture, the building 
might also be considered in the context of a long period of political, military 
and cultural contestation and emulation between rome and sasanian Persia 
from the period of the tetrarchy through to the seventh century. In Persia, 
rome found a second state which it had to acknowledge as its equal,4 pos-
sessing comparable military and economic resources, and quickly adaptive 
to roman advantages.5 Periods of intense warfare were followed by long 
periods of uneasy truce observed along the common fortified frontier, which 
was maintained through trade and diplomacy,6 and occasionally cooperation 
when faced with a common threat.7 Persia adopted hellenistic iconography 
and roman customs, while the byzantines adopted sasanian artistic formu-
lae, notably in their metalwork and textiles.8 but could the same exchange 
have existed in the field of architecture? could the abrupt innovation noted 
by brenk in late antique roman palaces be explained in part by this con-
testation?9

the chrysotriklinos was built, according to Middle byzantine sources, by the 
emperor justin II (r. 565-78) in the late sixth century,10 and was ‘splendidly 
decorated’ by his successor tiberius (r. 578-82).11 the sixth-century byzan-
tine writer corippus describes it as radiant with reflected light.12 at some 
point, it was decorated with religious icons – these certainly existed after 
the rejection of Iconoclasm by the emperor Michael III (r. 842-67). accord-
ing to theophanes continuatus, a manuscript covering the period 813-961 
ce,13 the chrysotriklinos was restored by constantine vII (r. 913-59), who 
installed silver doors and a silver table, and decorated the hall with mosaic 
images of a rose-garden enclosed by a silver border.14 It also appears in 
the tenth century Book of Ceremonies of the emperor constantine vII, a 
compilation of processions and receptions in the palace from the fifth to 
the tenth century, as the central, literally dazzling hub in a court life that 
had developed an elaborate protocol, especially for the reception of foreign 
ambassadors.15
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lavin and cameron have characterized the chrysotriklinos as modeled on 
ecclesiastical architecture, however it will be argued that this is functionally 
implausible, and that instead its form derived from the need to house care-
fully staged receptions and banquets within a mutually understood symbolic 
language.16 In this role it would have contributed to the cultural exchange 
and diplomatic relations between rome and Persia. the question of a con-
testational emulation of architectural forms and motifs in early byzantium is 
a relatively new field for inquiry,17 however, there is considerable scholarship 
on artistic exchanges between east and West, notably by andré grabar, et-
tinghausen, cutler, Walker and canepa.18 such a conscious integration of 
prototypes may, ettinghausen argued, be described as ‘syncretic’. Walker 
introduces the notion of emulative adoption of artistic motifs, through which 
a rival claim to hegemony might be asserted, with or without a bracketing 
off of incomparable elements,19 while canepa has identified reciprocal ‘ago-
nistic’, that is to say contestational, emulation between rome and sasanian 
Persia extending back as far as the period of the roman tetrarchy.20 

however, the above studies do not discuss architectural emulation at the 
time of construction of the chrysotriklinos in the sixth century, a period of 
intense rivalry which witnessed the most frequent embassies between the 
two empires.21 during this century, byzantine architecture took on a distinc-
tive form, as is evidenced most notably by hagia sophia, the character of 
which has been described by Mango as ‘non-classical.22 the attempt to 
explain this shift in sensibility in terms of a ‘decline’, or of an accommodation 
to the new christian dispensation is, I would argue, inadequate. 

the form of the chrysotriklinos, from references in the Book of Ceremonies, 
was of central plan, with an octagonal central space, and an emphasized 
eastern apse in which the throne was placed, facing the entrance.23 While it 
has been proposed that the form derived from ecclesiastical prototypes, like 
the octagonal church of sts sergius and bacchus, built in the mid-520’s as 
a palace chapel by justinian I according to a recent study by brian croke,24 
the form was employed in the late antique period for at least four functions: 
tomb, martyrium-type church, baptistery, and triclinium.25 Known examples 
of the latter are the so-called ‘temple of Minerva Medica’, a fourth-century 
pleasure pavilion within the licinian palace,26 the so-called summer and win-
ter triclinia in the villa dei Quintili,27 both located on the outskirts of rome 
in imperial estates, and the great octagonal hall in the Palace of galerius 
in thessalonica. such roman triclinia, like their sasanian equivalents, com-
bined the functions of official reception and dining.28

 

What meanings and associations was the form and decoration of the 
chrysotriklinos intended to convey? Krautheimer notes the very imprecise 
nature of mediaeval architectural motifs, transmitted not through rigorous 
typology but through symbolic image. 29 thus, for example, an octagonal 
building form has no intrinsic meaning, but rather one acquired through 
traditional ascription, or through its association with specific iconography, 
such as the astrological scheme in nero’s domus aurea. as canepa and 
Krautheimer have demonstrated, objects and building forms could also ac-
quire specific meanings that migrated across cultural boundaries.30 In the 
context of the intense contestation between rome and Persia in the sixth 
century, it is significant that the royal palaces of both empires contained 
domed reception halls. canepa has recently compared the iconography of 
the chrysotriklinos with a seventh-century description of a sasanian palace 
hall which he takes to be the domed hall in the temple-palace complex at 
ādur gušnasp (takht-e solayman) in Iran, which combined the cult functions 
of a fire-temple with halls for lavish imperial banquets.31 he cites a contem-
porary account of the byzantine emperor heraclius’ entry, in 624 during his 
invasion of the Persian heartland, into what was perceived by the writer as 
a palace hall:

When [heraclius] entered… he found the foul image (eidolon) of Kos-
row, and his image in the spherical roof of the palace as if he was 
enthroned in heaven. and around him were the sun and moon and 
stars, which the pagans worship as gods, and sceptor [sic] – bearing 
angels stood around him. there the enemy of god had contrived with 
machines to sprinkle down rain like a thunder-shower and noise to 
clamor forth like thunder.32

even if the description of the throne probably referred to the great takht-e 
taqdis – most likely located at dastagerd, now in Iraq – rather than to the 
palace at ādur gušnasp,33 the resemblance to the recorded iconography in 
the chrysotriklinos is striking. In both cases, the representation of a god is 
located above the imperial throne, thus juxtaposing god and ruler in the eye 
of the viewer. While canepa suggests that the depiction in the throne hall 
of Kosrow was of the god ohrmazd, the chrysotriklinos possessed from its 
post-Iconoclasm phase and possibly before, an icon of christ in the main 
apse above the imperial throne, signifying the emperor as god’s vicegerent 
on earth.34 the juxtaposition of the figure of the emperor and the icon of 
christ accords with Walker’s description of the ‘christomimesis’ that char-
acterized byzantine palace ritual in general – the christian emperor as the 
representative of christ on earth.35 like the byzantine emperors within the 
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chrysotriklinos, the Persian monarch Kosrow II would have sat on a golden 
throne below, or in immediate relation to, the image of his god, and beneath 
a celestial dome, an iconography that lehmann notes is common to both 
imperial roman and later Western and eastern representational regimes.36

similarly, in both halls a domed ceiling with clear astrological connotations is 
suspended above the reception hall. lehmann associates the above account 
with the throne of Kosrow II, noting that arabic and Western accounts of it 
corroborate its details, corroborating that the throne sat beneath a dome 
with astrological iconography.37 similar to the one that existed in nero’s 
circular dining room in his domus aurea according to the description of 
suetonius, the dome above the throne of Kosrow appears to have revolved, 
creating a sound like thunder, and emitting drops of ‘rain’ that may have 
been perfumed water,38 and which anticipates the automaton throne in 
the byzantine hall of Magnaura (see below).39 a similar arrangement may 
have been located at ādur gušnasp. While huff has argued that the central 
domed space was a fire temple, it may have possessed a second func-
tion.40 certainly the earlier sasanian palaces possessed a domical crown 
hall aligned with the central axis of approach. elaborate feasts are known to 
have been held at ādur gušnasp - this may have been the principal function 
of the central and lateral iwans, facing the spring-fed lake. 

In short, despite the absence of definitive evidence, there are striking paral-
lels in accounts of the form and spatial performance within Western and 
eastern imperial palaces. Kedrenos’ mention of thunder and rain machines 
associated with the throne of Kosrow recalls liudprand’s tenth-century ac-
count of the deus ex machina that raised the byzantine emperor constan-
tine vII above his court within the hall of Magnaura, to the accompaniment 
of mechanical birdsong and roaring lions, a device that had precedents in 
abbasid damascus and, as Kedrenos’ account suggests, may have origi-
nated in Iran.41 such emulations can be interpreted as symbolic assertions 
of the ruler’s legitimacy. While grabar and ettinghausen have demonstrated 
a contestational  emulation of sasanian and abbasid motifs in byzantine art 
from at least the period of theophilus (r. 829-42), textually attested in his 
palace at bryas, but probably also evidenced by his triconchal reception hall, 
the chrysotriklinos may be interpreted as possessing a similar cosmic sym-
bolism to the sasanian palace halls discussed above, and thus the period of 
cultural emulation may be extended to a much earlier period.

the general relationship of the spaces of the chrysotriklinos has been well-
adduced by Featherstone on the basis of references in the Book of Ceremo-

nies, and may be summarized here.42 the building possessed eight vaults or 
apses (καμάραι),43 surrounding a central octagonal chamber around which 
a great cornice ran and above which the tambour was pierced by sixteen 
lantern windows, presumably between the springing piers supporting the do-
mical roof, as in hagia sophia. thus, it would appear that an octagonal base 
supported a dome with sixteen segments, and sixteen windows, so that the 
intervening piers would have had to act as buttresses for the dome with 
additional corner buttresses and massive arches. this means that, plentiful 
light would have entered the interior reflecting off the gold mosaic dome, 
as evoked by corippus’ description.44 Further light probably entered through 
windows in the eight radiating vaults, while the scalloping of the dome that 
strengthened and lightened the roof would have further scattered the light. 
connecting to the chrysotriklinos were the offices of the chamberlains, the 
private quarters of the imperial family, a treasury and chapel.45

rituals and receptions

the spatial layout of ceremonies that took place in the chrysotriklinos strictly 
followed court rank, as receptions at the sasanian court appear to have 
done, despite the scanty records.46 In both cases, the ruler was flanked by 
his court, arranged in order of ascendency. central to court life was the 
holding of banquets, such as those for the new year (Nowrouz) in Persia, 
and easter in constantinople. these gave further opportunity for the expres-
sion of rank, and for the impressing of ambassadors. In the chrysotriklinos, 
dining couches would have originally been set up within the radiating vaults 
in roman style, permitting the central space to be used by servants and for 
entertainments 47 which, we know from the tenth century account of liud-
prand of cremona, would accompany receptions.48 on special occasions, 
feasts in the chrysotriklinos would take the form of a theatre of display in 
which the furniture and fittings would perform a significant role.49 aside 
from the gilt Pentapyrgion, an elaborate piece of furniture, polished silver 
plates were affixed to the cornice above the arches of the vaulted cham-
bers, thus adding to the glimmer of light. 

the chrysotriklinos could accommodate large receptions – there are up 
to 120 guests mentioned or implied in a banquet for the retinue of the 
princess olga of rus in 957, described in the Book of Ceremonies,50 which 
might imply that each vaulted space would need to accommodate at least 
12 guests – an impossibility within apses like those in the sergius and bac-
chus church – while the central space may have also been ringed by diners, 
the emperor’s table occupying the centre.51 by comparison, at the sasanian 
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temple-palace at ādur gušnasp, the location of the sacred fire of the King of 
kings and warriors, feasts would take place, within the central Iwan in front 
of the axially positioned central domed hall, and two flanking Iwans facing a 
sacred lake.52 the imperial throne would be positioned in the central Iwan, 
surrounded by other subsidiary thrones in strict order of precedence.53 the 
ritual of dining is only dimly related in the tenth-century Shahnama in which 
it is associated with the activities of hunting and poetic recollection of feats 
of arms.54 In the sixth century, dining formed an important function for the 
reception of ambassadors, who would be served off plates decorated with 
scenes of the victorious emperor or King of Kings,55 while being entertained 
by eulogies, singing and popular entertainments.56

on more ceremonial occasions such as the formal audience of the emperor 
with ambassadors, the chrysotriklinos could be reconfigured. curtains were 
drawn across all the lateral vaulted chambers, except probably those at right 
angles to the entrance axis and the end apse where the imperial throne was 
placed. thus, the western curtain was raised for the entrance, supported on 
two silver stands. during the interview, the ambassadors would have been 
permitted to advance through the centre of the hall to meet and converse 
with the emperor, while their retainers were held at the west end of the hall, 
separated by the three gold platters which appear to have formed a kind 
of screen. on such occasions, the members of the byzantine court would 
form a consistory: the high officials of the kouboukleion forming a semi-circle 
around the emperor, then other high officials of the court, senators, patri-
cians and strategoi, flanking them in their ceremonial robes.57 the members 
of the court would thus form a representation of the hierarchy of the empire 
itself, much as the sasanian example alluded to above must have done. thus, 
the central room would be turned into an octagonal hall with eastern apse, 
and the spatial movement would, as in the sasanian palaces, become axial, 
from the entrance court to the vault of tripeton, then through silver-clad 
doors  to where the room is screened off by a curtain which, when raised, 
led the supplicant towards the imperial throne and eastern apse, effectively 
advancing from darkness to light.58 thus, this elaborate axial sequence, de-
signed to humble the supplicant and elevate the position of the monarch, 
is comparable to those in sasanian reception halls, and the arabic palaces 
derived from them,59 and parallels the common language of imperial costume 
and aristocratic ornament, figured silk curtains, costumes,60 throne, ‘celes-
tial’ ceiling and visual association of the ruler with deity.61 as canepa notes:

the practice of appropriating the other culture’s ornamental mate-
rial, like the appropriation of its ritual and ideological material, helped 

define the sovereigns’ relational identities and situate each in a larger 
kosmos of power.62

at the period of greatest contestation, there is also what canepa calls a 
flowering of ‘sasanizing’ ornament in building decoration, notably at hagios 
Polyeuktos, and hagia sophia,63 In this context, the central question is why 
in the sixth century a new crown hall is built as a domed central plan hall, 
when the previous known byzantine reception halls – the augusteus and 
consistorion – were basilican in plan?64 as noted in the introduction, previ-
ous central plan halls were usually either triclinia, martyria, or tombs. It 
is only in sasanian palace architecture that the central reception hall is a 
domed central-plan structure. Was there a turn in the sixth century to sa-
sanizing forms as an intentional citation?65 

despite the inevitable lack of conclusive evidence, descriptions of the ritu-
als and receptions held in the chrysotriklinos suggest a highly introverted 
building, one possessed of a character quite unlike roman garden-oriented 
nymphaea and triclinia – instead the chrysotriklinos more closely resembled 
the internalized reception halls of sasanian Persia, but also possessed the 
centripetal spatial organization of central plan temples and churches, re-
flecting its syncretic symbolic association with both the old emperor cult, 
and through christomimesis, with ecclesiastical spaces. In both the sasani-
an imperial banquets at nowrouz and the receptions recorded in the Book of 
Ceremonies in the chrysotriklinos, the guests’ experience was synesthetic, 
combining the aspects of ritualized movement, seeing (the ruler, each other, 
entertainments, the lavish furnishings and the added spectacle of the build-
ing itself), hearing (acclamatory recitations, singing and organ), and even 
smell (incense censered through the spaces, and the ‘perfumed oils and 
sweet-smelling essences and unguents’ with which the guests were anoint-
ed).66 It is argued then, that there is a marked parallelism in the spaces and 
performances of royal ritual in the two courts. In the late sixth century, a 
time when the two empires were locked in a struggle for supremacy, each 
court’s ‘spatial performance’ would have been readily understandable to the 
other’s emissaries, in the display of what canepa has termed ‘a global, 
cosmopolitan visual culture of royalty’.67 Positioned both between the tradi-
tions of Western and eastern architecture, and the classical and mediae-
val worlds, the chrysotriklinos, like most of its sasanian counterparts, has 
disappeared, but nevertheless constitutes, through the textual sources, a 
highly significant, and historically contextual demonstration of the operation 
of citation in early Mediaeval architecture. 
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a crucial piece of evidence for her thesis, 
however there is no evidence that the hall 
followed the layout of ecclesiastical architec-
ture, notably the church of sts. sergius and 
bacchus, as she claims.
4 johannes straub, “die sassaniden als 
Aemuli Imperii im urteil des ammianus 
Marcellinus,” in v. vavrinek (ed.), From Late 
Antiquity to Early Byzantium: Proceedings of 
the Byzantinological Symposium in the 16th 
International Eirine Conference (Prague, 
1985) 37-40: 38.
5 on military contestation between rome 
and Persia, see j. d. howard-johnston, 
East Rome, Sasanian Persia and the end 
of antiquity: historiographical and historical 
studies (aldershot, hants; burlington, vt./
ashgate variorum, 2006); a. cameron, 
The Byzantine and Early Islamic Near East: 
States, Resources and Armies (Princeton: 

darwin Press, 1995) 227-97.
6 during periods of peace, the major cen-
tres for trade between rome and Persia 
were nisibis and callinicum in Mesopotamia 
and artaxata in armenia. see P. o. harper, 
In Search of a cultural identity: monuments 
and artifacts of the Sasanian Near East, 
3rd to 7th Century A.D. (new york: biblio-
theca Persica, 2006), 59.
7 this occurred when both empires were 
threatened by hunnic incursions. see r. 
scott, “diplomacy in the sixth century: the 
evidence of john Malalas,” in j. shepherd 
and s. Franklin (eds.), Byzantine Diplomacy: 
Papers from the Twenty-Fourth Spring Sym-
posium of Byzantine Studies, Cambridge, 
March 1990 (aldershot hants./burling-
ton vt.: ashgate variorum, 1992, 1995, 
2003),159-165: 163.
8 see a. cutler, “silver across the euphra-
tes: forms of exchange between sasanian 
Persia and the late roman empire,” Mit-
teilungen zur Spätantiken Archäologie und 
Byzantinischen Kunstgeschichte (Munich: 
reichert verlag, 2005) 9-37, reprinted in 
Id., Image Making in Byzantium, Sasanian 
Persia and the Early Muslim World (alder-
shot, hants/burlington, vt.: ashgate vari-
orum, 2009).
9 on innovation in tetrarchic palaces, see 
b. brenk, “Innovation im residenzbau der 
spätantike,” in Id. (ed.), Innovation in der 
Spätantike (Wiesbaden: reichert, 1996), 
67-114.
10 the period of construction of the 
chrysotriklinos is unclear. averil cameron 
accepts the attribution in the Chronograph-
ia of symeon the logothete to justin II. see 
av. cameron, “the Artistic Patronage of 
Justin II,” in Id., Continuity and Change in 
Sixth-century Byzantium (london: variorum 
reprints, 1981), xII. Indeed, the earliest 
attribution of the chrysotriklinos to justin 
II is given by the eleventh century Chrono-
graphia of symeon. the attribution to jus-
tin II has more recently been questioned 
by bolognesi recchi-Franceschini. see e. 
bolognesi, “Il gran Palazzo,” Bizantinistica 
2, 2000, 197-242: 240-1. Kostanec sug-
gests that the structure may have been 
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ruler 945-59). lavin makes the assump-
tion, without evidence, that the iconography 
of Michael reflects that of justin II or tiberi-
us II (assuming justin II is actually the build-
er of the chrysotriklinos). here cameron of-
fers some supportive evidence that icons of 
the virgin, and sometimes associated with 
the imperial rulers, were created in the fifth 
and sixth century. but this is insufficient evi-
dence that such images were placed within 
the hall. similarly, we do not know whether a 
Pantocrator image was installed above the 
throne in the sixth century.
17 garsoïan notes the arguments by ‘a 
number of scholars’ for ‘striking similarities 
and… reciprocal influence’ in the court cul-
ture of byzantium and Iran, without specify-
ing who is referred to n. garsoïan, “byz-
antium and the sasanians,” in e. yarshater 
(ed.), The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 1 
(cambridge: cambridge university Press, 
1983), 568-92.
18 andré grabar has discussed the influ-
ence of oriental art upon that of the Mace-
donian dynasty (867-1056), arguing that 
byzantium constituted a site for the merging 
of the cultural traditions of rome, the hel-
lenistic world and sasanian Iran under the 
new christian state religion. nonetheless 
the extent of eastern influence interpreted 
is, in grabar’s account, limited to decorative 
motifs. similarly, cutler, Walker and canepa 
argue for an exchange of artistic motifs 
between east and West. ettinghausen pre-
viously analyzed the reverse process, by 
which ‘roman’ motifs were adopted by the 
early Islamic world, again while concentrat-
ing, for the most part, upon smaller arti-
fact. In his analysis, the architecture and 
ornament of the umayyad palace of Khir-
bat al-Mafjar were byzantine-derived, while 
the sculptural motifs were based on Per-
sian prototypes. see a. grabar, L’Empereur 
dans l’art byzantin, Publications de la Facul-
té des lettres de l’université de strasbourg 
fasc. 75 (Paris: les belles lettres, 1936); 
Id., “le succès des arts orientaux à la cour 
byzantine sous les Macédoniens,” Münch-
ner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 3, Folge, 
bd. 2 (heidelberg: Winter, 1951), 32-60 

and illustrations; r. ettinghausen, From 
Byzantium to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic 
World. Three modes of Artistic Influence 
(leiden: e. j. brill, 1972), 1-2, 17-65; a. 
cutler, Image making in Byzantium, Sasa-
nian Persia and the early Muslim world: Im-
ages and Cultures (Farnham, england/bur-
lington, vt.: ashgate/variorum, 2008); M. 
P. canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth. Art 
and Ritual of Kingship between Rome and 
Sasanian Iran. The Transformation of the 
Classical Heritage 45 (berkeley: university 
of california Press, 2009); a. Walker, The 
Emperor and the World: Exotic Elements 
and the Imaging of Middle Byzantine Imperi-
al Power, Ninth to Thirteenth Centuries C.E. 
(cambridge: cambridge university Press, 
2012), 114-76.
19 see n. Westbrook, “spoliation and Imi-
tation: continuity and radical disjunction 
in byzantine Palatine architecture,” in j. 
burke (ed.), Byzantine Narrative: Papers in 
Honour of Roger Scott, (Melbourne: aabs, 
2006), 444-61.
20 canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth 
(2009), 21-2. an example cited by canepa 
is the strikingly similar iconography on the 
relief carvings of the so-called arch of gale-
rius in thessalonica, and the depiction of 
the victory of sapur I over valerian and Phil-
ip the arab at naqš-e rostam, Iran. In each 
case the victor is positioned receiving the 
subjection of the defeated enemy. on these 
depictions, ibidem, 62-4, 83-99. other ex-
changes include the building by Khosrow I 
of a hippodrome, and the creation by theo-
dosius II of a polo-field. on the latter see r. 
janin, Constantinople byzantine: Développe-
ment urbain et repertoire topographique 
(Paris: Institut Français d’Études byzan-
tines, 1964), 118-19. on the hippodrome 
at ctesiphon, see Procopius, History of the 
Wars, Books I and II, transl. h. dewing 
(london: heinemann, 1971), 2.11.31-33.
21 canepa discusses the comparable 
iconography on the arch of galerius and 
naqs̨-e rostam and other sasanian rock re-
liefs, while Walker discusses the diplomatic 
and cultural aspects of the seljuk-influenced 
Mouchroutas hall in the great Palace, but 

built under justinian I or earlier, noting that 
the late tenth century suda attributes the 
hall to justin I (and thus to the early sixth 
century. a. adler (ed.), Suidae Lexicon II 
(leipzig 1931; repr. 1967), 646. see j. 
Kostanec, “chrysotriklinos,” Encyclopaedia 
of the Hellenic World (2008):http://con-
stantinople.ehw.gr/Forms/flemmabodyex-
tended.aspx?lemmaId=12440 (accessed 
11 january 2014).
11 the mid-tenth century chronicle of syme-
on the logothete was incorporated into the 
eleventh century chronicle of leo grammat-
icus, and those of theodosius of Melitene 
and george the Monk. leo grammaticus, 
“Chronographia,” in c. Mango, The Art of 
the Byzantine Empire: 312-1453. Sources 
and Documents (toronto: university of to-
ronto Press, 1986), 128. the date of con-
struction of the chrysotriklinos has been 
the subject of some speculation, however. 
bolognesi has hypothesized that it may be 
identified with a heptaconch wall used to 
hold a meeting of bishops within the pre-
sixth century hormisdas palace. however 
the probable location of the chrysotriklinos, 
north of the bukoleon palace and the prob-
able site of the Pharos, is a considerable 
distance from the church of sergius and 
bacchus, known to have been part of that 
palace – over 300 m – making this sugges-
tion unlikely. see e. bolognesi recchi-Fran-
ceschini, “Il gran Palazzo,” Bizantinistica 2, 
(2000), 236 ff.
12 averil cameron (transl. and commen-
tary), Flavius Cresconius Corippus: In lau-
dem Iustini Augusti minoris. Eulogy on ac-
cession of Justin II 565 (london: athlone 
Press, 1976), 89: ‘there is a hall deep 
inside the higher part of the building, shin-
ing with its own light as though exposed to 
the open sky, brilliant with the bright shine 
of glassy metal. If one can say so, it does 
not need the yellow sun, or else it should be 
called the room of the sun, most beautiful 
place and the more remarkable for the as-
pect it has. one side looks out over the wide 
sea, the other backwards over the harbor… 
the royal pair loved this place; from it they 
used to watch the waves in the strait and 

the curving ships (no) carrying all the trade 
of two worlds. here it was that the chosen 
emperor had risen from the soft bedcovers 
and was sitting in a remote corner telling 
his beloved wife what had been revealed 
to him.’ In this passage, the reference to 
‘shining with its own light’, association with 
the bedchamber and location near to what 
is likely to be the boukoleon harbour surely 
indicate that the chrysotriklinos is referred 
to.
13 theophanes continuatus: manuscript 
vat. gr. 167. see I. Ševčenko (ed.), Chrono-
graphiae Quae Theophanis Continuati Nomi-
ne Fertur Liber Quo Vita Basilii Imperatoris 
Amplectitur (berlin: cFhb 42, 2011).
14 theophanes continuatus, 447 ff., eng-
lish translation in Mango, The Art of the 
Byzantine Empire, 208-9. this decorative 
treatment may reflect the orientalizing dec-
orative taste of the Macedonian dynasty, 
discussed by andré grabar. see a. grabar, 
“le succès des arts orientaux a la cour byz-
antine sous les Macédoniens,”Münchner 
jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 2 (1951), 
32-60.
15 the “book of ceremonies,” or “de cer-
emoniis aulae byzantinae” is a dossier of 
collected palatine ceremonial written dur-
ing and immediately after the reign of the 
emperor constantine vII Porphyrogennitus 
and commissioned by that emperor. In this 
paper I have used the english translation by 
a. Moffatt and M. tall, The Book of Ceremo-
nies (canberra: aabs, 2012).
16 see averil cameron, “Élites and Icons in 
late sixth-century byzantium,” in M. Mul-
lett and r. scott (eds.), Byzantium and the 
Classical Tradition, University of Birming-
ham Thirteenth Spring Symposium of Byz-
antine Studies 1979 (centre for byzantine 
studies, university of birmingham, 1981), 
205-34; I. lavin “the house of the lord: 
aspects of the rôle of Palace triclinia in 
the architecture of late antiquity and the 
early Middle ages,” The Art Bulletin 44/1 
(March 1962), 1-27, at 22-3: attribution of 
chrysotriklinos to justin II. We know only of 
the iconography depicted under Michael III 
(842-67) and constantine vII (913-59, sole 
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otherwise the studies focus on the ex-
change of artistic motifs in textiles and the 
minor arts. For references see footnote 
17.
22 c. Mango, Byzantine Architecture (new 
york: abrams, 1976), 114-18.
23 Moffat, Book of Ceremonies (2012). 
see in particular Book I, chapters 1, 9, 13-
14, 19-21, 24, 30, 32, 48, 64; Book II, 
chapters 1, 8, 11, 15, 18, 23-25, 52.
24 on the supposed connection between 
the chrysotriklinos form and ecclesiasti-
cal form, see lavin, “house of the lord” 
(1962); av. cameron, “Élites and Icons” 
(1981). on the dating and identity of the 
church of sts. sergius and bacchus, see 
b. croke, “justinian, theodora, and the 
church of saints sergius and bacchus,” 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers. 60 (2006), 25-
63. For previous arguments against it be-
ing interpreted as a palatine chapel, see 
j. bardill, “the church of sts. sergius and 
bacchus in constantinople and the Mono-
physite refugees” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 
54 (2000), 1-11; c. Mango, “the church 
of sts. sergius,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 
68 (1975), 385-92.
25 on the architectural configurations of 
late antique triclinia and reception halls, 
see in particular I. lavin, “the house of the 
lord, aspects of the role of Palace triclinia 
in the architecture of late antiquity and the 
early Middle ages,” The Art Bulletin 44, n. 
1 (1962), 1-27; I. baldini lippolis, La do-
mus tardoantica: forme e rappresentazioni 
dello spazio domestico nelle città del Medi-
terraneo (Imola, bologna university Press 
2001); Id., L’architettura residentiale nelle 
cittá tardoantiche (rome: carocci, 2005); 
l. Mulvin, Late Roman Villas in the Danube-
Balkan Region, bar International series 
1064 (oxford: archaeopress, 2002).
26 on the so-called ‘temple of Minerva 
Medica’, see F. guidobaldi, “Il tempio di ‘Mi-
nerva Medica’ e le strutture adiacenti: set-
tore private del sessorium costantiniano,” 
Rivista di Archeologia Cristiana 74 (1998), 
485-518; I. campbell, “the “Minerva Med-
ica” and the schola Medicorum: Pirro ligo-
rio and roman toponymy,” Papers of the 

British School at Rome 79 (2011), 299-
328.
27 the villa dei Quintili was confiscated 
from its former owners the Quintili by the 
emperor commodus in the second century 
ce. on the villa dei Quintili, see a. ricci, La 
villa dei Quintilii. Fonti scritte e fonti figurate 
(rome: lithos, 1998); M. bellomo, and 
s. d’agostin, “excavation, restoration and 
conservation of archaeological sites - villa 
dei Quintili on the appia antica in rome,” 
Transactions on the Built Environment 39 
(1999), 451-60; r. Frontoni and r. Paris, 
Via Appia: the Villa of the Quintili (Milan: 
electa, 2000); r. Paris, la villa dei Quintili 
(Milan: electa, 2000); M. de Franceschini, 
Ville dell’Agro Romano (rome: “l’erma” di 
bretschneider, 2005), 222-36. the re-
ports of the circular triclinium were not 
published at the time of writing this paper.
28 on the institution of late antique ban-
quets, see K.M.d. dunbabin, The Roman 
Banquet. Images of Conviviality (cambridge: 
cambridge university Press, 2003). on sa-
sanian banquets and their connection with 
music and poetry, see a. tafażżol ı̄, “bārbad 
minstrel-poet of the court of the sasanian 
king Kosrow II Parvēz (r. 591-628 a.d.),” 
Encyclopaedia Iranica vol. 3, Fasc. 7, 757-
8, available online at: http://www.iranicaon-
line.org/articles/barbad-minstrel (accessed 
4 February 2014).
29 r. Krautheimer, “Introduction to an ‘Ico-
nography of Mediaeval architecture,’” in Id., 
Studies in Early Christian, Medieval, and Re-
naissance Art, (london: university of lon-
don Press, new york: new york university 
Press, 1971), 115-50. see also günter 
bandmann, Mittelaltierliche Architektur als 
Bedeutungsträger (berlin: Mann, 1998). 
english translation: Early Medieval Archi-
tecture as Bearer of Meaning (new york: 
columbia university Press, 2005). 
30 Krautheimer, “Iconography”; canepa, 
The Two Eyes of the Earth (2009). see also 
P. o. harper, “thrones and enthronement 
scenes in sasanian art,” Iran 17 (1979), 
49-64. harper demonstrates how sasani-
an throne motifs were emulated in central 
asian art. For the more recent Zitationtheo-

rie, see footnote 63.
31 the complex at s̨iz, which later became 
known as takht-e soleyman (throne of solo-
mon) contained both the fire temple sanc-
tuary, royal palace, and banquet rooms for 
both the court and the public. see d. huff, 
“takht-e soleyman,” Encyclopædia Iranica, 
online edition, 2012, available at:
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/
takt-e-solayman (accessed on 4 February 
2014). It is possible, however, that the de-
scription is not of this complex, but rather 
the palace of takt-e taqdis at ctesiphon, 
which is known to have had a zodiac-deco-
rated rotating dome. see canepa, canepa, 
The Two Eyes of the Earth (2009), 146-47.
32 george Kedrenos, Historiarum compen-
dium, I. bekker (ed.), cFhb 2 vols. (bonn: 
Weber, 1838-39), 721, cited by canepa, 
The Two Eyes of the Earth (2009), 148. on 
heraclius’ campaign, see W. e. Kaegi, Her-
aclius: Emperor of Byzantium (cambridge: 
cambridge university Press, 2003), 127, 
here citing r. and e. naumann, Takht-i Sulei-
man (Munich, 1976). see also h. l’orange, 
Studies on the Iconography of Cosmic King-
ship, Instituttet for sammenlignende Kultur-
forskning, serie a: Forelesninger 23 (oslo: 
h. aschehoug, 1953, reprinted 1982), 
18-27.
33 the location of the celebrated throne 
of Khosrow, mentioned both by taalebi and 
in the shanameh of Ferdowsi, is unknown, 
however theophanes (chronographia) re-
ports that in late december 625, heraclius 
captured and burnt the sasanian palaces 
at dezeridan/darzindan, beklal and finally 
Khosrow’s main palace at dastagerd. theo-
phanes does not mention a sack of the pal-
ace at ctesiphon, but reports that Khosrow 
II had avoided it for over 20 years on the 
basis of a prophecy that he would meet his 
end there. the palace of dastagerd, Khos-
row’s main seat, was associated with a 
section of sasanian brick fortification with 
towers by herzfeld. see e. herzfeld and F. 
sarre, Archäologische Reise im Euphrat- 
und Tigris-Gebiet, vol. 2 (1911-1920). the 
site identified by herzfeld, tall az Zindan al 
athari is located a little to the east of the 

village of al-Wajihiya in Iraq, at coordinates 
of latitude: 33.8890075 and longitude: 
44.919567. on the throne of Kosrow, 
see e. herzfeld, “der thron des Khosró: 
quellenkritische und ikonographische studi-
en über grenzgebiete der Kunstgeschichte 
des Morgen- und abendlandes,” Jahrbuch 
der preussischen Kunstsammlungen 1, n. 
41 (1920), 103 ff.; F. saxl, Jahrbuch für 
Kunstgeschichten 11 (1923), 102 f.; K. 
lehmann, “the dome of heaven,” The Art 
Bulletin 27/1 (March 1945), 1-27 at 24-
5.
34 Moffatt, The Book Of Ceremonies, II, 1, 
519.
35 Walker, The Emperor and the World 
(2012), 159-61.
36 K. lehmann, “the dome of heaven,” 
The Art Bulletin 27, n.1 (March1945) 
1-27: 24-25.
37 on the throne of Kosrow II, see e. her-
zfeld, “der thron des Khosro,” Jahrbuch 
der Preuszischen Kunstsammlungen 41 
(1920), 1-24, 103-147; lehmann, “dome 
of heaven;” P. o. harper, “thrones and en-
thronement scenes in sasanian art,” Iran 
17 (1979), 49-64. lehmann interprets the 
throne of Kosrow as being like a baldachin, 
with a domed canopy covered in lapis la-
zuli and golden stars, and representations 
of the heavens and seasons. the throne 
was further associated with a mechanical 
clock, raising further comparisons with the 
chrysotriklinos. 
38 suetonius, The Lives of the Caesars, ed. 
and transl. j. c. rolfe (cambridge Mass.: 
the loeb classical library, 1979), 135-37; 
K. lehmann, “the dome of heaven,” 24-
25; o. grabar, “From dome of heaven to 
Pleasure dome,” The Journal of the Society 
of Architectural Historians 49, n. 1 (1990), 
15-21. 
39 P. squatriti (transl.), The Complete 
Works of Liudprand of Cremona: Anapodo-
sis 6.5 (Washington, dc: the catholic uni-
versity of america Press, 2007), 197-98.
40 d. huff, “the Functional layout of the 
Fire sanctuary at takht-I sulaiman,” in d. 
Kennet, P. luft (eds.), Current research in 
Sasanian archaeology, art and history: pro-
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ceedings of a conference held at Durham 
University, November 3rd and 4th, 2001, 
(oxford: archaeopress, 2008), 1-13. huff 
argues that the domical space at the centre 
of the axial alignment of north and south 
approaches to the main complex of  takht-I 
sulaiman was the main fire temple of the 
azar gushnap fire. the palace was, he ar-
gues, the complex to the south-west of this 
core, facing to the east, and with a three 
arched entrance façade to the west. the 
core of the palace was not an enclosed hall, 
but a great iwan, facing east. In contrast, 
the earlier palaces of shapur I possessed a 
domed crown hall on the central axis, pre-
ceded by lateral iwans.
41 andré grabar has documented the ex-
tensive use of  sasanian-derived decorative 
motifs during the period of the Macedonian 
dynasty, beginning with basil I and certainly 
up to the time of constantine vII, which he 
attributes to the emulation of the abbasid 
court culture in baghdad – the umayyad 
and abbasid caliphs had themselves emu-
lated the artistic motifs of the sasanians. 
see andré grabar, “le succès des arts 
orientaux a la cour byzantine sous les Ma-
cédoniens,” Münchner Jahrbuch der bilden-
den Kunst 2 (1951), 32-60.
42 Corippus: In laudem Iustini Augusti mi-
noris 89, in a. Moffatt, The Book Of Cer-
emonies (2012) cf. ch. I.1; II.15. see also 
j. M. Featherstone, “the great Palace as 
reflected in the De Ceremoniis,” in bauer 
(ed.), Visualisierungen von Herrschaft, By-
zas 5 (2006), 47-61; Id., “di j e[ndeixin: 
display in court ceremonial,” in a. cutler 
and a. Papaconstantinou (eds.), The Mate-
rial and the Ideal: Essays in Mediaeval Art 
and Archaeology in Honour of Jean-Michel 
Spieser (leiden: brill, 2007). 75-112.
43 καμάραι can be rendered as both arch 
or vault and as room or chamber, which has 
caused problems for the interpretation of 
the chrysotriklinos.
44 Corippus: In laudem Iustini Augusti mi-
noris 89.
45 like sasanian reception halls, the 
chrysotriklinos was immediately related to 
a religious space. thus, in a passage in the 

Book of Ceremonies, a curtain is drawn 
across the vault to the left (north) of the 
throne apse to screen the emperor while he 
is robed and crowned at the vault described 
as ‘towards the chapel of st. theodore’. 
this clearly implies that from this vault, 
one could enter into a separate chapel. 
Moffatt, The Book Of Ceremonies, II, 24, 
623-25. elsewhere, there is reference to 
the praipositoi (chamberlains) hanging the 
imperial robe on the doors of the bema, or 
sanctuary. Was the chapel a separate en-
closure to the chrysotriklinos? this cannot 
be conclusively stated, but it is unlikely. In II, 
24, the chief praepositus declares to the 
candidate to be made a koubikoularaia (lady 
of the chamber). ‘see from where you as-
sume your rank. It is quite clearly from the 
holy doors’. In this context, these doors are 
those of the bema, which may have been 
visible from the vault, and from the central 
space through ‘the curtain of the chapel of 
st theodore’. In II, 25, the hanging of the 
robe at the doors of the bema is repeated, 
after which the praepositos exits before 
leading in the candidate, thus strongly im-
plying that the chapel is within the volume of 
the chrysotriklinos.
46 see P. gignoux, “courts and courtiers ii. 
Parthian and sasanian periods,” in Encyclo-
paedia Iranica, available online at http://
www.iranicaonline.org/articles/courts-
and-courtiers-ii (accessed at 4 February 
2014).
47 the original seating layout of banquets, 
given the building’s sixth-century date of 
construction, may have corresponded to 
the late antique Stibaudium type, on the 
basis of sixth-century manuscript illustra-
tions. thus, see for example image of the 
last supper, Codex Rossanensis 042, sixth 
century, diocesan Museum, rossano ca-
thedral; gospel according to st. Matthew, 
sixth century, folio 10v, bnF suppl. gr. 
1286. a tenth-century image of the last 
supper, which may be based upon the for-
mat of earlier depictions, shows a stibaudi-
um: national library of russia, s. Peters-
burg, cod. gr. 21.
48 squatriti, The Complete Works of Liud-

prand of Cremona, 199. liudprand notes 
that at a banquet held in the dekanneakkou-
bita hall, the guests reclined on cushions, 
suggesting the late antique arrangement 
of semi-circular ακκούβιτα.
49 For example, a gold-sheathed piece of 
furniture, the Pentapyrgion, which appears 
to have taken the form of a miniature build-
ing of five domed towers, the central one 
highest, would have taken a central place, 
possibly beneath the dome. It was built 
for the ninth-century Iconoclast emperor 
theophilus, whose building projects were 
characterized by lustrous surfaces and rich 
materials, and its form may have been in-
fluenced by abbasid precedents. For the 
reception of the Princes of rus, it was fur-
ther adorned by objects worked in precious 
metal and possibly enamel (’eργομούκια) that 
were customarily housed elsewhere For 
the Pentapyrgion, see Moffatt, The Book 
Of Ceremonies, II, 15, 582; g. dagron, 
“architecture d”Intérieur: le Pentapyrgion,” 
Travaux et Mémoires 15 (2005), 109-
17; theophanes continuatus: buildings of 
theophilus, in Mango, Art of the Byzantine 
Empire (1986), 161-65; M. j. johnson: 
“Pentapyrgion,” in a Kazhdan (ed.), The Ox-
ford Dictionary of Byzantium (oxford: oxford 
university Press, 1991).
50 Moffatt, The Book Of Ceremonies, II, 
15, 597-8: Banquet in the Chrysotriklinos 
for the Russian men with the emperor (18 
september 957), 597.
51 Moffatt, The Book Of Ceremonies, II, 
15, 597-98. the number is based on the 
list of guests in the chapter, with an allow-
ance for the retinue of Prince vyatoslav, for 
which a number is not specified.
52 the external arrangement results from 
the hotter Persian climate. here I am recon-
structing the temple/Palace layout at ādur 
gušnasp with two iwans facing each other, 
either side of the central imperial iwan. a 
similar arrangement occurs at ardashir’s 
palace of atashkada in Firuzabad, where 
multiple iwans flank the central domed hall 
on axis. huff, however, acknowleges at ādur 
gušnasp one flanking iwan, to the left of the 
central iwan. see d. huff, “the Functional 

layout of the Fire sanctuary at takht-I sulai-
man (2008), 1-13.
53 t. daryaee, Sasanian Persia: The Rise 
and Fall of an Empire (london/new york: I. 
b. tauris, 2009), 11.
54 olga M. davidson, “haft Kan,” Encyclo-
paedia Iranica, vol. xI, Fasc. 5, 516-19.
55 canepa, The Two Eyes of the Earth 
(2009), 184-5, citing corippus.
56 Moffatt, The Book Of Ceremonies, II, 
15, 585. the issue of intervisuality at such 
reception feasts is an important question. 
Who would have seen the emperor, or at 
the sasanian court, the King of Kings? Per-
haps it would only be those at the most priv-
ileged seating location. I would like to thank 
Professor dr. claudia rapp, dept. of byzan-
tine and Modern greek studies, university 
of vienna, for alerting me to this issue.
57 see, for example, Moffatt, The Book Of 
Ceremonies, 48, 244 ff.
58 as in the octagonal room of the do-
mus aurea, the central space was exten-
sively top-lit, so those entering would pro-
ceed from darkness –the vestibule – into 
the light. this light was almost certainly 
reflected off surfaces of gold-backed glass 
mosaic, as in hagia sophia, which would 
have transformed the ambience and scat-
tered reflected light over the lustrous inter-
nal surfaces. on the symbolic aspects of 
light in byzantium, see liz james, Light and 
Colour in Byzantine Art (oxford: clarendon 
Press, 1996) 
59 see, for example, adur hushnap (takt-
e soleyman, ‘throne of solomon’); atash-
kadeh, at Firuzabad: d. huff, “Formation 
and Ideology of the sasanian state in the 
context of archaeological evidence,” in v. 
s. curtis and s. stewart (eds.), The Idea 
of Iran: III - The Sasanian Era (london: I. 
b. tauris,2008), 31-59; the dar al-Kilafa 
at samarra: a. northedge, “the Palaces 
of the abbasids at samarra,” in c.F. robin-
son, A Medieval Islamic City Reconsidered: 
An Interdisciplinary Approach to Samarra 
(oxford: oxford university Press, 2001), 
29-67.
60 canepa notes that in the sixth century, 
both courts commenced the practice of 
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Proskynesis, ritual prostration before the 
lord by all including the aristocracy, and the 
wearing of similar elements of imperial cos-
tume, notably the diadem, by rulers of both 
courts. see canepa, The Two Eyes of the 
Earth, 150-1 and 196-201.
61 Ibidem, 208.
62 Ibidem, 209.
63 this use of sasanizing ornament is de-
fined by canepa to be confined to the ‘high-
est aristocracy and imperial hierarchy.’ the 
patroness of hagios Polyeuktos, anicia ju-
liana was a descendent of the theodosian 
imperial family, and her husband areobin-
dus was a victorious general against the 
Persians in Persarmenia. – canepa inter-
prets her use of such motifs, and justin-
ian’s subsequent use in hagia sophia to be 
contestational assertions of imperial status. 
Ibidem, 211-1.
64 there may have been other central 
plan palace halls in the sixth century. sev-
eral (oaton, octagon) are mentioned in the 
Book of Ceremonies. Furthermore, we do 
not know the plan of a likely sixth century 
(prob justinianic) palace hall which was de-
molished to make way for the apsed hall of 
heraclius- could this complex have included 
a reception hall that was approached by 
the well-known ‘Paved Way’? the excavated 
archaeology was too fragmentary to specu-
late on the form of the building, but central 
plan buildings continued to be built in the 
sixth century, including two in the byzantine 
hunting palace at damatrys (samandira) on 
the anatolian side of the bosphorus. For 
this palace, see e. akyürek, a. tiryaki, Ö. 
Çömezoğlu and M. ermis̨, “samandıra yazlık 
sarayı,” Türkiye Arkeolojik Yerles̨meleri 8 
(2007); a. ricci, “life on the highlands: 
constantinople’s asian district of damatrys 
in byzantine times” (abstract), thirty-Fourth 
annual byzantine studies conference, rut-
gers, the state university of new jersey, 
october 16-19, 2008. at the time of writ-
ing this paper, a monograpgh by ricci on 
the byzantine palaces on the asian shore 
is still in preparation. the earlier tetrarchic 
crown halls of constantine at trier, Maxen-

tius in his villa outside rome, and galerius in 
his palace at romuliana (gamzigrad) were 
basilican in plan. tetrarchic central plan 
buildings appear to have been used as ei-
ther dining halls, or funerary structures. 
one significant exception is the tholos struc-
ture entered from the colonnaded forecourt 
in diocletian”s palace at salona (split) in dal-
matia. It is possible that this structure was 
an innovation reflecting the recent military 
victories against the sasanians.
65 the concept of citation has been devel-
oped with regard to early Mediaeval roman-
esque architecture in France and germany, 
as a reconsideration of the important work 
on architectural meaning by Krautheimer 
and bandmann. see for example, hans 
Kunst, “Freiheit und Zitat in der architek-
tur des 13. jahrhunderts – die Kathedrale 
von reims,” in clausenberg, Kimpel, Kunst, 
and suckale (eds.), Bauwert und Bildwerk 
im Hochmittelalter: anschauliche Beiträge 
zur Kultur- und Sozialgeschichte (gießen, 
1981), 87-102; Wolfgang schenkluhn, 
“bemerkungen zum begriff des architek-
turzitats. Zur erinnerung an hans-joachim 
Kunst (1929-2007),” in Ars (2008), 3-13, 
both cited by christian nille, Mittelalterli-
che Sakralarchitektur interpretieren. Eine 
Einführung (darmstadt: Wbg, 2013). I 
also thank lex bosman for forwarding to 
me a paper presented given to the studi-
entag “architektur als Zitat,” an-Institut der 
Martin luther universität halle-Wittenberg. 
europäisches romanik Zentrum (european 
centre for the romanesque), 19 october 
2012: “architektur und Zitat. die geschich-
tlichkeit von bauten aus der vergangenheit”.
66 Moffatt, The Book Of Ceremonies, II, 15 
(2012) 586.
67 It was justin II, the supposed builder of 
the chrysotriklinos, who spurned the Per-
sian requests for continuation of subsidies 
for a truce which justinian I had signed with 
Khosrow in 562, and action which led to 
war in 572. see h. turtledove, “justin II”s 
observance of justinian”s Persian treaty of 
562,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 76 (1983), 
192-230.

4.2.2 Building Identity and Community in the  
Post-Crusade greece: the architecture of Interaction  
in the thirteenth-century Peloponnesos

heather e. grossMan
University of Illinois at Chicago, USA

abstract

a group of fourteen churches built in the thirteenth-century greek Pelopon-
nesos will be discussed in order to explore the mechanisms of architectural 
and cultural exchange between patrons, architects, masons and viewers of 
varying religious, ethnic and social status in a post-conquest society. Following 
the 1204-1205 ce defeat of the byzantine, orthodox greeks residing in the 
region, then known as the Morea, latin catholic knights of northwestern eu-
ropean (largely French-speaking) lands established the Principality of achaïa, 
divided further into several fiefdoms. local greek archons (landholders), were 
permitted some privileges, though tensions between the communities are re-
corded. however, the extant churches of the region prompt a more nuanced 
reading of the relationships between these supposedly opposed groups, par-
ticularly when examined over the one-hundred year duration of the Principality 
in light of their functional, temporal and topographic relationships. Previously 
these churches were divided into ‘Western’ and ‘byzantine’ categories reflec-
tive of the cultural groups found in the Principality at the moment of conquest, 
I treat them as an inclusive group, showing that architecture physically and 
figuratively built a shared identity for the communities of the Morea, finally 
fusing into a singular Moreot building practice and society. I parse the nego-
tiations and procedures involved in the design and construction of Moreot 
churches as well as shifting architectural aesthetics that contributed to a 
fluid and changing architectural embodiment of group/cultural identity. this 
is demonstrated through a close archaeological reading of the extant archi-
tectural remains of several larger monastic and smaller parochial churches 
found throughout the Frankish-controlled territory. Finally, this paper investi-
gates and reframes scholarly models of cultural and artistic interaction that 
are used to explain identity and community in post-war/conquest societies 
such as the thirteenth-century Morea, offering a new reading of the ancient 
greek term methexis (meaning ‘communion’ or ‘participation’) as a replace-
ment for terms such as ‘hybridity’ or ‘influence’.
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4.2.3 Sienese Fortifications in the age of the guelph 
Commune

Max grossMan
University of Texas at El Paso, USA

abstract

the republic of siena, like all medieval Italian communes, was engaged in 
a perpetual struggle against enemies both within and beyond its borders. 
bounded by the city-states of Florence and arezzo to the north and east, 
the bishopric of orvieto to the southeast, the aldobrandeschi fiefdom to the 
south and west, and the lands of volterra to the northwest, the sienese state 
encompassed nearly three hundred towns, villages, castles and monaster-
ies. yet at the dawn of the trecento, after nearly two centuries of admin-
istration, diplomacy and military occupation, the commune failed to pacify 
and completely unite the territory, which daniel Waley aptly described as a 
‘fragmented, haphazard collection of lordships and townships, having almost 
nothing in common except [their] fragile subordination to siena’. the great-
est security challenge remained the inherent disunity among the inhabitants, 
whose loyalties often lay more with an influential family or anti-government fac-
tion than with the republic. Moreover, the threat of military incursions from 
neighboring states never abated and, indeed, became increasingly dangerous 
in the course of the fourteenth century. It was during this period of social 
unrest and military insecurity that the sienese invented a new type of military 
architecture. derived from the façade of siena’s new civic palace, the Palazzo 
Pubblico, it adhered to a standardized architectural code that projected the 
authority and prestige of the capital and, at the same time, obscured or even 
canceled pre-existing architectural idioms. Its iconographic features were as 
important as its effectiveness against the state’s enemies. In time, the walls 
and gates of numerous communities were updated in the new style, which 
was also ‘deployed’ for new fortresses throughout the territory. the new mili-
tary architecture not only demarcated the confines of the state, but also 
promoted the myth that its disparate inhabitants were peacefully united under 
the benevolent republic.

keywords

Siena, Sienese, architecture, fortifications, walls, medieval

sienese secular architecture at the height of the republican era was remark-
ably uniform.1 even today, as one walks along the city’s meandering streets 
and through its picturesque squares, one is struck by the many palaces and 
public works from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that seem to con-
form to the same architectural style. (Figure 1) standing, for example, in the 
Piazza del campo, which is dominated by the Palazzo Pubblico and bordered 
by the palaces of the patrician elite, one observes several brick facades that 
exhibit very similar mullioned windows and crenelated battlements.2 one 
encounters the same homogeneity in siena’s final circuit of ramparts. Its 
entire length is crowned by the same type of battlements one finds atop the 
fourth-century facades in the campo, with the same semi-pyramidal corbels, 
blind arches and merlons. even though the circuit was erected over a very 
long period of time, the city authorities made certain that its articulation and 
ornament adhered closely to official sienese taste.3

here I shall argue that the guelph-era gates and ramparts of the city were 
executed according to a standardized architectural code, which had been 
formulated by the commune in the early fourth century with the realization 
of the main facade of the Palazzo Pubblico, the government headquarters, 
and then systematically replicated throughout the city, including in the ar-
ticulation of the defensive perimeter.4 Moreover, I will demonstrate that the 
style was also ‘deployed’ in the fortifications of dozens of castles and towns 

Figure 1. Palazzo Pubblico (1297-1348) and the Piazza del campo, siena. Source: the 
author



4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

686 687

throughout the surrounding territory.5 It is my contention that sienese-style 
fortifications were not only intended to function militarily, but were part of a 
broad strategic effort on the part of the ruling regime to imprint itself archi-
tecturally in both the city and its contado. by endowing the fortifications of 
the republic with recognizably sienese features, the authorities effectively 
demarcated the sienese state and, in essence, distinguished it from the 
states of neighbouring rivals, such as Florence, arezzo, volterra, and the 
belligerent aldobrandeschi counts to the south.
but before we can analyze the iconographical content and political function 
of siena’s fourteenth- and fifteenth-century walls, we must take some time 
to investigate why its designers chose to fabricate them in brick, which 
is less resistant than stone and therefore less effective against siege en-
gines such as battering rams and catapults. the question is an interesting 
one, especially when one considers that other tuscan cities almost always 
erected stone ramparts and gates as their primary line of defense against 
foreign invasion. today, more than 90 percent of the architectural fabric of 
the city’s historic centre consists of the same red substance. brick is such a 
ubiquitous feature of the urban landscape, one might conclude that it must 
have always been the material of choice for local builders.6

there was a time, however, when siena was totally devoid of brick. In the 
early years of the commune, which was established in 1125, the city bore 
a physical aspect that was completely different from that of the present 
day. the cathedral was a modest romanesque structure, the Palazzo Pub-
blico had not yet been conceived, and the Piazza del campo was still an 
unpaved field surrounded by a disorderly jumble of buildings. Wherever one 
gazed, there was neither regularity nor consistency. the city’s architecture 
was, for the most part, austere and utilitarian – a heterogeneous mixture 
of wood, clay and stone structures of various types. there was no unifying 
aesthetic and there was no style or school of architecture that one could 
call ‘sienese’.7

In the twelfth century, wood was likely the most common construction ma-
terial in siena; but because of its perishable nature, not a single pre-mod-
ern wooden edifice survives. yet we know that the hills beyond the ram-
parts were thick with chestnuts, elms and olives, which were harvested by 
sienese builders and fashioned into beams for walls, floors and roofs. large 
numbers of wooden dwellings were once tightly crammed along the city’s 
streets and alleyways.8

clay was another frequently used medium, and there was an endless supply 
beneath the city and in the surrounding valleys. Many of the poorest sienese 
dwellings were gouged out of the exposed argillaceous banks along the edg-
es of the city. the clay that was removed during their excavations was 

often carved into rectangular blocks that were employed in above-ground 
construction.9 In fact, several of the city’s oldest churches were built of the 
earthen material, including the long-defunct parish of san desiderio; and 
so was the earliest surviving tract of city walls, which consists of regular 
courses of clay that was extracted from deposits nearby.10

limestone made its appearance in siena toward the start of the twelfth 
century, when the feudal nobility began to import large quantities for the 
construction of their towers.11 these looming, rectangular shafts, of which 
there were at least 87 by the start of the duecento, were densely concen-
trated within the ramparts and rose as high as 40 meters. essentially urban 
castles, sienese towers resembled the keeps and watchtowers of the sur-
rounding countryside, and they were emblematic of the power and status 
of the families that erected them. the government did not look kindly upon 
these warlike structures, since they contributed to the insecurity and civil 
disorder that plagued the city in the early communal era.12

With the emergence of a thriving local stone industry, the sienese govern-
ment soon started to make use of the material. after the first Florentine 
incursions into sienese territory, starting in 1141, the authorities decided 
to enclose a large section of the via Francigena – the most densely settled 
avenue outside the early medieval nucleus and the principal land route to 
rome – within a new circuit of limestone walls. the project extended protec-
tion to a large segment of the population while more than tripling the sur-
face area of the city. several tracts of the twelfth-century masonry survive 
intact, especially along the northern perimeter.13

but then there was the advent of brick, which radically and permanently 
transformed the sienese urban fabric. after first proliferating in the arno 
and elsa valleys, terracotta made its debut in siena in the middle of the 
twelfth century, approximately 50 years after stone was introduced into the 
city; yet it remained a rarity until the beginning of the thirteenth century. In 
fact, the only sienese bricks that can be securely dated to before 1200 are 
those of the third circuit of walls, begun in approximately 1150 and finished 
in the first quarter of the duecento. this was the first structure in siena, 
public or private, to be built of significant quantities of the material. the ear-
liest tracts are faced with alternating horizontal bands of stone and brick, 
as one can observe in the spandrel of the late-twelfth-century double-gate 
known as ‘le due Porte’.14 during the first two decades of the thirteenth-
century, however, sienese builders abandoned using stone altogether and 
continued the ramparts in brick only.15 When completed, the new fortified 
circuit was over two and a half kilometers in length and defined nearly two-
thirds of the municipal perimeter.
It is thus certain that the communal government was wholly responsible for 
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launching the brick industry in siena, which produced millions of units for the 
erection of the new walls. the local abundance of high-quality clay must have 
made brick an attractive alternative to the more costly and labor-intensive 
stone. yet, the threat of invasion was probably the principal reason design-
ers switched to terracotta, since the fortifications needed to be completed 
as rapidly and inexpensively as possible. In 1230, for example, the Floren-
tines managed to penetrate the Porta camollia and ravage the northern 
quarter of the city before they were repelled.
once the brick industry was firmly established in siena, it was only a matter 
of time before the material attracted the attention of patrons outside the 
government realm. the brick superstructures of several of the city’s seigno-
rial residences, including the gigantic tower-house of the rinuccini, dates to 
the beginning of the duecento. the nobility also began to use terracotta for 
the construction of the city’s earliest palaces. the Palazzo rinuccini, built 
shortly after 1200, is among the oldest. here, bricks were relegated to the 
least visible parts of the edifice, while the showpiece facade was executed 
in limestone.16

It is important to understand that for the first century after its introduction 
into the city, brick was strictly utilitarian and structural, as much for the no-
bility as for the commune that employed it in fortifications. but at some point 
in the middle of the third century, the sienese perception of brick began to 
evolve, and by the end of the century it had replaced stone as the material 
of choice for facades and architectural ornament.
the watershed event may have occurred in 1241, when the government be-
gan to resurface the principal sienese avenues with brick, which was laid in 
an elegant herring-bone pattern. Work commenced in the southern district 
of san Martino and by 1250 extended to camollia, at the northern tip of 
the city.17 What likely began as a modest experiment quickly developed into 
a comprehensive plan to repave the entire street network.18

shortly after it was used for pavements, brick began to be employed in the 
construction of the city’s fountains, evidently because of its aesthetic quali-
ties. Fountains were highly visible structures in medieval siena, since they 
were used very frequently. In a sense, they represented the dignity and au-
thority of the commune, which went to great lengths to supply fresh water 
to the city’s expanding population. they were thus designed to be not merely 
functional, but also beautiful and impressive.19

the commune, which had initially introduced brick as a cheap means for 
fortifying the city and, eventually, for paving streets and building fountains, in 
approximately 1262 began to distribute 370,000 bricks each year, free of 
charge, to the Mendicant orders and other monastic institutions for church 
construction.20 by 1275, siena was completely encircled by large brick 

edifices, which were distributed more or less evenly around the fortified 
perimeter and visible from every major approach.21 thus, the government 
actively promoted the brick medium on a massive scale, apparently as part 
of an emergent strategy to convert siena into a terracotta city. It is telling 
that the civic leaders sought early on to regulate local kilns, imposing strict 
controls over manufacturing and pricing, and requiring specific dimensions 
for standard units. clearly, brick had come to be closely associated with the 
sienese commune, to the extent that it symbolized its prestige and author-
ity.22 Meanwhile, stone remained the preferred medium of the old aristoc-
racy, for whom the material continued to speak the language of dynastic 
power and military strength.
In the political sphere, siena underwent a radical transformation in 1270, 
shortly after its disastrous military defeat at the battle of colle val d’elsa. 
the city’s ghibelline regime, which had long relied upon the hohenstaufen 
emperors for support, came to a violent end. It was quickly replaced by a 
pro-angevin guelph oligarchy, which empowered the merchant class at the 
expense of the urban nobility.23 For the first several decades, the govern-
ment convened in various temporary locations, including the ground-level sa-
lone of the Palazzo tolomei.24 but in 1310, the administration relocated to 
the Palazzo Pubblico, its new permanent headquarters and the largest and 
most ornamentally complex civic palace in tuscany.25 begun in 1297, the 
edifice was built in several campaigns and was not completed until 1348, 
just before the black death.26 architecturally, the palace was the culmina-
tion of more than a century of stylistic and technical innovations, and it 
was unprecedented for the sophistication of its brickwork. the ground level 
was constructed of limestone that had been purloined from the demolished 
tower of a seignorial family.27 conceptually, the dichromatic ensemble sug-
gested that the guelf commune erected its physical headquarters upon the 
ruins of its aristocratic opponents, who were excluded from serving in high 
office by the guelph constitution.28

Much of the articulation above was inspired by earlier buildings, but there 
were certain elements that were completely original to the palace. Most sig-
nificantly (for our purposes), all three sections of the facade were crowned 
with an elegant coronamento, consisting of continuous horizontal bands 
supported by blind arches on semi-pyramidal corbels. Its primary function, 
notwithstanding its bellicose appearance, was more symbolic than military, 
for it is devoid of machicolations, loopholes and other warlike accoutre-
ments. the motif was, without a doubt, an invention of the builder’s design-
ers, as it has no known precedents in Italy or anywhere else.29

by the time the Palazzo Pubblico was finished, brick had become the chief 
medium for virtually all sienese construction, thanks in large part to legisla-
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tive actions of the government, starting in the middle-thirteenth century.30 
In 1309, its use was legally mandated for all new domestic facades.31 From 
the accumulated body of statutory rubrics, council deliberations and pay-
ment records, it is clear that the commune did not merely promote the use 
of brick for civic, religious and private architecture; it aimed to standard-
ize the appearance of the entire city. the salient features of the Palazzo 
Pubblico, such as its distinctive coronamento and triple lancet windows, 
formed the basis of a unique and easily identifiable architectural language, 
which was being disseminated throughout siena even before the palace was 
completed. one residence after another was built in the official style of the 
sienese commune.32 the palaces surrounding the campo were not only re-
quired to be built of brick, but also to be perforated by mullioned windows.33 
In the case of the Palazzo sansedoni, the windows and coronamento closely 
parallel the corresponding structures on the Palazzo Pubblico facade.34 
scores of palaces throughout the city were built of the same material and 
articulated with the same design elements and ornamentation. In addition, 
several of the largest fountains, including the celebrated Fontebranda, were 
revamped or constructed ex novo in the civic style.35

the same was true of the fourth and final circuit of walls, erected between 
1323 and 1471. Its entire length is essentially an iconographical extension 
of the Palazzo Pubblico; and so are the surviving gates, such as Porta ovile, 
Porta romana, and Porta tufi (Figure 2).36 It is interesting that the resem-

blance between the city ramparts and civic headquarters is often empha-
sized in early depictions of the city. In the Libro dei Censi of 1400, one can 
see that the artist clearly understood that the walls replicated the facade of 
the government palace.37

as the guelph commune strengthened its hold over the economic and politi-
cal infrastructure of the contado, eventually extending its control to the tyr-
rhenian coast, it financed the construction of provincial civic palaces, rural 
fortifications and other public works. sienese civic architecture was strategi-
cally deployed where it would have the greatest visual impact, along major 
highways and in the centres of important towns. the commune sought to 
intervene architecturally and urbanistically wherever it ruled, often obscur-
ing or erasing long-entrenched regional styles with its own canon.38 Fortifica-
tions were the most visible public structures in the countryside; and more 
than any other architectural form, they announced the presence of the 
mother city and its lordship over its subject territory.
the best preserved examples of rural sienese-style fortifications are found 
along the tract of the via Francigena south of the city, especially in the 
arbia valley.39 at buonconvento, for example, the ramparts were erected 
beginning in 1371, and the Porta senese was completed in 1379.40 the 
coronamento clearly signifies sienese authority, and the so-called ‘sienese 
arch’ above the entrance replicates those of the ground level of the Palazzo 
Pubblico. one could make similar arguments about the brick gates of lu-
cignano d’arbia,41 or the fortified mill at Monteroni d’arbia, which survives 
almost completely intact.42 In the val di chiana, there are numerous exam-
ples as well, such as the walls of torrita di siena, which have been partially 
subsumed by local residences.43 there are dozens of additional structures 
scattered throughout the former sienese state.
but why is it that the commune went to such great lengths to transform and 
homogenize the military architecture of both the city and countryside? Part 
of the answer may found in the particular circumstances of siena’s founda-
tion and early history. contrary to both popular myth and historiographical 
tradition, siena was not established during the glory days of roman antiq-
uity, but rather in the sixth or seventh century by lombard invaders. the 
sienese invention of an ancient past and its early adoption of the she-wolf as 
the official emblem of the city could not obscure the fact the diocese of si-
ena was essentially a medieval contrivance, pieced together from territories 
that had been expropriated from six neighbouring sees – a kind of episcopal 
Frankenstein.44 as late as the guelph era, siena and its state was still, in 
the words of daniel Waley, a ‘fragmented, haphazard collection of lordships 
and townships, having almost nothing in common except [their] fragile sub-
ordination to siena’.45Figure 2. exterior facade of Porta tufi, siena, begun ca. 1327. Source: the author
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1 this essay derives from portions of my 
Phd dissertation, Pro Honore Comunis Se-
nensis et Pulchritudine Civitatis: Civic Archi-
tecture and Political Ideology in the Republic 
of Siena, 1270-1420 (new york: columbia 
university, 2006). My research was made 
possible by a Mellon Foundation Fellowship 
awarded by the department of art and 
archaeology of columbia university and a 
chester dale Fellowship from the center of 
advanced study in the visual arts.
2 on the Piazza del campo and its architec-
ture, ibidem, 254-68, 362-78; enrico gui-
doni, Il Campo di Siena (rome: Multigrafica, 
1971); letizia Franchina, Marisa Forlani 
conti, and ubaldo Morandi, Piazza del Cam-
po: evoluzione di un’immagine. Documenti, 
vicende, ricostruzioni (siena: stampa cen-

trooffset, 1983); Maurizio tuliani, “Il cam-
po di siena. un mercato cittadino in epoca 
comunale,” Quaderni medievali 46 (1998), 
59-100.
3 on the chronology and architecture of 
the sienese fourth circuit of ramparts and 
gates, Max elijah grossman, Pro Honore 
Comunis Senensis Et Pulchritudine Civitatis: 
Civic Architecture and Political Ideology in 
the Republic of Siena (1270-1420) (new 
york: columbia university, 2006), 397-411; 
duccio balestracci and gabriella Piccinni, 
Siena nel Trecento: assetto urbano e strut-
ture edilizie (Florence: clusf, 1977); 17-29; 
Paolo cammarosano and vincenzo Passeri, 
“siena,” in I Castelli del Senese. Strutture 
fortificate dell’area senese-grossetana (Mi-
lan: electa, 1985), 378-85; ettore Pellegri-

ni, Le fortezze della Repubblica di Siena. 
Vicende edilizie, significato strategico, con-
dizioni operative dell’architettura fortificata 
rinascimentale nel conflitto tra Francia e 
Impero per il controllo del territorio senese 
(siena: Il leccio, 1992), 10-24; Fabio gab-
brielli, Siena medievale: L’architettura civile 
(siena: Protagon, 2010), 206-21.
4 grossman, “architecture and Ideology in 
the sienese contado from the age of Fred-
erick II to the Fall of the nine,” Center 18, 
(1998), 91-6; M. grossman, Pro Honore 
Comunis Senensis, 360-423. that sienese 
civil architecture was built in imitation of 
the Palazzo Pubblico has been observed 
by several scholars, including Mario bez-
zini, who claims that the palace served 
as the prototype for other buildings in the 
adjacent square, Formazione e sviluppo di 
Siena medievale (siena: Periccioli, 1981), 
36; and lando bortolotti, who writes that 
the Palazzo Pubblico ‘was probably the pro-
totype for the gothic palaces of the great 
noble families and merchants [of siena]’. 
Siena (rome: laterza, 1983), 41, trans-
lation of the author. Mario ascheri writes 
more generally, ‘even the art and architec-
ture of those times [the era of the nine] 
was imitated and reproduced a thousand 
times’, Siena e la città-stato del Medioevo 
italiano (siena: betti, 2003), 9, translation 
of the author. these observations may be 
defined as casual and are not elaborated 
upon. In his essay on medieval civic archi-
tecture in tuscany, Fabio gabbrielli was the 
first to state the obvious: that the Palazzo 
Pubblico served as a model for subsequent 
government and other buildings in the city. 
although he downplays the novelty of the 
civic palace, placing it within a decades-
long stylistic tradition, his basic premise is 
correct: ‘When between 1298 and 1310 
the first great building phase of the Pala-
zzo Pubblico was realized, the repertoire of 
architectonic elements from which it drew 
was in large part that which had already 
been elaborated and matured in civil archi-
tecture, public and private, in the last thirty 
years of the duecento. With its realization, 
all of the elements [stilemi] of sienese archi-

tecture were codified, not in the sense of 
their first appearance, but insofar as they 
were selected for the [sienese] palazzo par 
excellence, by the edifice that would con-
stitute the reference point, even symbolic, 
for the majority of fourteenth and fifteenth-
century civil architecture in the city and 
contado.’ Fabio gabbrielli, “stilemi senesi 
e linguaggi architettonici nella toscana del 
due-trecento,” in amerigo restucci (ed.), 
L’architettura civile in Toscana: il Medioevo 
(siena: Monte dei Paschi di siena, 1995), 
326, translation of the author.
5 M. grossman, Pro Honore Comunis 
Senensis, 424-501. With regard to the 
sienese subject territory, gabbrielli sug-
gests, without further elaboration, that 
sienese architectural details reminiscent 
of the Palazzo Pubblico may carry political 
meaning in towns under sienese control. 
thus, they ‘may constitute a symbol of the 
political and cultural link with the dominant 
city’. gabbrielli, “stilemi senesi,” 342, trans-
lation of the author.
6 on the establishment and development 
of the brick industry in siena and the use 
of the material in the city’s architecture, 
grossman, “urban strategy and the brick 
aesthetic,” in Pro Honore Comunis Senensi, 
224-53. see also balestracci and Piccinni, 
Siena nel Trecento, 63-75; Fornaci cialfi, 
Fornaci e mattoni a Siena: dal XIII secolo 
all’azienda Cialfi (sovicille: cassa rurale ed 
artigiana di Monteriggioni, 1991); roberto 
Parenti, “approvvigionamento e diffusione 
dei materiali litici da costruzione di siena e 
dintorni,” in daniela lamberini (ed.), Le pi-
etre delle città d’Italia. Atti della giornata di 
studi in onore di Francesco Rodolico (Firen-
ze, 1993) (Florence: le Monnier, 1995), 
87-108; Parenti and juan antonio Quirós 
castillo, “la produzione dei mattoni della to-
scana medievale (xII-xvI secolo). un tenta-
tivo di sintesi,” in Patrick boucheron, henri 
broise and yvon thébert, La brique antique 
et médiévale: production et commercialisa-
tion d’un matériau. Actes du colloque or-
ganisé par le Centre d’histoire urbaine de 
l’École supérieure de Fontenay-Saint Cloud 
et l’École française de Rome (Saint-Cloud, 

thus, by promoting a standardized and recognizable sienese architectural 
style and facilitating its dissemination throughout the city and its territory, 
the civic government sought to advance the fiction of political unity and so-
cial harmony in a region that had always been culturally heterogeneous and 
politically fractured. travellers crossing through the state were thus given 
the impression that the guelph republic was a stable political unity char-
acterized by pax and concordia, in spite of the persistent intransigence of 
dozens of semi-independent seigniors and rural communities, who rebelled 
at every opportunity.46

Finally, the sienese-style architecture that was deployed along the frontiers 
served not only to deter attacks from aggressive neighbouring states, but 
also to identify the territorial boundaries of the republic. this was espe-
cially important in the chianti and val di chiana border regions, which were 
repeatedly harassed by the Florentines and their allies, who persistently 
pressed their various claims to sienese territory.
yet, for siena – in spite of its development and systematic dissemination of 
a unique architectural language – political and social utopia would remain 
elusive.
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16-18 novembre 1995) (rome: École fran-
çaise de rome, 2000), 219-35.
7 grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senen-
sis, 187-211. on sienese architecture 
before the guelph era, see also guglielmo 
villa, Siena medievale: La costruzione del-
la città nell’età ‘ghibellina’ (1200-1279) 
(rome: bonsignori, 2004); gabbrielli, Siena 
medievale, 13-109.
8 balestracci and Piccinni, Siena nel 
Trecento, 63-5, 165-9; M. grossman, Pro 
Honore Comunis Senensis, 195-6.
9 carlo nepi, Pier luigi Palazzuoli et al., “Per 
lo studio della ‘facies’ rupestre della città di 
siena,” Archeologia medievale 3 (1976), 
413-28; Francesca Fabiani, Marco giam-
ello et al., “l’arenaria pliocenica. diffusione 
e modalità d’impiego nell’architettura sen-
ese,” in I materiali lapidei dell’architettura 
senese: l’areneria pliocenica (‘tufo impi-
etrito’). Il supporto scientifico all’intervento 
di restauro di palazzo Spannocchi (siena: 
nuova immagine, 2001), 13-8.
10 grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senen-
sis, 189, 192-5.
11 on the use of cavernous limestone in 
medieval siena, Italo Moretti and renato 
stopani, Romanico senese (Florence: salim-
beni, 1981), 169-70; Parenti, “approvvig-
ionamento e diffusione dei materiali litici”; 
Marco giamello, giovanni guasparri et al., 
“lo studio dei materiali lapidei del centro 
storico di siena,” Arkos 2 (2003), 22-9.
12 on sienese towers and tower-houses, 
sonia bonucci and vincenzo castelli, An-
tiche torri di Siena (siena: betti, 2005); 
grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senensis, 
196-207; gabbrielli, Siena medievale, 13-
46. see the syntheses by Michael braune, 
Türme und Turmhäuser: Untersuchungen 
zu den Anfängen des monumentalen Wohn- 
un Wehrbaus in Toskana (1000 bis 1350) 
(cologne: architektur des Kunsthistorisch-
en Instituts, 1983); and Klaus tragbar, Vom 
Geschlechterturm zum Stadthaus: Studien 
zu Herkunft, Typologie und städtbaulichen 
Aspekten des mittelalterlichen Wohnbaues 
in der Toskana (um 1100-1350) (Munich: 
rhema, 2003).
13 on the mid-twelfth-century circuit (also 

called the ‘second circuit’), Paolo nardi, 
“I borghi di s. donato e s. Pietro a ovile. 
‘Popoli’, contrade e compagnie d’armi nella 
società senese dei secoli xI-xIII,” Bullettino 
senese di storia patria (hereafter BSSP) 73-
75 (1972), 27-8; bortolotti, Siena, 28 and 
fig. 15; Paolo brogini, “l’assetto topografi-
co del ‘burgus de camullia’ nell’alto Medio-
evo (secoli x-xII) e il suo apparato difensivo 
(secoli xI-xIv),” BSSP 102 (1995), 53-62; 
grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senensis, 
229 and note 760.
14 on the so-called ‘third circuit’ of walls 
and gates, built between 1150 and 1220 
and extended to include Fontebranda in the 
early to mid-thirteenth century, vittorio lusi-
ni, “note storiche sulla topografia di siena 
nel secolo xIII,” BSSP 28 (1921), 268-84; 
nardi, “I borghi,” 50-53; bortolotti, Siena, 
28-29 and fig. 16. on dichromatic striping, 
grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senensis, 
189-90 and note 602.
15 Ibidem, 190, 229-30, and note 603.
16 on the tower-house and palace of the 
rinuccini, gabbrielli, Siena medievale, 46-
52; grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Se-
nensis, 208-9.
17 Paolo di tommaso Montauri. alessan-
dro lisini and Fabio Iacometti (eds), “crona-
ca senese conosciuta sotto il nome di Paolo 
di tommaso Montauri,” in ludovico antonio 
Muratori, Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, vol. 
15, (bologna: Zanichelli, 1931-39), 191; 
Cronaca senese dei fatti riguardanti la cit-
tà e il suo territorio di autore anonimo del 
secolo XIV, ibidem, 53; M. grossman, Pro 
Honore Comunis Senensis, 241 and note 
811.
18 Ibidem, 241-2.
19 Ibidem, 242-3, 379-97. on sienese 
fountains in general, Fabio bargagli Petruc-
ci, Le fonti di Siena e i loro acquedotti. Note 
storiche dalle origini fino al MDLV, 2 vols. 
(siena/Florence, 1906; reprinted siena: 
Periccioli, 1974); duccio balestracci, I bot-
tini, acquedotti medievali senesi (siena: co-
mune di siena, 1984); balestracci, vinicio 
serino et al., Siena e l’acqua : storia e im-
magini di una città e delle sue fonti (siena: 
nuova immagine, 1997).

20 balestracci and Piccinni, Siena nel 
Trecento, 72-74; M. grossman, Pro 
Honore Comunis Senensis, 251-2.
21 Ibidem, 239-40 and fig. 240.
22 Ibidem, 224-53; on government regula-
tion of the brick industry, 246-51.
23 on the change from the ghibellinism to 
guelphism, ibidem, 1-5; robert davidsohn, 
Forschungen zur älteren Geschichte von 
Florenz (berlin: Mittler, 1896-1908), II, 83-
86, 161-3, 169; giuseppe Martini, “siena 
da Montaperti alla caduta dei nove,” BSSP 
68 (1961), 89-101; daniel Waley, Siena 
and the Sienese in the Thirteenth Century 
(cambridge/new york, cambridge univer-
sity Press, 1991), 118-22. on the decisive 
battle of colle val d’elsa, curzio bastianoni, 
La battaglia di Colle (17 giugno 1269) (colle 
val d’elsa, 1970). on the guelph regime of 
the nine governors (1287-1355), Martini, 
“siena da Montaperti,” 75-128; William 
M. bowsky, A Medieval Italian Commune: 
Siena Under the Nine: 1287-1355 (berke-
ley: university of california Press, 1981); 
Waley, Siena and the Sienese, 90-96; Ma-
rio ascheri, “la siena del ‘buon governo’ 
(1287-1355),” in simonetta adorni brac-
cesi and ascheri (eds.), Politica e cultura 
nelle Repubbliche italiane dal medioevo 
all’età moderna: Firenze - Genova - Lucca 
- Siena - Venezia. Atti del convegno, Siena, 
1997 (rome: Istituto storico italiano per 
l’età moderna e contemporanea, 2001), 
81-107.
24 on the early meeting places of the 
sienese government, balestracci and Pic-
cinni, Siena nel Trecento, 103-6; cordaro, 
“le vicende costruttive,” in cesare brandi 
(ed.), Palazzo Pubblico di Siena. Vicende 
costruttive e decorazione (Milan: sil-
vana ed., 1983); 30-1; and odile redon, 
L’espace d’une cité. Sienne et le pays sien-
nois (XIIIe–XIVe siècles) (rome: École fran-
çaise de rome, 1994), 39. on the use of 
the Palazzo tolomei as the headquarters 
of the Consiglio Generale in 1275-84, Max 
grossman, “a case of double Identity: the 
Public and Private Faces of the Palazzo tolo-
mei,” Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians 72, n. 1 (2013), 48-77.

25 grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senen-
sis, 286, 289.
26 For an accurate and detailed con-
struction chronology, ibidem, 278-325. 
see also Fortunato donati, “Il Palazzo del 
comune di siena,” BSSP 11 (1904), 311-
54; aldo cairola, “l’architettura,” in cairola 
and enzo carli, Il Palazzo Pubblico di Siena 
(rome: editalia, 1963), 7-68; Michele cor-
daro, “le vicende costruttive,” 27-143; 
Fabio gabbrielli, “la ‘cronotipologia rela-
tiva’ come metodo di analisi degli elevati: 
la facciata del Palazzo Pubblico di siena,” 
Archeologia dell’architettura 1, supplement 
to Archeologia medievale 22 (1996), 17-
40; stefano camporeale, gabbrielli et al., 
“la facciata del Palazzo Pubblico di siena. 
stratigrafia e fonti documentari,” Archeolo-
gia dell’Architettura 6 (2001), 63-100.
27 Montauri. Cronaca senese, 233; ag-
nolo di tura, Cronaca senese attribuita ad 
Agnolo di Tura del Grasso detta la Cronaca 
Maggiore, lisini and Iacometti, Cronache 
senesi 298; sigismondo tizio. ms. bibliote-
ca apostolica vaticana, chis., g.I.35 (begun 
1506), II, f. 356; grossman, Pro Honore 
Comunis Senensis, 287-8.
28 Ibidem, 335.
29 Ibidem, 347-50. antonio canestrelli 
was the first to comment on the unique-
ness of the feature. Italo Moretti (ed.), 
L’architettura medievale a Siena e nel suo 
antico contado (1904; reprint Florence: 
libreria chiari/Firenzelibri, 2004), 109. 
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qualities. gino chierici, “la casa senese al 
tempo di dante,” BSSP 28 (1921), 362-
4; vittoria de vecchi, “l’architettura gotica 
civile senese,” BSSP 56 (1949), 37; gab-
brielli, “stilemi,” 339, 342; Italo Moretti, 
“aspetti dell’architettura militare senese nel 
tardo Medioevo,” in Mario Marrocchi (ed.), 
Fortilizi e campi di battaglia nel Medioevo 
attorno a Siena. Atti del convegno di studi, 
Siena, 25-26 ottobre, 1996 (siena: nuova 
immagine, 1998), 62-3; gabbrielli, Siena 
medievale, 195.
30 grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Se-
nensis, 245-52. see, for example, luciano 
banchi (ed.), Breve degli Officiali del Comune 
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di Siena compilato nell’anno MCCL al tempo 
del Podestà Ubertino da Lando di Piacenza, 
Archivio storico italiano, III (Florence: cellini, 
1865), 93, 99; II, 101; ludovico Zdekau-
er (ed.), Constituto del Comune di Siena 
dell’anno 1262 (1897; reprint bologna: 
Forni, 1974), I, 495-502.
31 alessandro lisini (ed.), Costituto del 
comune di Siena volgarizzato nel MCCCIX-
MCCCX, 2 vols. (siena, 1903), v, 409; bal-
estracci and Piccinni, Siena nel Trecento, 
79-80.
32 on the dissemination of the sienese 
style in the Piazza del campo, grossman, 
Pro Honore Comunis Senensis, 367-73. on 
its spread throughout the city, ibid., 411-
23. For discussions of major sienese non-
religious buildings, with excellent illustra-
tions, gabbrielli, Siena medievale.
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in III, 261): ‘anco, statuimo et ordiniamo 
che se mai averrà che alcuna casa o vero 
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del mercato, si debiano fare a colonnelli et 
senza alcuni ballatoi fare […] in anno do-
mini McclxxxxvII. Inditione x, del mese di 
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35 see note 21.
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sis, 455-62; cammarosano and Passeri, I 
Castelli del Senese, 284. nello carli, gino 
civitelli et al., Buonconvento: la crescita 
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42 grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Se-
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gins,” Pro Honore Comunis Senensis, 98-
186. the idea that the current city was 
founded in the Middle ages rather than in 
antiquity was first stated by giovanni cec-
chini, “dov’era la siena romana?,” Il Campo 
di Siena 6, n. 271 (4 september 1957).
45 Waley, Siena and the Sienese, 108.
46 grossman, Pro Honore Comunis Senen-
sis, 23-7, 502-5.

4.2.4 ‘Faciendo sette et sedicion’: architecture and 
Conflict in Sixteenth-century Verona

Wouter WageMaKers
Universiteit van Amsterdam, Netherlands

abstract

In the aftermath of the War of the league of cambrai (1508-17), the 
cityscape of verona underwent a remarkable change. the war years had 
taken a heavy toll on the city, killing thousands of inhabitants and damaging 
large parts of the medieval structures, which made extensive restoration 
activities necessary and at the same time created opportunities to experi-
ment with architecture. In the postwar period the veronese elite were eager 
to adopt the latest fashions from papal rome, hiring Michele sanmicheli 
(1487/8-1559), who was trained in the environment of bramante and the 
da sangallo family, as their architect of choice. historians have ascribed 
to sanmicheli a fundamental role in the flourishing of the arts in verona, 
but remain reticent about the reasons of his sudden success from the 
late 1520s onwards. In this paper his buildings will be addressed from the 
point of view of his patrons by linking his private commissions in verona to 
the power vacuum that ensued from the war, which resulted in repeated 
confrontations between two rivaling clans. Why did these power struggles 
prompt sanmicheli’s patrons to build? and how did these buildings fit into 
their strategies to take control of the veronese institutions? also, why did 
they prefer sanmicheli for their projects? two case-studies, the city resi-
dences of the bevilacqua and lavezzola families, will serve as illustrations 
of the relationship between architecture and power, and show how closely 
connected architecture and conflict were in sixteenth-century verona.

keyword

Verona, Michele Sanmicheli, politics, residential architecture
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In sixteenth-century verona conflict is at the heart of developments in areas 
as diverse as art, religion and politics. In this paper I will address the con-
nection between architecture and conflict in a time of fundamental changes. 
the period under discussion is the aftermath of the War of the league of 
cambrai (1508-17), when the cityscape of verona underwent a remarkable 
change. the war had taken a heavy toll on the veronese community, killing 
thousands of inhabitants and damaging large parts of the medieval city. this 
made extensive restoration activities necessary and at the same time cre-
ated opportunities to experiment with new trends in architecture. the ve-
ronese elite were eager to adopt the latest fashions from papal rome, hiring 
Michele sanmicheli (1487/8-1559), who was trained in the environment 
of bramante and the da sangallo family, as their architect of choice. I will 
follow up on a suggestion the distinguished architectural historian howard 
burns made more than twenty years ago at a conference devoted to san-
micheli, a suggestion which since has not received the attention it merits.1 
his contribution can be summarized as follows. sanmicheli, a verona native, 
had been an architect who worked in his hometown on an exclusive basis 
for families that were allied to one of its powerful factions, the so-called 
bevilacqua clan. Its members – connected through kinship, friendship, and 
mutual interests –were known for their loyalty to venice. this stood in sharp 
contrast to their antagonists, the adherents of the nogarola clan, who were 
regarded with a suspicious eye by the venetian authorities for their close 
ties to the imperial court of the habsburg family.
suggesting a connection between sanmicheli’s architecture on the one hand 
and the presence of faction rivalry in verona on the other is suggesting a 
relationship between architecture, politics and social identity in a way that 
turns the architect into an active agent instead of regarding him as a mere 
bystander to the conflict. still, the question how all these different elements 
precisely relate is difficult to assess when little is known about the rivalry 
that kept verona in its thrall for most of the sixteenth century. It is therefore 
necessary to investigate how burns’ thesis holds up when confronting it with 
historical data that provide an insight into the origins and objectives of the 
bevilacqua and nogarola factions, and see if this might reveal something 
about the motives of the families associated with the bevilacqua clan for 
hiring sanmicheli. did these buildings contribute to their cause; and if so, in 
what way? to put it differently, if sanmicheli’s patrons were indeed involved 
in the confrontations between the two rivaling factions, what would this 
mean for our perception of these objects? therefore I will address these 
issues by having a closer look at two residences sanmicheli designed for 
families which according to burns belonged to the bevilacqua clan, namely 
the bevilacqua and lavezzola families. I will approach these buildings mainly 

from the perspective of sanmicheli’s patrons. Patronage is often applied 
within architectural history only in the sense of mecenatismo, the Italian 
word for patronage in a cultural sense. but in sixteenth-century verona the 
demarcation lines of modern-day scholarship did not exist and it is impor-
tant to regard sanmicheli’s patrons not only as members of a cultural elite, 
but also as families with obvious political interests that were inextricably 
intertwined with their economic affairs. to improve their fortunes, families 
of different means, social standing, and access to power collaborated with 
each other, a mechanism of reciprocity in which political support was ex-
changed for favours and tokens of respect. It would be wrong to ignore this 
form of personal patronage, referred to as clientelismo, since architecture 
was a major means of social and self-definition. there were no clear distinc-
tions between clientelismo and mecenatismo then; patrons, artists, clients, 
friends: people might assume different roles at different times, but they 
were all part of the same network of personal bonds, which were so effec-
tive in creating enduring commitments from which everyone could benefit.
having introduced the methodological framework of this paper, I will now 
continue with a discussion of sanmicheli’s residences.

In verona five palazzi have been attributed to sanmicheli. these are, in chro-
nological order, Palazzo canossa, Palazzo bevilacqua, Palazzo lavezzola, 
Palazzo degli honorij, and Palazzo della torre.2 our knowledge about these 
buildings is based on either stylistic characteristics or indirect evidence, 
such as requests for renovation filed to the city council and notaries acts 
in which property was acquired. the uncertain chronology of these palaces 
notwithstanding, the importance of the buildings is self-evident. Palazzo bevi-
lacqua and Palazzo lavezzola are the first private residences in verona to 
feature facades entirely produced in stone in a city that was renowned for its 
tradition of facades decorated with colorful fresco paintings. sanmicheli was 
thus the first to break with this tradition, exploring the sculptural qualities of 
a feature that till then was nothing more but a flat surface. Moreover, san-
micheli’s residences were the first in the republic of venice to be modeled 
after contemporary examples in rome, specifically bramante’s innovative 
Palazzo caprini of ca. 1510.
Palazzo bevilacqua, a horizontally laid-out structure with strong vertical ac-
cents, is seven bays wide and two stories high. the ground floor is sepa-
rated from the first floor by a balcony, which runs along the entire length 
of the facade, while the first floor is topped by a monumental entablature. 
the ground floor is rusticated to emphasize the impenetrability of the edi-
fice, while the loggia on the piano nobile is open and festive. the building is 
characterized by a strong antiquarian nature; for instance, the keystones 
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of the arched windows on the ground floor are busts of roman emperors, 
and the half-columns on the first floor deliberately recall the columns of the 
nearby Porta borsari, a city-gate from the first century ad when verona 
was still a roman colony. because the ground plan of the building is asym-
metrical – with the entrance at the second bay on the left – and because 
four more keystones with busts of roman emperors have been preserved, it 
is assumed that Palazzo bevilacqua has never been completed. this seems 
to be confirmed by a supplication in which the bevilacqua family requests 
the city council for consent to both expand their residence and appropriate 
some public ground after they bought the neighbor’s house, the residence 
of the lodrone family, in order to finish it according to the original design. 
that design would mirror the present ground plan to create a house with 
two inner courtyards, but – instead of a total width of eleven bays as you 
might expect – it would count a total of fifteen bays.3 the chroniclers of the 
bevilacqua family, antonio Frizzi and valerio seta, list antonio and gregorio 
bevilacqua as patrons of the building, which led some architectural histo-
rians to believe the design must date from after the death of their eldest 
brother gianfrancesco in 1549.4 Most architectural historians think, how-
ever, that it should be dated somewhere in the early 1530s as it bears a 
close resemblance to Margherita Pellegrini’s chapel at san bernardino in 
verona, the only private commission by sanmicheli in verona that is securely 
documented, which dates from 1528.5

Palazzo lavezzola, a horizontally laid-out structure similar to Palazzo bevi-
lacqua but with a perfectly symmetrical facade, is also seven bays wide and 
two stories high. although there are clear parallels to be drawn with Palazzo 
bevilacqua, its use of ornaments is much more restrained and less playful. 
nonetheless, the facade remains imposing with its rusticated ground floor, 
a piano nobile with large arched windows and theater masks for keystones, 
the bays separated by fluted half-columns on pedestals which carry an im-
pressive entablature. here, too, it is difficult to produce a timeline for the 
construction process of the building. as a result various suggestions have 
been made ranging from the late 1520s to the early 1550s. a supplication 
filed by nicolò and gianfrancesco lavezzola in 1536, in which they ask per-
mission from the veronese council to start restructuring some old houses, 
might serve as an indication that a design for the new palace was already in 
the works by that time, and most architectural historians date the design of 
Palazzo lavezzola sometime in the early to middle 1530s.6

having briefly sketched an overview of Palazzo bevilacqua and Palazzo lavez-
zola’s exteriors and their dating, it is now time to see how these buildings 
relate to the social and political context of sixteenth-century verona, a time 
of conflict and power struggle, as we will see.

It is not without huge regret that we need to inform your excellency 
about something that according to our judgment is of great impor-
tance and of the utmost importance regarding our current affairs. It 
seems that since a few days in this city certain old enmities between 
two parties have resuscitated of a sort that we’d be really surprised 
if these would not result into some great inconvenience and damage 
to matters important to your excellency and in particular to this city.7 

thus starts the letter written in February 1525 with great urgency by Paolo 
nani and Marco gabriele, the administrators of verona, which they sent to 
their superiors of the council of ten in venice about confrontations in the 
streets of the scaliger city, a situation of rapidly increasing tension between 
rivaling clans that could and would escalate quickly if not addressed with 
immediate and adequate measures. although no blood had been spilled yet 
– not even a punch had been thrown, the administrators inform their superi-
ors – venice should not underestimate the severity of the problem. For each 
faction had between fifty and sixty armed men out on the streets, trying to 
provoke each other into violent responses. What made matters complicated 
was that men belonging to different armies stood side by side, while those 
who usually fought together were now at opposite ends from each other.8 
but the administrators’ fear was not limited to the present situation only for 
it extended to the possibility that soon everyone in verona would be caught 
up in the violent quarrels of the clans:

they come together during the day and at night at their houses, bring-
ing together large crowds, forming sects and causing uproar, which in 
few days actually will lead to some big scandal if these gatherings are 
not restricted, and will then divide the whole area in two [...]. 9 

one of the main causes of concern was that members of the opposing clans 
were in fact also related to each other, which could lead to a vicious cycle of 
revenge. according to nani and gabriele, it was therefore important to quiet 
things down, forge a truce, and make peace, for which they requested the 
assistance of their superiors in venice. For the time being, they put all the 
main culprits under house-arrest.
Who were these culprits? the administrators of verona added to their let-
ters a list of the most prominent adherents of the two rivaling factions, 
which included various members of the bevilacqua and nogarola families, 
after whom these clans were named.10 the origins of the confrontations 
about which the administrators wrote their letters, however, lies not with 
the leaders but with their followers, ranging from petty insults to downright 
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murder. but the cause of their adverse relationship lies deeper and the ani-
mosity between them kept smoldering over the decades as various reports 
of subsequent administrators reveal. In 1558 podestà gabriele Morosini 
wrote about recurring cases in which justice was obstructed, pointing his 
finger at members of the bevilacqua and nogarola clans, who remained 
unpunished.11 and in 1566 podestà alvise grimani wrote to his superiors 
in venice about how much these families valued ‘the honours and offices of 
the citizens of verona’, remarking he could nothing but observe ‘thousands 
of hand weapons on the piazza and in the streets, carried by servants who 
come to accompany their masters to their houses’.12 the remarks by gri-
mani affirm that the confrontations between the bevilacqua and nogarola 
clans in February 1525 had not been incidents, but were related to the 
power struggle in the veronese institutions that ensued after the War of 
the league of cambrai ended, something that becomes more evident when 
we have a closer look at the seat distribution in the city council of verona. 
the distribution of these seats was a time-consuming affair which took place 
every year at the end of december during a complicated voting process. 
Fortunately, the results of these elections have been preserved for the first 
half of the sixteenth century in two different types of documents. First, the 
city council acts (Atti del Consiglio) list for each year which individuals were 
allotted a seat. second, some registers in a private archive (Archivio Lando) 
hold the exact vote count each elective councilor received during the ballot 
for the years up to 1552. From these documents we can gather a picture 
of the seat distribution among members of the bevilacqua and nogarola 
clans, and also of their popularity.13 a quick glance learns that the nogarola 
family was much more powerful than the bevilacqua family, the former eas-
ily receiving enough votes each time to be elected as councilors while the 
latter sometimes struggled and failed to win a seat. For instance, if we look 
at the years around the turn of the century we see that galeazzo nogarola, 
both head of the nogarola family and faction, gets elected again and again 
with major support, often surpassing one hundred votes. his antagonist 
giovanni bevilacqua, both head of the bevilacqua family and clan, had a far 
less steady supporters base. his grandson gianfrancesco – eldest brother 
of troublemakers antonio and gregorio – had similar difficulty in getting 
elected as representative. In fact, during the 1520s he never succeeded in 
obtaining a city council seat, even if he had occupied one before. only during 
the 1530s did he overcome this. the election outcomes of the lavezzola 
family, clients and close friends of the bevilacqua family, show a similar de-
velopment.14 their fortune seems to be connected with that of their patrons 
and friends as they too struggled to get elected in the 1520s and only over-
coming this during the early 1530s. What changed?

For the lavezzola family, the end of the War of the league of cambrai meant 
access to a city council seat, by far the highest marker of social discern-
ment in sixteenth-century verona, which had been very difficult to obtain 
and even more difficult to keep.15 after the death of albertino lavezzola, 
who was the first of his family to be a member of the city council, his sons 
gianfrancesco and niccolò struggled to replace him. yet two strategies to 
keep the lavezzola family at the apex of society proved highly effective. the 
first was associating themselves with the powerful bevilacqua family, be-
coming friends and long-time allies; the second was acquiring plots of land 
at the riverbank in order to build a residence worthy of the newly acquired 
status. the lavezzola brothers filed their request to restructure some old 
houses into their permanent residence during gianfrancesco’s first term as 
representative. In the years thereafter, when the lavezzola residence was 
under construction and slowly began to make its mark on the cityscape and 
the people of verona, we see the lavezzola brothers become fixtures in both 
the city council and the highest echelon of society.
this relationship between architecture and politics is perhaps even more evi-
dent when we take a closer look at the bevilacqua family. during the 1520s 
they struggled to obtain a city council seat, which is remarkable as they 
were among the highest-standing families in town. although the reasons for 
their failure are unknown, we may assume the nogarola faction was very 
successful in frustrating their ambitions. yet the decision to restructure 
their residence into a magnificent palazzo according to the latest trends in 
architecture proved right for more than one reason. In 1532 the bevilacqua 
family overcame whatever prevented them from obtaining a city council seat 
and they never faced a similar powerlessness again. More importantly, the 
brand new façade of Palazzo bevilacqua was both a claim to and a manifes-
tation of power, showing off a type of authority that was unprecedented for 
a private family in verona, with a grand balcony overseeing the street and 
a long row of benches running along the plinth of the building to provide a 
waiting area for the family’s clients. Who, then, was the main addressee of 
this exuberantly decorated façade? It might not be surprising that its main 
audience was the family who lived right across the street, the nogarola fam-
ily, their antagonists.

to conclude, the 1520s proved politically difficult for the members of the 
bevilacqua clan, but these were also the years leading up to a period of 
perhaps their greatest successes. as the power basis of the bevilacqua 
faction grew and stabilized, members of this clan hired Michele sanmicheli 
to design and execute the most ornate palazzi of verona, on a par only 
with his projects for the republic of venice. Palazzo lavezzola’s austere 
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look equals that of the Porta Palio in verona, whereas Palazzo bevilacqua, 
already reminiscent of the biblioteca Marciana in venice, would almost have 
been as large had it been finished according to the original design. It seems 
as if these families wanted to make a statement – to manifest themselves in 
the boldest way they could, and this is exactly what they did.

giermente in alcuni casi et però vostra cel-
situdine spesso ode che molti diffidando di 
essi dimandano delegation all’avogaria nelli 
casi criminali’, gabriele Morosini, august 4, 
1558, reproduced in Podestaria e Capita-
nato di Verona (Milano: giuffrè, 1977), 18.
12 ‘[...] ma non si puotè però fuggir che 
non vi fussero milla arma di hasta su la piaz-
za et per le strade, portate da servitori ve-
nuti per accompagnar i patroni a casa’, po-
destà alvise grimani, 16 september 1566, 
reproduced ibidem, 40.
13 the maximum amount of votes each 
elective councilor could receive was 122 
and one needed a total of approximately 
70 votes to get elected to the city council 
(depending on how many councilors were 

present during the election). between the 
years 1494 and 1516 each representa-
tive served a one-year term; from 1519 
onwards councilors served four-year terms, 
after which they had to vacate one year. all 
data presented here was pulled from asvr, 
archivi privati, archivio lando, processi, 
reg. 5-7.
14 cf. burns, “‘Vasti desiderij e gran pensie-
ri’, 69; davies and hemsoll, Michele Sanmi-
cheli, (2004), 34.
15 Paola lanaro, “‘essere famiglia di con-
siglio’: social closure and economic change 
in the veronese patriciate of the sixteenth 
century,” Renaissance Studies 8 (1994), 
428-38.
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4 antonio Frizzi, Memorie storiche della 
nobile famiglia Bevilacqua (Parma,1779), 
111; valerio seta, Compendio historico 
dell’origine, discendenza, attioni, et acca-
samenti della famiglia Bevilacqua (Ferrara, 
1606), 255.
5 cf. davies and hemsoll, Michele Sanmi-
cheli, 356-7.
6 asvr, aac, ac, registro 76, f. 77 (28 
december 1536).
7 ‘non senza grandissimo despiacer ne 
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p judicio ñro e’ di grandissima Importan-
tia maxime p le’ occorrentie’ pñte. Par che 
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vilacqua clan are antonio bevilacqua, gre-
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raimondo della torre, girolamo campagna, 
gerardo boldieri, gregorio boldieri, antonio 
Pellegrini, giovanni bevilacqua lazise, and 
galeotto bevilacqua lazise. asv, ccx, di-
spacci, busta 192, 111-12.
11 ‘della consolaria posso dire che alle fia-
te per dipendentie, parentele e fationi es-
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4.2.5 Political Power through architectural Wonder. 
Parma, teatro Farnese

susanna PIscIella
Istituto Universitario di Architettura di Venezia, Italy

abstract

In 1617 there were rumours in the Farnese dukedom of Parma about the 
passage of cosimo II de Medici, on the way along his pilgrimage to san 
carlo borromeo’s tomb in Milan. this became a valuable opportunity for 
ranuccio I Farnese to regenerate the innocence and serenity of his duke-
dom which had been seriously stained five years before by the torture and 
beheading he had applied to seven of his feudal lords, believing there was 
a conspiracy against him with the indirect support by the gonzaga, Medici 
and Malaspina dukedoms. In and around the dukedom of Parma the at-
mosphere was one of suspicion; forging new alliances became essential in 
order to restore and strengthen the affected power of Farnese. cosimo II 
de Medici’s passage through Parma was the great occasion to arrange a 
marriage between odoardo Farnese and Margherita de Medici. there were 
just a few months available to prepare ‘the most beautiful feast (*vision) 
ever seen in whole europe’ to impress and gain the consent of cosimo II. 
the city was transformed into a huge theatre perspective, a procession of 
wonder from outside the city in the morning and culminating inside its very 
core in the evening, on the stage of teatro Farnese, with a wooden, light 
and suspended structure inside the bricks and massive first floor (l87 m x 
W32 m x h22 m) of Palazzo Farnese della Pilotta. realized by aleotti on the 
model of the Palladian olympic, it was designed for the opening opera “In 
defense of beauty” meant to transpose Parma and the Farnese fictionally 
such that discord is overcame through beauty. everything was ready but 
cosimo II never arrived. this extraordinary project opened onto the era of 
baroque wonder. 

keywords

architecture, city, conflict, Farnese, Parma, theatre

In the Farnese theatre, built by giovan battista aleotti for the duke of Parma 
and Piacenza ranuccio I Farnese in 1618, the particular architectural pro-
gram and historical context where it was realized are here used to highlight 
some issues which could be also relevant for a comparison with a contempo-
rary societal approach to architecture, like the ones briefly resumed below:
(1) gnosiological and explorative dimension of architecture
(2) the supremacy of vision
(3) representation as a knowledge device to explore and overcome conflict
(4) geo-political competition for beauty and culture to reach consensus
(5) civitas more than just urbs

teatro Farnese is among the few remaining theatres which inaugurated the 
baroque, but it’s also probably the only one suspended, hanging on large 
arches at the entrance of the Pilotta building, the expansive incomplete 
residence-palace of the Farnese in Parma.
the building is entirely constructed, both outside and inside, using one ma-
terial, exposed brick, commonly used in the aemilian area. this continuity 
makes it seem even more imposing. today, the access to the theatre is the 
same as the original, and consists of a system of strong contrasts of light 
and size, which slightly remind the section of laurenziana library by Michel-
angelo buonarroti, inaugurated in Florence in 1571.

although undocumented, ranuccio I had supposedly visited it during his visit 
at the Medici’s in 1604. Florence, in particular the uffizi, and the interior of 
buontalenti’s theatre, deeply impressed him, and became an architectural 
precedent to overcome and to promote the Farnese dukedom among oth-
ers, in the competitive geo-politics of northern Italy. In fact, Farnese theatre 
was designed to amaze cosimo II de’ Medici and, through wonder, gain his 
friendship, as it will be soon discussed. 
the above scenography of contrasts begins from the street, in the dark and 
imposing arcade connecting the Parma river to the city centre and giving 
access to the palace. the monumental staircase placed under the arcades 
leads to the first floor and, when halfway, it opens on a brightly lit and very 
high octagonal dome  contrasting the cavern-like lower level arcades. once 
upstairs, proportions are inverted again and flattened down into the hori-
zontality of the long barrel vaulted corridor, where, in the middle, in front of 
the staircase, is the large wooden entrance door of the theatre. the door is 
4 m wide and 7 m high, framed by corinthian columns, and decorated with 
the arms of the Farnese. again, it leads into a very dark and small wooden 
foyer 8 x 8 m where two lateral doors lead to the upper floor lodges and 
the frontal door to the cavea. the effect is increased by the double box 
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structure, where wood acts like an envelope wrapping the exposed brick 
hall, which soars high over the wooden theatre, measuring 22,7 m high up 
to the set of beams and 32,7 m high to the ridge of the roof. the original 
proportions of the theatre hall were 87,20 m long, 32 m wide and 22,7 m 
high, but, originally the visible height was under the beams. this was where 
the wooden ceiling representing the olympus was fixed, in continuity with the 
mythological narrations painted along the wood of the theatre fronts and 
culminating on the stage with the opera La Difesa della Bellezza by alfonso 
Pozzo, meaning the defence of beauty. 
today, the original decorations of the theatre are no longer seen since it’s 
bombing during the second World War, and since it was philologically re-
built. however, the natural wood was once completely covered with stucco 
and painted cardboard to simulate precious marbles.
the architectural project was unthinkable if not for the representative pro-
gram Defense of Beauty, where beauty, metaphorically represents for the 
yearned alliance to be built between ranuccio I and grand duke cosimo II. 
their relationships had deeply deteriorated, due to the reciprocal suspects 
generated by the conjure attempt against ranuccio in 1612, when the feu-
dals of Parma, supported by the gonzaga and, as it seemed, by the Medici, 
organized a conspiracy against ranuccio I, to be executed during the public 
baptism of his nephew. 

the murder was avoided, but, after an inquisitorial process, barbara sanse-
verino, whose beauty was celebrated by the poet torquato tasso, nine more 
conspirators were executed in the public square. 
the conspiracy was due to the aggressive politics of ranuccio, who dispos-
sessed feudals of their beautiful feuds, for example the colorno and Felino, 
and to the general aversion of how the Farnese took for themselves Parma 
and Piacenza through Farnese Pope Paolo III that caused hostility and coali-
tions against them in the territorial neighbourhood since the beginning. In 
particular, the gonzaga, settled in the near Mantua, and charles v control-
ling Milan, since the beginning had been the worst enemies and in 1547 
had succeeded to murder ranuccio I’s grand-grandfather, with the support, 
among the others, of the Medici. the year of 1547 was just two years after 
the creation of the Farnese dukedom by Pope Paolo III Farnese, when the 
area of Parma and Piacenza was in a very delicate situation to maintain 
equilibrium among many other dukedoms and the relationships between the 
French and the holy roman empire of charles v controlling Milan. ranuc-
cio’s father, alessandro, had already attempted to reconcile with the Medici 
against the gonzaga, by the marriage agreement for his daughter in place 
of gonzaga’s daughter with the Medici. but after the marriage had been 

celebrated, a congenital obstacle of Margherita Farnese had not permitted 
any consummation and at her refusal for surgery, the Medici had obtained 
by carlo borromeo permission for divorce of the marriage in order to marry 
the gonzaga, which was a new offense for the Farnese. 
the theatre construction configures like a political gift, a tribute in cosimo 
II’s honor, to attract him to visit Parma to try to manage the marriage agree-
ment which would establish the yearned alliance with the gran duchy and 
the superiority over the gonzaga by building a theatre, capable of incorporat-
ing the innovations of their sabbioneta theatre by scamozzi, and overcoming 
both the gonzaga and the Medici’s theatres in wonder.
the dedication Bellonae ac Musis, conflict and art grace, reflects the same 
opposition and synthesis in the two genres gathered together in the form of 
a tournament. the opera stage was supposed to be the triumphant conclu-
sion of a full day of spectacular events; cosimo II was in fact supposed to be 
greeted by a procession that would escort him along all the way with perfor-
mances of chivalry, an affluent public banquet and parade of boats to visit 
the major sites of the city, to be decorated with ephemeral architectures. 
the stage, with a sequence of 6 acting interludes, seperated by horseback 
tourneys, a banquet and a naumachia, was aimed to reassemble the city in 
a higher level of fiction and to remind cosimo II the most relevant and fasci-
nating moments of the day, in order to seduce him further. 
to better understand the program and the construction process of the 
Farnese theatre, it is important to notice that the representation was fo-
cused to perform just once and, particularly, addressing one person, cosi-
mo II de’ Medici. More, the whole project orbited around one single purpose: 
the alliance between Parma and Florence after decades of conspiracy and 
suspicion. alliance was to be reached through the agreement of marriage 
between ranuccio I Farnese’s son, odoardo, and cosimo II de’ Medici’s 
daughter, Margherita. the strategy to reach this goal was to welcome, 
amaze and well-dispose cosimo II, and, in this direction, the project was 
supposed to articulate into three main works: 
(1) Parma city welcome feast: ephemeral redesign along the way from Po 
river to Pilotta palace 
(2) Private indoor feast:  the Farnese theatre construction
(3) defence of beauty: the representation of the expected alliance

In august 1617 the rumour spread that the following year cosimo II will cross 
Parma on the way to Milan where he would pay homage to san carlo borro-
meo for having healed him. the opportunity to host cosimo II and agree the al-
liance with Florence was a very important chance to consolidate the Farnese 
dukedom, in a condition of geographical isolation and internal discontent.
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this project is relevant and they had only one year for preparation, really 
short period of time, not only to complete the program, but to realize it in 
the way to overcome the previous architectural precedents in the field of in-
terior theatres like the olympic by Palladio and the sabbionata by scamozzi, 
but especially the teatro Mediceo, built by bernardo buontalenti inside the 
uffizi Palace. 
bernardo buontalenti after the death of vasari had become the court official 
architect, expert in various fields, from fortification engineering to ephem-
eral apparatus for spectacular feasts and his theatrical installations were 
famous for the great effect of the blend of truth and fiction. Farnese theatre 
owes him the solution to paint landscapes on the walls behind the serlian 
arcades over the tribunes, in order to continue the spectacle beyond the 
theatre hall, beyond the urban fiction of the tribune (Figure 1).
ranuccio I seeks for a man who can compete with buontalenti and he finds 
giovan battista aleotti, a known and very brilliant hydraulic engineer and 
genial stage designer, and an expert connoisseur of architectural treatises. 
he had already directed the Farnese carnival the preceding year, demon-
strating great skill in the design of stage machinery and had been the official 

architect at the este dukedom in Ferrara, where he had just completed 
the construction of the teatro degli Intrepidi. here he had applied three 
important changes that he would apply to the Farnese project: the first 
concerned the audience, he stretched the form to host more people and 
generate room to be used to host the naumachia and the chivalry parades. 
secondly, he had enlarged the volumetric void of the stage in order to host 
the moving scenes and machinery he had expressly created for the special 
effects. thirdly, he had introduced the proscenium arch in order to hide all 
the scenic machinery, and this new element was performing as the most 
representative architectural mask of the stage. 
In november the three main protagonists of the project join together in 
Parma: giovan battista aleotti responsible for the theatre, alfonso Pozzo 
responsible for the opera stage “defense of beauty” and enzo bentivoglio, 
theatrical impresario, responsible for the urban feast, about which he prom-
ises to the duke that he will ‘prepare for him the most beautiful feast ever 
seen in europe before’. In fact the whole ranuccio’s project will be remem-
bered as the inauguration of the baroque feast. due to the short period of 
time, ranuccio decides to devote to host the theatre the hall of arms of his 
Pilotta Palace, completed just couple of years before. 
Works begin immediately and the three cooperate closely on the text “de-
fence of beauty” which, in turn, is written day by day together with the 
project of the theatre, both reciprocally depending on the stage machines 
that aleotti was able to design for the stage of the illusions required by the 
tournament. 

the urban feast, in turn, re-proposes at the scale of real landscape details 
taken from the stage such as the processions, parades and banquet, the 
policromy of the costumes and dances to create an itinerant apparatus 
prepared as a self-propelled architecture along the city, in order to prepare 
and emphasize wonder, weakening the border between reality and fiction, 
between Parma and the olympus which is staged during the evening inside 
the theatre. aleotti expressly creates an innovative system of sliding frames 
centrally controlled to permit simultaneous changes on stage. by borrowing 
the proscenium arch from his previous teatro degli Intrepidi and the trium-
phal arches joining the stage with the cavea from the teatro di sabbioneta 
by scamozzi, aleotti generates a very monumental unity among all the parts 
of the theatre (Figure 2). the unity of the reciprocal gazes among the spec-
tators who see each other and the duke who, sitting in the center of the 
tribunes, over the main entrance, benefits from the main point of view on 
the stage and on the spectators.
the scene is set in the olympus, at the moment of gods’ disagreement 

Figure 1. view of Farnese theatre after the second World War. the philological recon-
struction is missing the original paintings. the u shape cavea offers large place to host the 
chivalry parades and naumachia to be played among the specators, who are dominated by 
the gaze of the duke, positioned in the center on a high level. the solution to paint land-
scapes on the walls behind the serlian arcades over the tribunes, continues the spectacle 
beyond the theatre hall, beyond the urban fiction of the tribune. Source: photography by 
lorenzo sivieri



4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

4
. 
th

E
o

r
E
tI

C
a

l 
a

n
d

 C
r

It
IC

a
l 

IS
S
u

E
S

712 713

due to Paris’ sentence on venus. olympus is represented through the main 
architectural forms from Parma and Piacenza. both venus and discord are 
represented through special effects on clouds and their fight is consumed 
across heavens, earth and seas, arising a conflict involving all of the uni-
versal elements and which reaches the cavea flooding it completely with the 
naumachia, creating a great impression. venus succeeds in saving concor-
dia against discordia and the scene evaporates in the appearance of Iris, 
the god of supremacy of vision, who gathers around herself the four ancient 
continents, the four elements, the ages, the Zodiacal signs, etc., for a uni-
versal consensus on the gained peace. an expansive rainbow frames this 
last scene and when the stage curtains close, the armies of the Farnese 
and the Medici, sewed with golden wire on the tissue, compose together. 
In this way the theatre performs the miracle, at the entrance are just the 
Farnese’s armies and at the exit the two families, the two cities Parma and 
Florence are one.
It must be said that the entire project, since the very beginning, was af-
fected by a fundamental doubt: is there any certainty about whether and 
when cosimo II will arrive to Parma? From november 1617 to the beginning 

of 1619 when the theatre was completed, the news about his trip often 
changed, earlier rumours saying that would have arrived in the beginning of 
spring 1618, which provoked the fear of not succeeding to complete the 
work, then it came out that he would reach Milan by sailing to genova, then 
that he would arrive at the beginning of 1619. this condition of doubt and 
expectation exasperated the work because alfonso Pozzo, as documented, 
was planning the beginning and conclusion of the play depending on whether 
it was a friendly visit or a marriage agreement. unfortunately none of these 
assumptions would effectively correspond to reality, cosimo II who would 
never arrive because of his medical conditions during 1618 which would sig-
nificantly deteriorate and be the cause of his death in 1621. In 1622 ranuc-
cio I died too, but the effects of this great project bared its results ten years 
later, when, on the 31 december 1628, odoardo Farnese succeeded to 
marry Margherita de’ Medici and the feast inaugurated the Farnese theatre 
with the stage of a new opera, composed by claudio achillini and music by 
claudio Monteverdi. the Farnese project nowadays is still shows its results 
for the city of Parma, being one of the most important visit destination of the 
city, together with the antelami’s baptistery, the theatre setting the secular 

knowledge and the baptistery setting the christian knowledge, making the 
two main cultural paradigms of the age. 
both the theatre and the feast are investments addressed not only to the 
prompt purpose of gaining the Medici’s alliance but also in the long term 
cultivation of the civitas, the city identity and the sense of belonging to the 
duchy, respectively the theatre conceived to host the Parma aristocracy 
and the feast involving the whole Parma inhabitants. In fact, traditionally 
the theatre, from théa, theòs is the possibility to move the vision on the 
level of the god’s (ancient greek, theatre), what is meant by the Farnese 
project through the large use of illusionistic machinery, and the feast, from 
phaìnomai, meaning to reveal, is the particular moment when deity enters 
the chronological and contingent human dimension producing in humanity 
the knowledge of a-temporality and transcendence that are daily not usually 
experienced. 
ranuccio’s project shows how it is impossible to overcome the past and in-
augurate a new political era without re-writing the history of the city through 
the generation of new images re-generating Parma, from the inside, from 
the imagination of its inhabitants. 
the reconciliation feast organized in honor of cosimo II re-plans the im-
age, expectations and dreams of the city, making of architecture the main 
gnosiological tool for the understanding of the political and cultural setting. 
james hillmann in Politica della bellezza writes that the Iron curtain was 
demolished by the seduction of Western beauty in architecture, fashion, lit-
erature, etc. so the question arising is: what type of architecture, and which 
expectations root contemporary politics in our landscapes and imaginations, 
both for today and for the future? 

Figure 2. view of Farnese theatre after the second World War. the two lateral triumph 
arches generates a very monumental unity among all the parts of the theatre. the pro-
scenium arch performs like the new mask of the theatre, hiding the increasing volume of 
illusion machinery. Source: photography by lorenzo sivieri
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4.3 how It all Began: Primitivism and 
the legitimacy of architecture  
in the Eighteenth and nineteenth 
Centuries

SESSION CHAIRS: 
Maarten delbeKe
Universiteit Gent, Belgium
lInda bleIjenberg
Universiteit Leiden, Netherlands
sIgrId de jong
Universiteit Leiden, Netherlands 
RESPONDENT: 
carolIne van ecK
Universiteit Leiden, Netherlands

by the turn of the eighteenth century, architects and writers questioned 
many of the foundations of renaissance design theory and its later develop-
ments: the role of roman antiquity as the primary provider of architectural 
references; the authority of vitruvius’ De architectura and its many edi-
tions, translations and re-workings; and also some of the very concepts 
that shaped this design theory, such as the idea that architecture emerged 
as the imitation of primitive forms of building. challenging these authorities 
was not merely a matter of rejecting or reinterpreting the design principles 
espoused by vitruvius or retrieved from ancient monuments. It also entailed 
redefining the foundations of architecture as a culturally and socially embed-
ded artistic discipline. after all, traditional models – and primitive origins in 
particular – explained how architecture was enmeshed with the very fabric 
of society. If these authorities were challenged, new arguments had to be 
found explaining how architecture found its place at the centre of human 
culture.
In this session, we will examine one particular strain of arguments that ad-
dressed this problem: new ideas about the origins of architecture. In par-
ticular, we are interested in how the increasingly vivid debates about primitiv-
ism – the idea that any human action, institution or custom is at its purest 
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at the moment of inception – informed new ways of thinking about archi-
tecture, its origins, and its role in society and culture. hitherto primitivism 
has been considered mainly in relation to Modernism, but it emerged in the 
early eighteenth century as a mode of thought about the origins, meaning 
and legitimacy of society and cultural practices. as such, it offers a unique 
perspective on the still current problem of how to endow architectural forms 
with cultural meaning. by advocating a return to first origins, primitivism 
offers an alternative to history as the storehouse of architectural form and 
meaning. We invite papers that address the role of the quest for origins in 
general, and ideas on primitivism in particular, in architectural thought and 
practice in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. We welcome case stud-
ies about texts, buildings or oeuvres that open up wider intellectual, social 
and institutional contexts. We are particularly interested in how questions 
about origins and primitivism introduced new ideas into architectural dis-
course – such as the religious and symbolical, rather than the practical and 
tectonic origins of architecture – and configured the relation of architecture 
with other artistic and scientific disciplines, such as archaeology and differ-
ent kinds of historiography, natural history, linguistics and ethnology. Finally, 
we are curious to see how the preoccupation with primitivism translated into 
building practice.

4.3.1 on the Colonial origins of architecture: Building 
the ‘Maison rustique’ in Cayenne, French guiana

erIKa nagInsKI
Harvard University, USA
eldra d. WalKer
Harvard University, USA

abstract

the ‘state of nature,’ which emerged as a central tenet in the social philoso-
phies of the seventeenth  and eighteenth centuries contemplating the pre-
civilizational struggle for existence, was marked by conflicting views: against 
the ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short’ life of natural man described 
in hobbes’s Leviathan (1651) stood the ‘noble savage’ evoked in dryden’s 
Conquest of Granada (1672). how this intellectual legacy influenced those 
who enlisted, after 1750, naturalized discourses to explain the origins of 
architecture is hardly straightforward, for architects and connoisseurs alike 
tended to embrace the ‘soft’ primitivism espoused by shaftesbury, rous-
seau, and eighteenth-century sentimentalism more generally. Indeed, the 
presumption of humanity’s innate benevolence helped to shape enlighten-
ment discourses on architecture’s origins in habitation. 
We set another kind of proposal against canonical examples such as lau-
gier’s ‘rustic hut’ (which discovered architecture’s first model in tree trunks 
and branches) or chambers’s ‘primitive buildings’ (which drew from the vit-
ruvian narrative of the creation of shelter): that is, the structures described 
in j.-a. bruletout de Préfontaine’s La Maison Rustique, à l’usage des habit-
ans de la partie de la France équinoxiale, connue sous le nom de Cayenne 
(1763). the book details the establishment of plantations in the colony of 
French guiana based on a slave economy, the use of local materials, and 
the labor of indigenous populations. the term ‘maison rustique’ traditionally 
designated farm buildings and agricultural compounds (from estienne and 
liebaut’s L’agriculture et maison rustique (1586) to liger’s Oeconomie gé-
nérale de la campagne, ou nouvelle maison rustique (1700), for instance). 
yet our example, which eerily rehearses natural man’s search for shelter 
and civilization, stages another genealogy of architectural origins – one that 
is bound to race, colonialism, and enlightenment accounts of the civiliza-
tional process. 
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4.3.2 out of the Earth: Primitive Monuments between 
Prehistoric and gothic ambitions

jennIFer Ferng
The University of Sydney, Australia

abstract

discoveries of megalithic structures – stonehenge, avebury, Mane braz, and 
skara brae among others – were closely linked to the discipline of architec-
ture since the inception of the eighteenth century. In fact, the reformulation 
of their mythological origins became one of the untold narratives that con-
nected universal forms to these monuments, which emerged from the dark 
worlds of primeval inhabitants and nature. eighteenth-century debates over 
historical authenticity gave way to more complex arguments about the se-
mantic meaning of stone found in archaeological sites replicated in civic and 
residential architecture across europe. Figurative forms in the guise of mega-
liths embodied human actions in their purest appearance. these tectonic 
structures represented fundamental symbols of architectural endurance but 
also induced intellectual curiosity through their enigmatic carvings. this paper 
treats megalithic structures as diachronic objects whose origins were deeply 
rooted in religious and symbolic narratives that were translated into the con-
struction of english buildings. ruins became modern constructions that ex-
ploited ancient myths to prove their relevance in the eighteenth century. cul-
ture came not in the shape of architecture but in the form of these primitive 
monuments, which stood for eternal artifice and nature. eighteenth-century 
architects and connoisseurs translated these ancient attributes into hybrid-
ized aesthetic expressions displaced from ruins and antiquarian monuments 
devoted to ancient times. specifically, english castles and residences such 
as ashby, bodiam, Penrhyn, and Wardour heralded vestiges of prehistoric 
ideals, literary utopias, and gothic sensibilities towards archaeological monu-
ments. In recalling arnaldo Momigliano’s caveat that the primitive and the civi-
lized were no longer distinguishable, prehistoric structures, in this vein, were 
infused with non-linear histories based not on the sublime reception of such 
archaeological sites but grounded instead in primal connections to the earth.

keywords

Early modern English castles, gothic revival, prehistoric 
architecture, megaliths, ruins

‘old castles, old pictures, old histories and the babble of old people, 
make one live back in centuries, that cannot disappoint one.’1

horace Walpole

horace Walpole’s felicitous passage about the longevity of old castles holds 
great relevance for the study of prehistoric megaliths that persisted through-
out the eighteenth century. early modern english castles were intimately con-
nected to historical remnants of an ancient past that presented deceptively 
simple appearances. reconstructed within seventeenth and eighteenth-cen-
tury architecture, stone megaliths from tisbury circle portrayed themselves 
as diachronic bodies, which ruptured the ordered continuity between the 
historical beginning of architecture and its proposed end. erected by first 
societies, these universal symbols of civilization strangely reinforced tectonic 
dimensions of the picturesque and gothic revival in english castles, complicat-
ing their nebulous identities as primitive monuments. the grotto at Wardour 
castle is presented here as a primary example that raises theoretical debates 
around three interconnected issues: the problems that arise from select-
ing given origins of primitivism, the semantic meaning of megaliths situated 
within premodern buildings, and stone’s materiality as a troubling manifes-
tation of diachronic history. embodied in the use of megalithic stone slabs 
of the Wardour grotto, ancient narratives became increasingly obscured by 
the presence of eighteenth-century ruins whose antiquarian appearances es-
caped the closeted confines of history.
but first let us first turn to the genealogy behind english castles, which en-
gaged prehistoric tokens for elaborate aristocratic expressions. collected in 
samuel and nathaniel buck’s Views of Ruins, Castles and Abbeys in Eng-
land (1726-39), 428 general views of estate properties across england 
documented discrete architectural details, many of which had been lost after 
these buildings had fallen into disrepair. against the bucks’ survey, lord Palm-
erston’s 1787 journal supports the impression that castles such as enmore 
were planned deliberately as antiquarian reconstructions, ‘built by the last lord 
[…] directly on the style of the castle of an ancient baron, 500 years ago. It is 
built of the coarse rough stone of the country with a deep moat and a draw-
bridge...’ reverend s. shaw in A Tour of England (1789) commented that ‘the 
castle is a true representation of those ancient habitations, which, amid the 
rivalries, animosities and dangers of feudal times, were the impregnable pro-
tection of every potent baron before the invention of gunpowder and the use 
of artillery.’2 castles born from the gothic revival drew their strength from a 
generally patriotic attitude towards the distant past. english neo-gothic archi-
tecture was therefore different in kind from english classical architecture, and 
by a similar circular reasoning, the gothic was specifically suited to the coun-
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try in which certain factors of landscape, materials, and climate had formed.3

the ‘first great flowering of english domestic architecture,’ cited by K.b. Mc-
Farlane in The Nobility of Later Medieval England (1973), suggests a strong 
connection between ancient megaliths and early modern follies such as grot-
toes that sought to capitalize upon their eternal character. gothic sham ruins 
erected after the jacobite rebellion of 1745 were produced as political at-
tacks on english catholicism. sham ruins epitomized not only idyllic likenesses 
of picturesque beauty, or nostalgia, but instead emerged as ‘monuments of 
ridicule and images of just destruction’ (commemorating the defeat of charles 
edward, the young Pretender, by the forces of george II). gothic revival in 
the eighteenth century existed as a polyphonous phenomenon. david stewart 
similarly argues that many gothic ruins were self-congratulatory monuments 
that espoused the downfall of england’s feudal heritage.5

In this light, the 1792 grotto of old Wardour castle heralded a well-groomed 
english estate that attended to the artful craft of faithfully emulating nature 
(Figure 1 and 2). josiah lane of tisbury was responsible for inventing and 
constructing the artificial cave, complete with realistic elements of dripping 
water, complemented by lush ferns and fossils made from the remaining 
brick, plaster, and stone leftover from castle’s vestiges. Within the grotto’s 
composition, three of the standing stones were removed from tisbury circle 
and added to the cave’s structure [similar to the stone circle the hurlers 
depicted at cornwall].6 raiding and recycling materials from prehistoric sites, 
was a relatively common practice. abandoned as a razed ornamental ruin 
from around 1640s, Wardour castle became a source of building material 
for the adjoining follies on the estate.
the Wardour grotto exemplified an eccentric gothic occasion where its physi-
cal configuration was visually reassembled to emulate the monstrous, foreign 
forms of the ancient megaliths. Irregular structures found in the grotto imi-
tate singular slabs that were cropped, expurgated, and layered upon each 
other. upon closer inspection, the collaged walls, clustered into minor sec-
tions, were piled to form tall towers, and the grotto’s roof was fully enclosed 
by an dense ivy canopy to enhance its ageless bearings. the darkened entry, 
marked by low inset stairs, led to a narrow doorway, and in evoking ‘gelid 
caverns’, the grotto’s walls were punctuated with random sets of openings, 
summoning what robert aubin has called ‘settings for elegies and allegories’ 
and ‘cool retreats for quelling the passions.’7 as ‘shell-houses’ and ‘deformi-
ties’, grottoes, for english theologian thomas burnet, possessed emblematic 
features that harkened back to the antediluvian past of deistic figures and 
nymphs such as thetis and calypso. his Theory of the Earth (1691), hav-
ing borrowed a passage from young’s night Ix, designated their primeval 
character as subterranean and secretive: ‘seas, rivers, mountains, forests, 

deserts, rocks; the promontory’s height, the depth profound; of subterra-
nean, excavated grots; black brow’d, and vaulted high, and yawning wide; 
From nature’s structure, or the scoop of time…’8 rocky grottos conflated 
vaunted aspects of the picturesque with antiquarianism, gothic ruins, and the 
widespread appeal of exotic yet distant places. along these lines, artificial geo-
logical ruins, others like the Queen’s hermitage, ‘owe[d] less to nature more 
to cost,’ reflecting the ascendant role of caverns as sites of social pleasure.

primitive oriGins as prehistoric

the grotto at Wardour as a design involving the reuse of ancient stone en-
capsulates some of the theoretical challenges in comprehending the complex 
ethos of primitive monuments. Master narratives of conventional architec-
tural history textbooks often commence with neolithic exemplars, and yet, 
more importantly, these tectonic structures are difficult enough to interpret 
in their original context. skara brae, dating from 3100-2500 bc, as a para-
digmatic case in point, signifies the primitive origins of architecture from the 
early dawn of man. as a minor village near the bay of skaill in the orkney 
Islands, its first impressions of human presence were illustrated through flint 
dross discovered near its foundations. the original outlines were crudely de-
marcated as round pillars and uneven thick walls. erected in two phases with 
networked covered passages, skara brae contained five houses of a standard 
architectural plan complete with two rectangular spaces, made from close-
fitting flat stone slabs. one popular explanation suggests that the first layout 
of the village was occupied for about three hundred years at which point the 
inhabitants, who were hunters and fishermen, decided to rebuild. uncovered 
by a severe storm in 1850, skara brae’s presence became palpably known to 
the modern world, revealing uncommon details such as a stone-built dresser 
placed against the back wall facing the entrance of one of the rooms. several 
hundred years later, farming was soon introduced to the scottish mainland. 
cattle, sheep, pigs, and dogs as well as crops such as wheat and barley were 
absorbed as growing agricultural practices that came to define daily life.
akin to skara brae, avebury, situated in the midst of the richest neolithic land-
scapes in england, also provides scarce information about its place among 
the chronological sequence of henge monuments. containing a range of sars-
en stones, avebury originated among the thousands of boulders strewn along 
nearby regional valleys. Its visual setting ensured a ‘balanced horizon that 
would be suited to astronomical observation.’9 clay was used to pack some 
of the stones into position, making difficult to explain why this material was 
brought from nearby streams in preference to that which naturally occurs in 
chalk.10 For contemporary scholars, materials such as soil, stone, and timber 
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to be considered as natural resources must be balanced with the variety of 
ways that prehistoric peoples may have engaged with the very substance of 
the land. unsealing the ground in prehistory symbolised a meaningful event 
conceived differently from our perceptions of earth-moving today. both of 
these interpretations of skara brae and avebury indicate there is still much 
speculation around the reasons for their construction.
theoretical uncertainty surrounding the origins of ancient architecture within 
the eighteenth century encounters the same impediments that besiege the 
historiography of prehistoric art. how did archaic myths inform the first emer-
gence of architecture – a hazy prospect addressed by Whitney davis who 
contends that the early genesis of art history’s origins are, in fact, random.11 
his vigorous avowal that this blindness in conservative art history is easily 
identified; however, art historical origins are still ‘difficult to analyze, examine, 
and debate.’ What should historical origins feel like? Perhaps in the instance 
of lascaux cave, as davis proposes, they are comparable to boys chasing 
their dog stumbling upon a deep opening in the earth, as a spontaneous 
event. For davis, lascaux locates its possible ‘narratability not in its own his-
torical beginnings but in its historical beginnings for us as art historians [or 
architectural historians].’12 the obsessive selection of neolithic monuments 
remains pervasive as in the axial gallery of the lascaux cave for the origins of 
architecture. complex ambiguities around the first exemplar of any history (as 
a placeholder) take the assumption that prehistoric buildings are historical by 
nature. thus, the production of buildings is an inherently historical process, 
and the historical object (or building) remains open to what davis calls ‘classi-
factory analyses and historicizing accounts of all stripes.’13

meaninG and materiality

Prevalent accounts of neolithic structures make a discreet entry into eigh-
teenth-century discourse where prehistoric traces played a significant role in 
the cultural and social construction of early modern english castles. skara 
brae and other monuments such as stonehenge signaled an impetus to-
wards enigmatic, dark origins rooted in the primeval nature of the earth 
associated with the beginning of time and the first appearance of man. their 
meaning as artifacts and as residual traces remain heavily shrouded in mys-
tery since much of the perplexing symbolism lay enshrined within ancient 
slabs of stone. reappearing in the guise of english castles and manor houses, 
the amalgamated appearances like those of the Wardour grotto distorted 
the ancient meaning of stone into a mythic language of ruins that relied upon 
metaphor and non-linear history. 
castles as ruins, which had had fallen into disuse by the 1700s, recalled 

historian arnaldo Momigliano’s trenchant statement that the primitive and 
the civilized had become thoroughly indistinguishable.14 Increasing differences 
between the privileged status of literary documents and other types of physi-
cal evidence such as charters, inscriptions, and statues were heaped into an 
ever-expanding hierarchy of historical references. Material fragments such 
as coins or archaeological facts provided a far more convincing argument 
for historian Francesco bianchini, who claimed that archaeological evidence 
(storia per simboli) made a firmer basis for history than literary evidence did. 
archaeological evidence – from ancient foundations, walls, to stone mark-
ers – framed simultaneously both ‘symbol and proof of what happened.’15 
Momigliano and bianchini’s assumptions about the foundations of history al-
lowed for material and archaeological facts to supersede literary sources as 
a means of authenticity. 
In the example of the Wardour grotto, stone as physical evidence represented 
symbolic intentions on the part of the architect and material proof that implied 
political and social inclinations. as a universal material associated with the 
foundational origins of man, stone only reinforced these wayward associations 
back towards the distant past while existing within the eighteenth century. 
It remained a mute medium that hindered any type of facile explanations. 
throughout many pre-industrial societies, stone was conceived as a vehicle 
that was ‘symbolically meaningful, ritually powerful and deeply interwoven 
into not just economic and material, but also social, cosmological, mythical, 
spiritual and philosophical aspects of life.’16 affirmed by archaeologists and 
anthropologists, the semantic character of stone was intractable and hard 
to decipher in prehistoric sites. the quality of the archaeological record at 
such sites possesses great potential to contribute to broader issues around 
discourses devoted to materials and materiality.17 historian aubrey burl com-
ments that ‘on the ordonance survey maps are hundreds of ‘stone circles’ 
many of them spacious enough to fit around a house...every year thousands 
of enthusiasts walk to these lonely rings hoping to understand what they were 
because the circles are the wordless memorials of prehistoric people who 
struggled to raise the ponderous stones for reasons that are only slowly be-
ing recovered.’18 similar to stone circles, neolithic flint mines in england in 
the regions of sussex and Wessex could be considered monumental spaces 
in their own right.19 chosen over timber as a preferred building material in 
many examples of domestic architecture dating before the end of the twelfth 
century, stone possessed the advantages of strength in light of the developing 
science of siegecraft. buildings such as henry I’s keep at norwich restored 
later in the nineteenth century and the residential tower keep at rochester 
built for henry I by William of corbeil, archbishop of canterbury, are but two 
of such instances that exploited stone for its symbolic potential.
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situated at the far end of the temporal spectrum, prehistoric sites were 
equally understood to be mythological places of sublime reception to which 
many european architects were drawn. over the grand tour, sites such as 
Wardour castle were re-envisioned, represented, and reproduced. the visual 
empiricism set forth by john Macarthur demands that the innovation of the 
picturesque lies in how a building comes into appearance, well before the 
question of what the building looks like.20 While the disjunctive relationship be-
tween the elevation and the architectural plan is not of interest here, Macar-
thur’s emphasis on the plan as ‘an instrument of seeing’ and its asymmetrical 
nature lends itself to the inscrutability of premodern castles and ruins. the 
stones of tisbury set into the Wardour grotto conflated antediluvian age with 
aristocratic desires and practical economy, and the ensuing visual irregulari-
ties belonging to the grotto formulated an ambiguous identity from prehistoric 
fragments. 

afterlives of monuments

during the eighteenth century, any cultural, religious, and symbolic circum-
stances encompassing megalithic structures came to override any apparent 
or logical explanations. residual primitive and civilized forces merged into 
the structural forms of early modern castles, as immutable ruins that have 
survived the onslaught of time. life histories as the ‘biographies of things’ 
such as those of megaliths require continuous reinterpretations of prehistoric 
structures as part of the very ‘logic of monument building’.21 historians such 
as richard bradley point to the plausible invention of fictitious genealogies 
used by political elites to establish long-term continuity of their power on an-
cient sites. 
Megaliths such as skara brae and tisbury continue to persist as visual ref-
erences and physical remnants interlaced within conceptions of eighteenth-
century residential castles like Wardour; their re-emergence as traces of a 
non-linear ‘afterlife’ reclaimed in the design of private residences draw ref-
erences from england’s distant past. long-term biographies of prehistoric 
structures, including christopher chippindale’s noted volume on stonehenge, 
probe how subsequent societies dealt with relics of the past, and in merging 
aesthetic appreciation with differing approaches to material evidence, we may 
begin to ask how were monuments actually treated and interpreted long after 
they had been built.22 
recent archaeological attention in this regard has shifted away from the ty-
pology and use of the finished form of stone architecture and towards the 
symbolism and ‘ritual empowerment’ of both stone objects and unmodified 
stones. cultural memory presents itself not as resurrecting the testimony of 

past events (in terms of accuracy and truth) but about ‘making meaningful 
statements about the past in a given present.’23 the history culture – or the 
‘practically effective articulation of historical consciousness in the life of a soci-
ety’ – became defined through symbolic practices such as secondary burials, 
story-telling, fertility magic, excavations, and guided tours.24

In the example of the Wardour grotto, the primitive origins of the eighteenth 
century lay secluded in earthly prehistoric forms resurrected to align with 
modern cultural, political and social beliefs. as a material object with for-
mal qualities and a diachronic presence, the singular megalith represented 
a mode of primitivism that combined mythological assumptions with histori-
cal determination. but, nonetheless, meaning and materiality quickly became 
indistinguishable from one another, allowing ancient stones to escape history 
as taciturn entities with resonant afterlives. Writing a history with primitive 
objects attends not only to the far distant past but also to the more recent 
one, making a direct linkage between them. While diachronic histories of old 
castles have not completely disappeared, these artifacts, despite Walpole’s 
impertinent counsel, still haunt contemporary civilization with their willingness 
to beguile and deceive.
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4.3.3 Viel de Saint-Maux and the Symbolism of Primitive 
architecture

cosMIn c. ungureanu
Universitatea de Arhitecturǎs̨i  
Urbanism “Ion Mincu” – Colegiul Noua Europǎ Institut de studii avansate, Romania

abstract

one of the sources usually disregarded by the scholarship on eighteenth 
century architecture is a volume of seven letters published in 1787 by an 
obscure architect, viel de saint-Maux, under the ambitious title Lettres sur 
l’Architecture des Anciens, et celle des Modernes, dans lesquelles se trouve 
dévelopé le génie symbolique qui présida aux Monuments de l’Antiquité. the 
author of these letters speculated on the grounding of (classical) architec-
ture onto an essentially tectonic culture, disregarding completely the for-
est paradigm. More precisely, according to him, modern architecture must 
have been rooted in the megalithic assemblies which, furthermore, were 
religiously connoted through the medium of mysterious inscriptions. 
taking the letters as a starting point, I attempt to trace the extent to which 
they are imbued with the evolutional theories of the eighteenth century, as 
well as with various philosophical and literary sources. among them, the 
monumental 9 volume encyclopedia published by antoine court de gébelin 
(Monde primitif [...], 1773-82), appears to have configured the very image 
of the primitive world as described by viel de saint-Maux. Furthermore, the 
complicated relations between ancient and modern architecture, reflected in 
the fantasized geographical descriptions, as well as the supposedly symbolic 
content of rituals and agrarian practices, can only be adequately grasped 
if pursued in relation either with the more notorious books of giambattista 
vico and jean-jacques rousseau, or with lesser known voyage accounts 
such as that of richard Pococke (A description of the East […], 1743-45). 
extravagant and obscure as they remained, the conjectures advanced by viel 
de saint-Maux are worth being read as an attempt to revive the theoretical 
discourse – even if virulently contesting the vitruvian tradition – by resorting 
to allegory and symbolism. It is precisely this intricacy of myth, metaphor 
and history encapsulated within viel de saint-Maux’s discourse that my paper 
deals with. 
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4.3.4 Primitivism’s return: theories of ornament  
and their debt to Eighteenth-century antiquarianism

ralPh ghoche
Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, USA

abstract

theories of ornament of the nineteenth century abound with primitivist ar-
guments on the origins of the arts. one can think of the attention owen 
jones granted tattoos of ‘savage’ tribes, or the notion, popular well into the 
twentieth century, that ornamental production originated in a primal instinct 
for adornment. the primitivist outlook can equally be found in materialist 
theories of ornament advanced by german realists, and in the vitalist ap-
proaches to ornament promoted by French neo-gothic architects. In my 
contribution to the session “how it all began, Primitivism and the legitimacy 
of architecture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries”, I explore the 
work of ornamentalists in the nineteenth century and discuss their debt 
to antiquarian and philological research on the origins of the arts. I dem-
onstrate that nineteenth-century debates on the origins of ornament that 
pitted mimetic and materialist interpretations against beliefs in an internal 
artistic volition were themselves rehearsed in the eighteenth-century chal-
lenges to neoclassical ideals. these challenges, which were leveled by such 
notable authors as the abbé Pluche, the baron d’hancarville, antoine court 
de gébelin, jean-louis viel de saint-Maux and later, by Friedrich creuzer 
and joseph-daniel guigniaut, were chiefly aimed at the idea, popularized 
by Marc-antoine laugier, that the origins of architecture lay in the mimicry 
of natural models and rested on the inclination towards self-preservation 
and shelter. In contrast, antiquarians put forth a vision of artistic origins 
that would be pivotal for the subsequent generations of architects and or-
namentalists, steeped as it was in a wholly primal set of cultic beliefs, base 
instincts, nature worship and sacrifice.

4.3.5 Cultural transformations and their analysis in art 
and Science: anthropological and Curatorial Concepts 
Stimulated by the great Exhibition of 1851

claudIo leonI
The Bartlett School of Architecture, United Kingdom – ETH Zürich,  
Switzerland

abstract

In the history of anthropology, the great exhibition of 1851 has been rec-
ognized as a focal point because it forced people to think about the origins 
and progress of civilization. While natural history collections explored na-
ture’s development since the beginning of the century, the great exhibition 
assembled objects of human production from all over the world for the first 
time on a large scale. Products of so-called ‘primitive’ cultures were exhib-
ited and juxtaposed under the same roof with more ‘developed’ cultures. 
history, art, and, hence, the development of civilization became physically 
accessible through material objects from around the world. consequently, 
several ideas on anthropological collections emerged, two of which I will dis-
cuss in my paper: the Pitt rivers Museum and gottfried semper’s concept 
of a historico-cultural collection. 
For semper, the great exhibition represented an ‘incomplete entirety’ of 
men’s artistic activity and, inspired by what he saw, he developed a concept 
for an ideal collection in order to compare the development of art through-
out cultures. similarly rivers arranged the objects in his collection according 
to formal similarities and functional affinities. but while rivers tends to a 
more evolutionist view on history, semper’s historical concept is circular or 
spiral-shaped in which the primitive indicates decay but still shows signs of 
former cultural richness. In different ways, both ideas culminated finally in 
architectural spaces, such as the Pitt rivers Museum in oxford or semper’s 
museums in vienna. 
My paper will deal critically with the impact of nineteenth-century anthro-
pological discourse, how it was translated into river’s and semper’s mu-
seum concepts and how these concepts represent ideas of development. 
My paper will deal less with architecture itself but emphasize the influences 
of anthropological scholarly debate at the time, their notions of origin and 
primitive society on collections and their architectural spaces.
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4.4 Socialist Postmodernism 
architecture and Society under  
late Socialism

SESSION CHAIR: 
vladIMIr KulIć
Florida Atlantic University, USA

If postmodernism is, as Fredric jameson famously claimed, indeed ‘the cul-
tural logic of late capitalism,’ what do we make of the fact that in the 1970s 
and 1980s similar phenomena also flourished throughout eastern europe? 
does it mean that late capitalism and late socialism shared some as yet un-
acknowledged commonality? or that ‘socialist postmodernism’ was merely 
a western import? Was it a cultural signal of the imminent collapse of 
socialism? or was socialist postmodernism an entirely different beast from 
its capitalist counterpart, thus opening up the possibility of ‘other postmod-
ernisms’, similar to the existence of ‘other modernisms’ that architectural 
history started acknowledging around the turn of the millennium?
While art historians have long engaged with postmodernism in socialist 
states, architectural historians have only just started such inquiry. this 
session questions the definition of architectural postmodernism from the 
perspective of the (former) socialist world. It invites case studies of build-
ings, paper projects, and theoretical positions that will cast new light on 
how we label postmodern architecture, namely the practical and discursive 
critiques of modernism and modern rationality; the return of historicism, 
rhetoric, and representation; reliance on surface effects, fragmentation, 
and pastiche; linguistic and theoretical turns; populist orientation, and so 
on. the session ultimately aims to problematize the relationship between 
architecture and socialist societies in the two decades before the collapse 
of the berlin Wall. Was architectural postmodernism necessarily a cultural 
form of political dissidence under state socialism? how was such subversion 
possible, if most architectural commissions were socially/state controlled? 
If postmodernism was imported from the West, how did such transfer oc-
cur and how were the western models appropriated and transformed? did 

the legacy of socialist realism somehow affect the emergence of socialist 
postmodernism? Finally, is postmodernism even possible without postmo-
dernity? does its existence indicate that, after all, there was a form of 
socialist postmodernity, even though it is often assumed that the former 
socialist states failed to transform into postmodern flexible post Fordist 
economies and new epistemological regimes? or was it just a statement of 
intent rather than an expression of the existing social conditions, something 
akin to what Marshall berman called ‘modernism of underdevelopment?’ 
starting from the premise that the socialist world was not a homogeneous 
entity, this session aims to acknowledge the historical and cultural specifici-
ties which existed. especially welcome are the proposals that posit alterna-
tive genealogies of architectural postmodernism, thus questioning the en-
trenched canons established in the West.
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4.4.1 a dialectic of negation: Modernism and 
Postmodernism in the uSSr

rIchard anderson
The University of Edinburgh, UK

abstract

In 1986 the critic and historian aleksandr riabushin characterized soviet 
architecture’s relationship to functionalism as a ‘dialectic of negation’. For 
riabushin this dialectic was animated by a desire to reinvigorate soviet ar-
chitecture after the widespread industrialization of building production dur-
ing the 1950s and 1960s. While the modernization of the building industry 
was an eminent success in the provision of living space, it produced, in ria-
bushin’s words, an ‘emotional hunger’ for an ‘expressive language’ of archi-
tecture. riabushin and other soviet critics recognized that this desire for a 
communicative architecture marked a significant vector of convergence be-
tween the architectural cultures of the soviet union and the capitalist world. 
but this potential convergence of cultural norms posed a series of ideologi-
cal questions to soviet architectural theory: how were the shared interests 
of Western and socialist architects in history, context, and expression to be 
understood? how might the concept of ‘postmodernism’, as defined in the 
context of capitalist architectural culture, relate to soviet architectural de-
sign of the 1970s and early 1980s? Perhaps most importantly, how could 
soviet architects define their relationship to the capitalist West when they 
recognized that they shared a crucial set of concerns with their ‘bourgeois’ 
colleagues? riabushin offered one response with his ‘dialectic of negation’, 
for this dialectic turned on the negation of bourgeois ideology as well as the 
negation of mechanistic functionalism. this paper introduces the problems 
raised by the concept of postmodernism for soviet architectural theory. It 
discusses the translation of jencks’s The Language of Post-Modern Archi-
tecture into russian in 1985 as well as several theoretical and practical 
case studies.

4.4.2 When tomorrow Was Cancelled: Critique of 
Modernism in the 1970s

darIa bocharnIKova
Saint Petersburg State University, Russia
andres Kurg
Eesti Kunstiakadeemia, Estonia

abstract

several accounts of cultural history have viewed the decade of the 1970s 
in the soviet union as a reaction to the idealistic 1960s: the Prague spring 
events had crushed the techno-utopian hopes for a reformed socialist soci-
ety and the energy driving the social changes was redirected to the private 
realm. In a similar way, in the architecture profession the 1970s have been 
seen as dominated by a critique of mass housing and mass production, yet 
it was also a period of an active search for alternatives, that at the same 
time did not abandon modernist rationality. this included not only an ex-
ploration of emerging new technologies and their use, but questioning the 
so-far prevalent models of interaction between design and society. It could 
be proposed then that popular notions in the architectural discourse of the 
decade – socialization (obshchenie), environment, social plan – became ways 
to imagine not only differently organized surroundings but also a differently, 
more democratically, organised society. this paper traces the shifts from 
the utopian language of the 1960s to a more situated and historically con-
scious approach of the 1970s on the example of a group of architects work-
ing in Moscow architecture Institute and associated with the ner group: Ilya 
lezhava, alexei gutnov, Zoya Kharitonova, as well as Mikhail belov. In par-
ticular, we seek to examine an entry by belov, lezhava and others, to the uIa 
competition in 1978, a ‘town hall’ project, finally disallowed to participate by 
the soviet architects’ union. We argue that the engagement of this circle of 
architects with the existing soviet city was still motivated by socialist values 
and a desire to extend its framework, yet in many ways it also represented 
a reaction to the globally emerging forces of postmodernization, echoed in 
the soviet union foremost on the cultural and everyday level. 
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4.4.3 the Friedrichstadt Palace

FlorIan urban 
Glasgow School of Art, UK

abstract

the revue theatre Friedrichstadt Palace in east berlin, which was built 1981-
1984 according to a design by Manfred Prasser, epitomizes some of the 
fundamental contradictions within the ‘first socialist state on german soil’. 
the building was one of the east german rulers’ most conspicuous conces-
sions to the vanities of Marxian superstructure and a well-received attempt 
to add a touch of color to their notoriously dull and grey capital city. the 
Friedrichstadt Palace not only hosted popular tv shows such as Ein Kessel 
Buntes (a Pot Full of colors) that aimed at distracting from the monotonous 
east german everyday life, but also its gaudy design with abundant historic 
references marked a break with the functionalist aesthetic of earlier public 
buildings. the Friedrichstadt Palace exemplifies an east german version 
of post-modernism. emulating Western european and american entertain-
ment architecture, the socialist leaders intended to boost the gdr’s image 
in the West and respond to their own citizens’ desire for pop culture and 
consumerism.

4.4.4 neither Style, nor Subversion: Postmodern 
architecture in Poland

lIdIa KleIn
Duke University, USA
alIcja gZoWsKa
Uniwersytet Warszawski, Poland

abstract

contrary to the predominant view of Polish postmodernism as a revolution-
ary change concurrent with political transformations of 1989, we argue 
that it was an evolutionary process operating within late socialism. the 
implementation of postmodernism in architecture and urbanism was a slow 
absorption of selected forms and ideas often integrating contradictory no-
tions and technologies (e.g. historicizing elements deployed in the mass-
produced panel housing). 
Polish postmodernism during the 1970s and 1980s was a fragmented and 
dispersed set of ideas and practices that were negotiated and appropri-
ated by diverse groups (architects, the church and communist propagan-
dists), rather than a coherent body of theory and practice. the notion of 
postmodernism, vague and elusive itself, in Polish context become further 
complicated by political conditions. the attempts to apply venturi, jencks 
or Krier’s ideas were not always an expression of disappointment in the 
realities of Polish socialism or a longing for the idealized capitalist West. In 
some cases, postmodern concepts were interpreted as a bridge between 
contradicting systems. the complex nature of Polish postmodernism also 
must be understood by taking into account the strong architectural tradi-
tions of national romantic regionalism, as well as the legacies of socialist 
realism. those autochthonous factors modeled the selective character of 
Polish postmodernity, contributing to the hybridity of the results.
our aim is to explain how the social and political circumstances of late so-
cialist Poland led to the adaptation, filtration, appropriation and a process 
similar to creolization of contemporary foreign ideas. this paper is based on 
research and interviews we conducted with architects in 2013 for a book 
on Polish postmodernism released in december 2013.
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4.4.5 Sources of Postmodern architecture in late 
Socialist Belgrade 

ljIljana blagojevIć
Univerzitet u Beogradu, Serbia

abstract

the paper explores the emergence of architectural postmodernism in bel-
grade (serbia) and its sources, that is to say, the web of different socio-
political, artistic and intellectual tributaries to the new architectural outlook. 
the focus on sources terminologically and methodologically relates to the 
classic formulation of nikolaus Pevsner’s book The Sources of Modern Ar-
chitecture and Design from 1968. If, according to Pevsner, printing and 
clocking-in or, rather, mass communication and mass production sourced 
the aesthetic production he wrote about, which were the streams that be-
spoke a river and the basin beyond modern architecture and design, that we 
want to explore in this particular conference session on postmodernism in 
late socialism? I will examine several timelines which I argue to be indicative 
of profound changes that effected the emergence of postmodernism in bel-
grade architecture: socio-economic, discursive and aesthetic. the paper will 
focus specifically on the architectural discourse which culminated in 1980s 
with a series of translations of key texts by christian norberg-schulz, robert 
venturi and charles jencks, and exhibitions and events in belgrade galler-
ies, such as group of architects Meč show at the student cultural centre 
(1980), and a series of collective exhibitions held at salon of the Museum 
of contemporary art, namely “solar architecture” (1980), “earth architec-
ture” (1981) and “Water architecture” (1983). the paper asks how at that 
time of economic stagnation and socio-political disillusionment, uncertainty 
about the future and imminent crisis of the socialist system as a whole, 
the architectural discourse of postmodernism emerged and detached itself 
from realities of economy, construction, technology and production, and 
transferred into domain of arts and culture.

keywords

Postmodernism, architecture, Belgrade, Socialism, sources, culture

introduction

My contribution to the eahn 2014 session looks at the key points and 
sources of a new architectural discourse which emerged in 1980s bel-
grade. based on my previous research on the subject, I examine the mani-
festations of change in architectural discourse related to the wider cultural 
context and the social processes of postmodernism and post-socialism.1 
With a historical distance of 35 years, I see in the 1980s – a period of disil-
lusionment in the second World, and of uncertainty about its future – the 
seeds of the post-socialist present. could postmodernism under socialism 
be interpreted as one of jacques derrida’s spectres of the event, as it were, 
a premonition of the future that we are living in today?2 the belgrade aes-
thetician and theorist Miško Šuvaković contends just that, when he writes: 
‘Post-socialism is the postmodern condition of former real socialist societ-
ies/states’ and continues to describe it as ‘a transitional period between 
bureaucratic socialist realist society and late liberal market capitalism’, 
which is ‘characterised by the paradoxical conjunction of different and het-
erogeneous social systems and forms of production and the consumption 
of culture’.3 the 1980s were also the peak of high postmodernism in the 
First World, as expressed by Fredric jameson in his now classic thesis of 
‘postmodernism, or, the cultural logic of late capitalism’.4 In his analysis, 
jameson left a possibility of a (utopian) enclave, an alternative to the system 
in its advanced, late stage or, as he later termed it, ‘the future as disrup-
tion’.5 could it be argued that in the second World, postmodernism was 
such an enclave, a disruption of the system engendered within an advanced 
state of bureaucratic sclerosis? 

sources and intersections of postmodernism in belGrade 
analogous to the paradoxical conjunction described by Šuvaković, one can 
distinguish in 1980s belgrade two fundamentally different systems of archi-
tectural practice: large design bureaus and construction companies in the 
public and/or state sector geared to mechanised mass building produc-
tion, and small private entrepreneurial practices engaged in the design, 
production and consumption of new culture and lifestyle. the housing blocks 
in the modern city of new belgrade can be seen as representative of the 
former type of practice6 – blocks that were to become manifestations of 
the crisis of the 1980s with illegal and spontaneous interventions by the 
inhabitants.7 the latter type of private practice catered for cultural events, 
interiors and fit-out of the privately owned café-bars which started springing 
up at the time, and the design of decorative objects – lamps, furniture and 
the like. between two extremes, a wider range of other types of architec-
tural practices also co-existed in the period, such as design bureaus such 
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as ‘Projektbiro’ led by the up and coming architects Mihailo Mitrović, radi-
voje tomić and jovanka jeftanović established in 1954; and interdisciplin-
ary offices which combined research and design, such as Iaus – Institute 
for architecture and urbanism of serbia (est. 1954), jugInus – yugoslav 
Institute for urbanism and housing (est. 1957), centre for housing (1970-
1986) at the Institute for research of Materials (IMs) or ceP – centre for 
urban development Planning (est. 1974). Professional journals from the 
period present articles and projects belonging to disparate registers, often 
simultaneously promoting conflicting conceptual standpoints and theoretical 
notions. Where did the alternative architectural practices source ideas and 
inspiration come from, and how were its cultural valences forged? For the 
purposes of this session’s discussion, I propose a provisional net of inter-
related source points:

Popular culture and socialist youth organisations
Postmodern sensibility and formal experimentation were first manifested 
on a large scale in 1980s belgrade popular music and media connected 
to youth organisations, in student culture centres and on tv and radio pro-
grams. a surge of creativity and the energy of street culture burst into youth 
organisations and clubs, arts scene, publications – magazines, ‘fanzines’, 
comic books – popular music and alternative theatre and dance scenes, 
merging together the self-made new look of the youth in the street with 
their radical haircuts, make-up and fashion with the new Wave, Punk or 
Mod music scenes. 

Intellectual basis in Phenomenology
the wide range of phenomenological literature translated into serbian from 
the late 1960s had effects that correspond to the relation between phe-
nomenology and the rise of the postmodern architectural culture brilliantly 
described by jorge otero-Pailos.8 the translation of christian norberg-
schulz’s Existence, Space and Architecture (1971) into serbian in 1975 
might be considered an important foundational source.9 

International networks and meetings
Following the first International architecture exhibition in venice (1980), 
translations of texts and books by charles jencks on postmodernism from 
1981 and of robert venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture 
in 1983, postmodernist discourse started to become prevalent in the mid-
1980s amongst local practitioners and theoreticians. the Terza Mostra 
in 1985, and its Progetto Venezia competition exhibition attracted 500 
entries from 33 countries, including 11 from yugoslavia, and a number of 

new wave architects from different regions of the country prominently par-
ticipated in the international competitions such as the ‘shinkenchiku’ design 
competition, in leading exhibitions in venice and Paris, and had their work 
published in international journals and catalogues. In 1984, the association 
of belgrade architects organised in the students cultural centre in bel-
grade the exhibition of Italian architects engaged in the project for the Isola 
Tiberina ‘La Nave di Pietra,’ with lectures by aldo rossi, Paolo Portoghesi, 
Franco Purini and alessandro anlselmi. 

Cross-Yugoslav networks and meetings
all-yugoslav competitions, cross-regional exchanges, exhibitions and con-
tacts between actors in different centres of the country were regular and 
reported upon by architecture journals, such as Čovjek i prostor published 
by the association of architects of croatia in Zagreb or the monthly bulletin 
Komunikacija: Notes on Urbanism, Architecture and Design published in 
belgrade by the architectural design and town-planning firm ceP. cheaply 
double side printed on a single a1 paper and folded into an a4 format, Ko-
munikacija was distributed by post, for free, to a wide professional and aca-
demic network all over yugoslavia. Its founding editor-in-chief, the architect 
Miloš bobić (1946-2007), conceived it as an array of widely different yet 
complementary ideas, concepts, textual content and projects coming from 
modernist and postmodernist camps, and from all generations, students 
to doyens of the profession. ceP organized yearly symposia and ideas com-
petitions for young architects with exhibitions in the belgrade arts Pavilion, 
attracting large audiences of varied profiles from all over yugoslavia.
 
Context 
the 1980s were a period of economic stagnation and socio-political disil-
lusionment, of uncertainty about the imminent crisis and collapse of the sys-
tem as a whole. 1980 is particularly significant as the year of the death of 
josip broz (1892-1980), Marshal tito of the Peoples liberation Movement 
in the second World War, the lifelong President of the republic and the lead-
er of the league of communists of yugoslavia. this event is deemed to have 
set in motion the disintegration of the multinational federation, the break-up 
of self-managed socialism as a political and economic system, and the end 
of the yugoslav idea. In the 1980s, the apparatus of social modernization, 
which had been cumulative, mutually reinforcing, rapid and dynamic in the 
whole post-war period despite the political and ideological monopoly, had 
come to a grinding halt, and macroeconomic performance figures started 
to decline and subsequently regress.10 the highly decentralized and complex 
system of governance became largely unworkable with rising national/eth-
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nic fragmentation, particularism of interests and lack of consensus on ma-
jor questions of federal unity and regional inequalities. It was in this context 
of suspended crisis that possibilities for change opened up.

Intersections
In the 1980s, a number of heterogeneous aesthetic practices, all of which 
had developed as distinct from the dominant mass production mode of so-
cialist modernism, met and intersected under the broad-rimmed hat of post-
modernism.11 galleries and discussion panels became the meeting points 
and media for intersecting discourses of different generations of architects 
whose work had never quite fitted into the modernist mainstream. the 
university of belgrade professors aleksandar deroko (1894-1988), bog-
dan bogdanović (1922-2010) and ranko radović (1935-2005) joined the 
postmodernists and endorsed their work, often writing introductory texts in 
catalogues or speaking at openings of their exhibitions, co-exhibiting or par-
ticipating in discussion panels, thus giving the new movement historical and 
discursive depth. deroko had nurtured a multifaceted artistic career since 
1920s, as an aviator and traveller, painter and architect, folklorist, conser-
vator and medievalist, writer and publicist. From the 1950s bogdanović had 
been expressing his ideas and standpoints through writings, drawings and 
unique works of memorial architecture, deriving his distinctive formal lan-
guage from deep layers of urban history, myth, cult, ritual, even, cosmology. 
radović promoted postmodern ideas through academic and public lectures, 
urban and architectural designs, exhibitions of drawings, architectural es-
says, criticisms and pioneering educational tv programs on architecture, 
and his lecture course ‘contemporary architecture’ had a cult following both 
in state and open university programs.12 With his unrelenting communica-
tive energy, sense of humour and multifarious talents, radović effectively 
singlehandedly extended the modernist concept of architectural praxis to a 
postmodernist concept of architecture as a discursive field. 

exhibition space as an alternative architecture site

distinct from the hitherto prevalent practice-led discourse, the nascent ar-
chitectural discourse of postmodernism detached itself from the social reali-
ties of economy, construction, technology and production and transferred 
itself into the fields of art and culture. economic recession, the decline of 
the construction industry and a general bureaucratic sclerosis created a 
climate for experimentation within independent practice. unlike the main-
stream architects of the same generation (born about 1950-5), who regu-
larly entered state sponsored competitions for overly ambitious large scale 

schemes that rarely progressed beyond the design stage, the postmod-
ernists were often successful in having their projects realised in the real 
time and space of late socialism. the exhibition ‘the group Portrait: new 
architecture of belgrade,’ at the salon of the Museum of contemporary art 
in 1982, showed this contrast clearly: on the one side, elaborate competi-
tions schemes out of tune with the socio-cultural and economic context 
of the 1980s, based on largely outdated programmes, such as oversized 
green field housing schemes, city or ‘reyon’ cores, large and technologically 
demanding auditoria in youth or cultural centres; and, on the other side, the 
only realized work in the show, a small scale, low budget, temporary instal-
lation, ‘Forum’, by the postmodernist group of architects Meč.
the belgrade architect Mustafa Musić (b. 1949) explained in a recent in-
terview how he entered into the alternative scene of cross-disciplinary and 
cross-generational exchange that marked the rise of postmodernism. In 
spite of the offer of secure employment after he graduated as one of the top 
students in his class at the university of belgrade Faculty of architecture in 
1975, he chose the path of private practice. In fact, by deciding to remain 
unemployed, it was only natural, says Musić, ‘that this choice brought (him) 
closer to other “unemployed” people – artists, philosophers, critics’.13 In 
1980, with the fellow architects dejan ećimović (1948-2002) and Mar-
jan čehovin (b. 1950) he co-established the group of architects Meč.14 
although the name sounded like ‘match’, implying an avant-garde radicalism, 
Meč in fact avoided confrontation on the modernist terrain of architectural 
competitions. Instead, they exhibited theoretical projects, that is to say pa-
per architecture in white cube galleries and temporary outdoor architectural 
installations. using the medium of the exhibition as the transmitter of ideas 
and concepts, with the principal aim of constructing a theoretical-method-
ological apparatus, the group exhibited their work at the student cultural 
centre (1980) and members participated in a series of collective architec-
tural exhibitions, such as solar architecture (1980) and earth architecture 
(1981) at the salon of the Museum of contemporary art.
by taking an alternative approach to the discipline through drawing rather 
than building, exhibition, discussion panels and lectures, rather than partici-
pating in the state-managed socialist construction process, their joyous and 
playful spirit, manifested in colourful drawings and temporary installations, 
showed the possibility of resisting the hegemony of high modernist, state 
sponsored architecture. one of the key events of the period illustrative of the 
period is the exhibition ‘anthology: the Post-Modern in belgrade,’ curated by 
the painter and publicist dragoš Kalajić and held at the salon of the Museum 
of contemporary arts in 1982. (Figure 1) alternatively subtitled on the inner 
title page of the catalogue as the ‘exhibition of dragoš Kalajić’s thesis’, the 
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anthology was loosely connected 
with the institutional framework 
of the Museum, as noted in the 
impressum: ‘In an effort to show 
diverse ideas and interpreta-
tions of contemporary art, and 
in accommodating in the mu-
seum’s program and space also 
authored exhibitions, the Mu-
seum of contemporary art at 
the same time retains its right 
to a differing opinion’.15 Kalajić 
had already put forward a gen-
eral theory on the postmodern 
era in a rather lengthy article 
he published in the belgrade art 
magazine in 1976, but with the 
‘anthology’ he clearly aimed at 
demonstrating the praxis, that 
is, the scope and range of the 
cultural practice of postmodern-
ism in belgrade. the show itself 
presented 23 artists – two of 
them long dead and thus ret-
roactively deemed post-modern 
– and 42 works in a wide vari-

ety of media, aesthetic and disciplinary registers: painting, photography, 
Polaroid®, super 8 mm film, slide projection, lP recorded music, concept 
magazines, architectural and urban design, advertising and installation. In 
sum, the thesis on postmodernism assembled incongruent individual works 
that coexisted in an array of undecided plurality. 
at the centre was the installation ‘table (of a dancer, of a Marksman, of 
a Philosopher)’ by the architect Musić. hand-crafted in simple, cheap ma-
terials, ‘all from your ordinary socialist shop’,16 the tables, as their names 
indicate, had a distinct figural quality. by simple means, they primarily trans-
mitted architectural ideas that defined the difference that postmodernism 
in the gallery was trying to present against modernism in urban space, 
such as: figural vs. literal; quotidian and ordinary vs. aspiring to perfec-
tion; cheap/handmade vs. state budget funded/mechanised construction; 
small scale/flimsy/unstable vs. massive/muscular/structural; spirited/
frivolous/ludic vs. symbolic/solemn/powerful; and the like. 

Figure 1. ‘anthology: Post-Modern in belgrade,’ 
exhibition catalogue cover. Source: antologija: 
post-moderna u beogradu (Izložba teze dragoša 
Kalajića). belgrade, salon Muzeja savremene 
umetnosti, 1982.

the temporary street instal-
lation ‘Forum’ by Meč is also 
revealing of the notions which 
were becoming apparent with 
the emergence of postmod-
ernism. ‘Forum’ was part of 
the larger event, named ‘city 
in reincarnation’, celebrating 
the birthday of the late presi-
dent tito throughout central 
belgrade in May 1982, two 
years after tito’s death – the 
event, as it were, commemo-
rating the ninetieth birthday of 
the living dead. (Figure 2) Meč 
symbolically represented the 
forum with twelve broken col-
umn bases, placed on top of 
a white stadium-shaped struc-
ture formed by a simple white 
painted stepped rostra made 
in the carpentry shop of the 
national theatre in belgrade. 
the red triangular piece pierc-

ing through is a reference to el lissitzky’s poster ‘Клином красным бей белых’ 
(1919). the most reproduced and best known image of the installation 
is a colour photograph with an american flag in the foreground. the flag 
documents the place from which the photograph was taken, the american 
reading-room, a location of urban legend, whose association with dissi-
dence lasted from the time it opened in 1945 all through the cold War 
years, though this connotation was fading away in the seemingly apolitical 
1980s. More to the point, the american flag and the soviet avant-garde red 
triangle reflect ambivalence between representation of the cold War divide, 
or a free association of two political frames of reference. the ‘Forum’ acts 
both as metaphor and as document of the urban reality of the late socialist 
city. documentary photographs from the period demonstrate
that the installation was simultaneously used as a forum, while passed by, 
unobserved and ignored, by belgrade citizens. 

Figure 2. ‘Forum’, poster of the installation by 

Meč, 1982. Source: courtesy Mustafa Musić
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final point

In sum, I would argue that the ambivalent contexts and disparate notions 
coexisting side by side in the period of 1980s demonstrated a growing op-
position to the predominant direction of the modernist paradigm, even if it 
itself was constantly re-directed and modified over five decades since its 
first iteration in belgrade architecture and planning in the 1930s.17  With 
increasing public and expert criticism of the modernist model of the func-
tional city in the period 1979-1984, studies of alternative urban models 
were carried out in the belgrade urban Planning bureau,18 as well as in the 
1986 ‘International competition for the improvement of the urban structure 
of new belgrade’ co-organised with the International union of architects.19 
by the mid 1980s, postmodernism effected a coup de grace at the very 
heart of socialist modernism, that is, the central zone of new belgrade. 
the construction of the housing block 24 in the period between 1984-
89 marked a definitive suspension of the modernist planning paradigm of 
functional segregation in new belgrade’s centre, and the first sustained 
attempt at a reinterpretation of the traditional perimeter urban block within 
the modernist urban structure.20 With block 24, the chapter on postmod-
ern, that is, post-socialist city of today had been opened – and, as vladimir 
Kulić indicated in the review of this paper, it is the complex implications of 
such relations that need further discussion. 

1 ljiljana blagojević, “Postmodernism in 
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4.5 histories and theories of anarchist 
urbanism

SESSION CHAIR: 
nader vossoughIan 
New York Institute of Technology, USA

anarchist thought has had a profound impact on discussions about the city 
and city planning since the enlightenment. still, the influence of anarchism 
on the history of urbanism has not been sufficiently documented to date, 
and the aim of this panel is to rectify this gap in the literature. First and fore-
most, what do we mean by anarchism and what are some of the different 
ways in which it has shaped the face of urban planning and design? More 
specifically, how have anarchist thinkers influenced debates about decentral-
ized planning since the nineteenth century? In what ways might the study of 
anarchism enrich our understanding of democratic or participatory planning 
more generally? case studies that explore the links between urbanism and 
anarchism in journals (such as Architectural Design) and books (e.g. News 
from Nowhere) are most welcome. explorations of the influence of anarchist 
thought on the ideas of seminal urban thinkers (ebenezer howard, lewis 
Mumford, Patrick geddes, bruno taut, le corbusier, otto neurath, Frank 
lloyd Wright, constant nieuwenhuys, Fred turner, jane jacobs, hakim bey, 
rem Koolhaas, et. al.) will be appreciated as well.
collectively, our goal is to use this session as an opportunity for rethink-
ing the historiography of urban planning and design from the ninteenth to 
twenty-first century. We also want to use it as a vehicle through which to 
reframe contemporary discussions about the informal city.
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4.5.1 the legacy of the anti-urban Ideology in Bruno 
taut’s architectural Practice in ankara (1936-8)

gIorgIo gasco
Bilkent Üniversitesi, Turkey
MelteM gÜrel
Bilkent Üniversitesi, Turkey

abstract

bruno taut was appointed head of the architectural state cabinet of the 
turkish Ministry of education for the design of higher education buildings in 
the period between 1936 and 1938. Mainly realized in ankara, these proj-
ects were intended to play a strategic role in shaping the urban fabric of the 
new capital of the republic. this study focuses on the urban and visionary 
aspect of taut’s professional practice in ankara in an attempt to establish a 
connection with the set of anti-urban ideas he professed in the early years 
of his political activism in germany.
the study thus will explore how taut formulated a clear prospect for the 
urban development of ankara, which echoes the traits of his former urban 
utopian proposals as outlined in The City Crown (1919) and The Dissolu-
tion of the Cities (1920). these works display the deep impact exerted on 
his anti-urban discourse by the ideas of radical and anarchist authors. the 
utopian tracts developed by taut in particular originated from the spiritual 
aesthetic and the social-pacifism of Paul scheerbart, and from the cosmic 
communism professed by Pjotr Kropotkin.
through a critical review of primary sources, ranging from taut’s personal 
diary to his articles published in turkey, and a new reading of his projects, 
this study seeks to illustrate how the legacy of this anti-urban ideology sur-
faced once again to mark taut’s visionary practice in ankara. the very idea 
of the city as a system of symbolic public buildings able to bind the individual 
and the community in a transcendental unity, in particular will be re-exam-
ined to point out how the attempt to give architectural form to Kropotkin’s 
anarchism was still central in taut’s discourse.

keywords 
Kropotkin, anti-urban, taut, crown, dissolution, ankara

introduction

bruno taut’s architectural activity was distinguished by a clear urban char-
acter. his designs were conceived as active elements intended to generate 
a social transformation of their immediate surroundings. the urban vision 
implied in these works originated from the period of taut’s political activism, 
during and immediately after the World War I. taut’s urban discourse as-
sumed the form of a basic antagonism towards the compact and centralized 
structure of the large city. his ‘anti-urban’ vision emerged in a propositional 
fashion, for it advocated other values, other forms of social relationships 
marked by communitarian basis, against the capitalist city and its individual-
ism. In particular, the revolutionary visions of ideal settlements promoted 
by taut in those years (The City Crown and The Dissolution of Cities) were 
developed in utopian terms in connection to the theoretical work of Pyotr 
Kropotkin. Kropotkin’s discourse evoked the outline of a new kind of inhab-
ited landscape based on a dispersed structure in opposition to the central 
compact one of the traditional large city. the legacy of his ideas played a 
determinant role in the development of radical urban proposals alongside 
the whole twentieth century, among which taut’s utopian projects stand as 
the very first attempt to visually construct the territorial realm evoked by 
Kropotkin.1

In the following years of taut’s activity, the visual devices and the symbolic 
figures elaborated to depict Kropotkin’s views, shifted from a utopian to a 
concrete level to be incorporated in his practice. this paper analyzes the 
surfacing of these elements in the last years of taut’s life, when he worked in 
turkey (1936-8) as the head of both the academy of Fine arts’ department 
of architecture and the turkish Ministry of education’s department of con-
struction. In particular, taut’s sketch idea, submitted to the competition for 
the turkish Parliament building in 1937, is discussed as a case study. this 
project, the most grandiose and visionary among taut’s projects in turkey, 
was conceived as a secular acropolis towering above the city of ankara, and 
it was designed in the fashion of the ideal settlement taut promoted in Die 
Stadtkrone (1919). 
What was the reason for retrieving that utopian proposal after nearly 20 
years and transforming it into the representative center of the new turk-
ish state? Was the ‘city crown’ still a feasible concept, which could be re-
elaborated for a real situation? In an attempt to answer these questions, we 
review the visions originated from that utopian period and frame them as a 
legacy leading to the crown of ankara.
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from kropotkin’s anarchist vision to taut’s radical urbanism

the russian geographer Pyotr Kropotkin elaborated a new configuration of 
the relationships between society and territory, based on anarchic-commu-
nist ideals. his seminal works, Mutual Aid: A Factor of Evolution (1902), The 
Conquest of Bread (1892) and Fields, Factories and Workshops (1898), 
provided, in a scientific and rigorous fashion, the essential guidelines to form 
a new society organized in autonomous decentralized communities.2 Prime 
issues in his discourse (e.g. the scale factor of the association, the decen-
tralization of industries, the integration between agriculture and industry, 
and the incorporation of rural and urban realms) were suitable for re-elab-
oration, both in architecture and urbanism, for their connections to spatial 
organizations. Kropotkin’s ideas addressed the construction of a re-fash-
ioned landscape in which a diffuse network of rural-industrial communities, 
scattered all around the globe, were to substitute the existent structure of 
centralized and specialized zones.3 eventually, his advice implied rejection of 
the idea of the large city.4 such an implication became an ideological issue 
of the anti-urban currents at the turn of the twentieth century.5

this stance applies in particular to bruno taut’s utopian proposals, which 
can be read as the ultimate attempt to give formal expression to the ideas 
of Kropotkin.6 these proposals were developed during the years of his politi-
cal activism as presented in Die Stadtkrone (1919) and Die Auflösung der 
Städte (1920). the relationships between taut and a number of members 
of the anarcho-socialist, literary and reformist movement, which flourished 
in berlin at the turn of the century, have been thoroughly investigated by 
Iain boyd Whyte, in his extensive reconstruction of the array of intellectual 
sources of taut’s activist discourse.7 although Whyte does not focus on the 
territorial factors of Kropotkin’s discourse, they are essential to understand 
the visual imaginary elaborated by taut for his utopian proposals.8 these 
works, in fact, represent the epic attempt to translate into images the Kro-
potkin’s anarchist claims for a re-generated society. 
In his first utopian project, published as Die Stadtkrone (the city crown) in 
1919, taut illustrated his architectural view with the plan for an ideal city 
(Figure 1).9 here, the structure of the settlement, based on a concentric 
layout, was entirely conceived in the character of a garden city with houses in 
single rows and large gardens. the residential area itself was a horticultural 
zone, resembling ebenezer howard’s garden city, to which taut referred in 
the book.10 the continuity between taut’s ideal city and the tradition of the 
garden city movement is also strengthened by their common connection with 
Kropotkin’s views, especially with his conviction that the future belonged to 
small-scale communities embedded in a decentralized society.11 Kropotkin’s 
idea of ‘industrial village’, an updated version of the medieval craftsmen’s 

villages, and his theories of a social 
organization based on coopera-

tive communities, were drawn 
from an extensive analysis of 
the dynamics of formation of 
the european medieval cities 
that informed his book Mu-
tual Aid.12 the re-appraisal 
of the Middle ages as the 
ultimate escape from the 
nineteenth century metropo-
lis is another common trait of 

taut’s proposals and howard’s 
garden city. In their search for 

a future society, both looked 
back in an attempt to retrieve 
from the past values, ideals, 
and in particular the idea of 
organic community, which 
they sensed as dramatically 
lost in cities. Kropotkin of-
fered a vivid representation 

of the medieval idea of community and spiritual unity, emphasizing that the 
gothic cathedrals were not the result of a solitary effort, but they were the 
contribution of the entire city.13 the city itself was the product, on a new ter-
ritorial scale, of different village communities clustered together under the 
same common interest.14

taut identified the presence of this spiritual unity in the relationships be-
tween the gothic cathedral and the simple houses surrounding it in a sort of 
respectful submission.15 against the inhuman metropolis and its individual-
ism, taut opposed a plan aiming to re-establish, in architectural forms, the 
perfect unity between Geist and Volk, the sacred and the profane derived 
from the structure of the medieval city.16 the architecture of taut’s Die 
Stadtkrone appeared as a direct crystallization of the medieval system of 
spontaneous associations that came into existence for a common pursuit: 
the construction of the city, expression of the linkages of the community, 
and the cathedral, the very physical and spiritual focus of the city.17 the city 
center was intended as a grouping of communal buildings that fulfilled the 
intellectual and cultural aspiration of the community, and formed the base 
for a higher symbolic structure, which reigned ‘above the whole as pure 
architecture.’18 It was the Kristallhaus, ‘the ultimate glory of the Stadtkrone 

Figure 1. Die Sadtkrone, bird’s eye view, looking west 
(drawing by bruno taut). Source: ulrike altenmuller, 
Matthew Mindrup (trans.), “the city crown by bru-
no taut,” Journal of Architectural Education 36, 1 
(2009), 129
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and a physical representation of Geist’.19 the ‘crown’ eventually became a 
powerful figure to express the presence of a climax, a ‘crystallized religious 
conception’, the condensation of the spiritual ideals of the community.20

the process of rejection of the large city started with Die Stadtkrone, was 
completed in Die Auflösung der Städte (the dissolution of the cities) pub-
lished in 1920.21 the work was anticipated by the essay ‘the earth is a good 
dwelling’ published in 1919, in which taut formulated his vision according to 
Kropotkin’s ideas.22 In line with Kropotkin’s Field, Factories and Workshops, 
taut advocated the decentralization of autonomous rural cooperative com-
munities and of industries reduced in scale and dispersed in the land.23 this 
was not a nostalgic comeback to the romantic idea of pre-industrial village 
communities, on the contrary taut’s idea followed Kropotkin’s pattern of ter-
ritorial integration between agriculture and manufacture.24 another effective 
trait of Kropotkin’s rural-industrial communities was the combination between 
brain work and manual work, which taut incorporated in his discourse as ‘a 
healthy balance between manual and mental activity, between the workshop 
and the land.’25 to illustrate the impact of these ideas on the construction of 
a new territorial organization, taut prepared ‘the dissolution of the city’ in 
which he combined concepts and images into an organic unity. the concepts 
were excerpts from Kropotkin’s writings, starting with the short manifesto 
‘stone houses make stony hearts’ in the first illustration.26 the images were 
arranged in a sequence of magnifying views that brought into focus the dif-
ferent cooperative units drawn on from Kropotkin’s studies. the impression 
suggested a complex territorial structure on vast scale in which the rural-
industrial units composed a widespread pattern of cellular aggregation. an 
early attempt to sketch an architectonic image of this plan appeared in ‘the 
earth is a good dwelling’:

In the settlements the urban landscape will completely disappear, and 
individual buildings will acquire a completely different meaning, as will 
the isolated large building. If we rise above the earth in a balloon, what 
we will see below are houses strewn about like grains of sand… and 
the higher we rise the more they will appear like a fog spreading over 
the green countryside. and in this fog, a few glistening spots sparkle, 
smaller and larger, like stars in the sky.27

to express his visionary plan taut elaborated an extraordinary visual device, 
which implies a reversal in the direction of the architectonic experience, a 
sort of ‘projection of the sky on earth.’ as a result a watermark effect, a ‘fog’ 
that simultaneously conceals and discloses, enables to envision the complex 
territorial pattern in which groups of scattered individual houses blend into 

an opaque coat, whereas the isolated communal buildings are emphasized 
amidst free and clear areas. In one of the 30 drawings form Die Auflösung 
der Städte, this framework appears in an abstract pictorial fashion.28 the 
relationships between buildings assume the form of units organized around 
a center, a crown. eventually, the crown and the projection of the sky on 
earth, are combined in a sole visual device to recall the territorial configura-
tion that surfaces from the considerations of Kropotkin, in which centralized 
hierarchies focusing on only a few large cities are replaced by a diffuse net-
works of people connected through one another.29

Kropotkin’s views played a decisive role in taut’s construction of a radical 
and alternative urban imaginary. In translation of his views into images, taut 
elaborated two symbolic figures: the figure of the ‘crown’, to envision the idea 
of community, of spiritual union between the individual aspirations and the 
collective ideals, and the figure of ‘dissolution’ (the ‘projection of the sky on 
earth’) to evoke the vegetative and biological features of the scattered land 
settlement. both of these figures resurfaced at times in taut’s later practice, 
characterizing projects as fragments of ‘concrete utopia’.30 through these 
fragments taut worked out a radical urban vision that implied the rejection 
of both the compact and centralized structure of the traditional city and the 
demands to homogenize and rationalize the urban fabric pursued by the cur-
rent modernist school. during the last period of his life, between japan and 
turkey, taut elaborated this vision in a broader theory of architecture, which 
was published shortly before his death in Istanbul as Mimari Bilgisi (lectures 
on architecture). here, he proposed to abandon the geometric and formalist 
approaches in order to explore variations of forms, and to give ‘free play to 
the asymmetric.’31 In turkey, taut had the chance to incorporate these ideas 
in an intensive architectural practice in connection with the construction of 
the new capital city of ankara. In particular, his last project for the Parliament 
building, which he designed as a re-fashioned version of the city crown, is 
an extraordinary example of how his urban vision was in continuity with his 
former utopian stances. 

a crown for ankara: taut’s proposal for the parliament  
buildinG

bruno taut arrived in turkey on 10 november 1936. he was among many 
german-speaking architects and planners, such as Martin Wagner, Mar-
garete schütte-lihotzsky, ernst egli, and clemens holzmeister who were 
invited to the country by the turkish government.32 appointed as both the 
head of the department of architecture at the academy of Fine arts and 
the Project bureau of the turkish Ministry of education, taut was assigned 
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to reform the curriculum of the school and to design the buildings for higher 
education for the Ministry, respectively.33 some of the educational buildings 
he designed include, Faculty of languages, history and geography in ankara 
university (1936-8), ankara atatürk high school (1937-8), trabzon high 
school (1937-8), and republican girls’ Institute in Izmir (1938).
his design activity, as in the case of many other german and austrian col-
leagues working in turkey during the same years, was focused on ankara, 
former town of central anatolia, which was rebuilt as the capital of the re-
public of turkey, founded in 1923.34 In those years, ankara was seen as a 
testing field for the young nation in developing a modern and western archi-
tectural stance, while conveying an idea of national identity. taut attempted to 
mediate between these two poles, promoting a synthesis between modernity 
and tradition. his architectural activity in turkey was intended in this way to 
contribute to the identity of the new turkish state, yet, differently from other 
foreigner architects, such as holtzmeister and egli, he refused to adopt an 
authoritarian language. Instead, he elaborated a symbolic and idealist archi-
tectural approach connected to the reformist experience of the interwar pe-
riod in germany.35

the urban character of taut’s projects for ankara, on the one hand, match-
es the general idea of an open and public city, endowed with large green 
spaces, which was at the base of the master plan for the city designed by 
hermann jansen and put into practice in 1932. on the other hand, it mani-
fests an evident opposition to the newly planned residential core (Yenis̨ehir) 
based on a uniform and compact grid layout. rather, taut proposes a plan 
metric layout that opens to the city and establishes an active relationship 
with the neighbourhoods.36 In particular, one housing project, which he pro-
posed in a seminar on Siedlung for his students in the academy is a good 
example of taut’s urban approach.37 this project was proposed for the state 
Monopolies Ministry and was supposed to be realized near the governmen-
tal district in ankara. In contrast to the monotony and the authoritarian 
character of the institutional core of Yenis̨ehir, the project sought a mixture 
of different residential types, different circulation patterns, and large public 
green spaces, in an attempt to provide ample variations.38

on the basis of these interventions, taut had the chance to formulate a 
clear prospect for the urban development of ankara, which echoed the 
traits of his former urban utopian proposals. In the course of an interview 
he granted to the turkish monthly magazine Her Ay in February 1938, taut 
expressed his ideas on the city.39

as can be followed in the article, taut was amazed by ankara’s environ-
ments, characterized by the lively topography of the steppe and by the view 
of the old citadel towering above the city. he stressed how ‘this environment 

as a whole gives a sort of architectural impression’. he focused on the con-
trast between the old and the new part of the city (Yenis̨ehir), referring to 
the an aerial vision of the city:

… the contrast between the old and the new part of the city catches 
one’s eyes, and this is particularly evident while flying over the city. 
although the old part of ankara is smaller in comparison with the new 
part, from this bird’s eye view, it appears more visible. Yenis̨ehir (the 
new city) seems to be filled with a coat of fog.40

the change of perspective activated once again the ‘projection of the sky on 
earth.’ In this case the ‘fog effect’ became suitable to emphasize the rela-
tionships between the two parts of the city. the very fact that the new part 
was veiled by a coat of fog allowed the citadel to emerge in the guise of a 
crown. the visual experimentation derived from the dialectic between these 
two figures, gained here a renewed role in the interpretation of urban rela-
tionships. this appeared even more evident in the text when taut discussed 
the area of the governmental district. this district, located on the north side 
of Yenis̨ehir, the institutional core of the capital, eventually was to be com-
pleted with the construction of the grand assembly hall intended to embody 
the ideals of the new nation-state. taut pointed out that this area appeared 
veiled by the same ‘fog effect’. this district, as a whole, needed to stand 
out among the rest of Yenis̨ehir, just like the citadel did. on the contrary, it 
disappeared. In this case, the ‘fog effect’ made the absence of a crowning 
element evident. taut stressed the following:

this completion is of prime importance. because this part will form 
a sort of platform for the construction of the Parliament that in the 
future will rise on the background. In the same time, this building, is 
so determinant that it will affect the entire panorama of the new city 
of ankara, not only the governmental district. because the Parliament 
will rise, like a new kind of acropolis, on a hill dominating the city.41

taut’s thoughts on this project, are evident in a sketch that he submitted for 
the Parliament building competition (Figure 2).42 taut proposed a compact 
structure with different functional parts integrated by two large courtyards. 
In between these two courts was located the grand national assembly hall 
topped by a towering structure. taut took advantage of the topographic 
characteristics of the site (a narrow and long slope) and arranged a se-
quence of three grandiose green terraced platforms at the end of which the 
building rose. In this way the platformed structure together with its climax, 
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the grand national assembly hall, 
was to become the crown of the 
city of ankara, and the complex 
as a whole would rise in the guise 
of a secular acropolis.43

the figure of the crown revealed 
a strong symbolic and political 
meaning. the utopian ideals from 
which the idea of the crown origi-
nated, were translated to evoke 
the sense of national community 
embodied in the representative 
core of the nation. the Parliament 
building, conceived as a ‘crown’, 
was marking the focus around 
which the new capital was forged, 
and at the same time was ex-
pressing the ultimate attempt to 
center the nation.

Figure 2. Parliament of turkish republic, gen-
eral view, looking north (drawing by bruno taut). 
Source: bruno taut, “Kamutay Musabakası 
Fikir Krokisi” (‘a sketch Idea for the competition 
of Parliament’), Arkitekt 4 (1938), 130 
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1. Kropotkin’s views were central in the dis-
course of ebenezer howard and at large in-
fluenced the ideas connected to the garden 
city movement both in england and germa-
ny. traces of Kropotkin’s vision resurfaced 
also in later radical proposals, suffice it to 
mention constant’s new babylon or the 
work of superstudio and archizoom.
2. the study refers to the following edi-
tions: Pyotr Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, a fac-
tor of evolution (new york: Mcclure Phillips 
& co., 1902); Id., Fields, Factories and 
Workshops (london: g. P. Putnam’s sons, 
1913); Id., The Conquest of Bread, (lon-
don: chapman and hall, 1913). 
3. Kropotkin expresses this concept as fol-
lows: ‘the ideal society is a society of in-
tegrated, combined labour… a reorganized 
society must find the best means of com-
bining agriculture and manufacture – the 
work in the field with a decentralized indus-
try.’ Kropotkin, Fields, Factories and Work-
shops, 23-4.
4. Kropotkin, The Conquest of Bread, 102-3.
5. Manfredo tafuri, Architecture and Utopia. 
Design and Capitalist Development (cam-
bridge: MIt press, 1976), 120. tafuri points 
out how the anti-urban ideology has a histori-
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socialism of the nineteenth century reaching 
back to the era of the enlightenment, singling 
out the work of William godwin as the first 
attempt to conceive a society in which the 
state is dissolved and the individuals gather 
into small communities without laws or sta-
ble institutions. tafuri listed some of these 
anti-urban currents, including the theory of 
the garden city, soviet decentralization, the 
regionalism of the regional Planning asso-
ciation of america, and Frank lloyd Wright’s 

broadacre city. he stressed that an ambiva-
lent character tinges these utopian visions, 
since they are the expression from one side 
of a radical stance against the capitalist 
development, from the other of a nostalgic 
withdrawal towards tönnies’ organic com-
munity. Ibidem, 119-20.
6. Ibidem, 120; alan colquhoun, Modern Ar-
chitecture (oxford: oxford university Press, 
2002), 95; Iain boyd Whyte, Bruno Taut and 
the Architecture of Activism (cambridge: 
cambridge university Press, 1982), 109.
7. In particular deep impact was exerted on 
taut’s discourse by Kurt hiller, erich baron, 
and gustav landauer. Whyte, Bruno Taut 
and the Architecture of Activism, 9, 55-6, 
80, 83-4.
8. Ibidem, 54. Whyte focuses instead on 
the great impact exerted on taut by the 
rhetoric of gustav landauer’s political writ-
ings. he besides mentions that gustav 
landauer translated into german two of 
Kropotkin’s books, implying that taut’s dis-
course incorporated Kropotkin’s ideas via 
landauer. this emphasis on landauer’s in-
fluence is mainly due to the specific focus 
of Whyte’s investigation aiming to illuminate 
the chain of spiritual assonances among the 
actors of the german political activism from 
1914 to 1920.
9. “the city crown by bruno taut,” trans-
lated by altenmuller ulrike and Mindrup 
Matthew, journal of architectural educa-
tion 36, 1 (2009), 121-34.
10. Ibidem, 124.
11. In relation to the influence of Kropotkin 
on the ideas of ebenezer howard: robert 
Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth 
Century: Ebenezer Howard, Frank Lloyd 
Wright, Le Corbusier (cambridge: the MIt 

Press, 1982), 36-7.
12. Kropotkin’s dynamic concept of society, 
based on the idea of community as the es-
sential unit of social and territorial organi-
zation, has been explored by horner, and 
breitbart. g.M. horner, “Kropotkin and the 
city: the socialist ideal in urbanism,” Anti-
pode 10-11, nn. 3-1 (1978), 33, 45. Myr-
na breitbart, “Impressions of an anarchist 
landscape,” Antipode 7, 2 (1975), 44-9.
13. Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, 211-2.
14. Ibidem, 165. Kropotkin explored new 
form of unions in the middle ages focusing 
on their functional and territorial role in the 
formation of the city. g. M. horner, “Kropot-
kin and the city,” 34.
15. altenmuller, Mindrup, “the city crown,” 
122.
16. Whyte, Bruno Taut and the Architec-
ture of Activism, 55.
17. Kropotkin, Mutual Aid, a factor of evolu-
tion, 171.
18. “the city crown by bruno taut,”128, 131.
19. Whyte, Bruno Taut and the Architec-
ture of Activism, 76.
20. “the city crown by bruno taut,”122.
21. bruno taut, La Dissoluzione delle Città 
(Faenza: Faenza editrice, 1976).
22. bruno taut, “the earth is a good dwell-
ing,” in anton Kaes, Martin jay and edward 
dimenberg (eds.), The Weimar Republic 
Sourcebook (los angeles: university of cali-
fornia Press, 1994), 456-9.
23. Ibidem, 458.
24. Kropotkin, Fields, Factories and Work-
shops, 349.
25. Ibidem, 369; taut, “the earth is a good 
dwelling,” 459.
26. Kropotkin, (1902), 105; taut, “the 
earth is a good dwelling,” 5.
27. taut, “the earth is a good dwelling,” 459.
28. taut, La Dissoluzione delle Città, 22.
29. breitbart, “Impressions of an anarchist 
landscape,” 48.
30. giacomo ricci, La Cattedrale del Futu-
ro. Bruno Taut 1914-1921 (rome: officina 
edizioni, 1982), 116.
31. bruno taut, Mimari Bilgisi (Istanbul: gü-
zel sanatlar akademisi, 1938), 270.
32. taut’s move from japan to turkey was 

possible thanks to the mediation of his former 
colleague Martin Wagner, at the time plan-
ning advisor for Istanbul Municipality, who per-
suaded the turkish authorities to invite him.
33. sibel bozdoğan, Modernism and Na-
tion Building. Turkish Architectural Culture 
in the Early Republic (seattle: university of 
Washington Press, 2001), 71. From 1933 
more than 200 professionals were invited 
in turkey from abroad. among them 40 
were german, austrian and swiss archi-
tects. at the end of 1930s together with 
taut some of the most important figures of 
the german modern movement were active 
in the country: Martin Wagner, Franz hill-
inger, Martin elsaesser, Wilhelm lithotsky, 
and grete schütte-lithotsky.
35. esra akcan, Architecture in Translation 
(london: duke university Press, 2012), 
42-5. In those years the planning process 
to transform ankara into the capital city of 
the newly founded turkish republic was in 
execution according to the plan designed by 
hermann jansen which was basically con-
ceived according to the garden city idea 
and the camillo sitte’s formal principles.
35. bernd nicolai, “l’esilio. l’architettura di 
bruno taut e la turchia kemalista del 1936-
38,” in Winfried nerdinger and Manfred 
speidel (eds.), Bruno Taut 1880-1938 (Mi-
lan: electa, 2001), 200.
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37. Arkitekt 8 (1937), 212-3.
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taut decided to submit a sketch idea out 
of the competition under the insistence of 
turkish officials. taut’s sketch, together 
with an explanatory note, was published in 
the journal Arkitekt in april 1938: bruno 
taut, “Kamutay Musabakası Fikir Krokisi” (a 
sketch Idea for the competition of Parlia-
ment), Arkitekt 4 (1938), 130-2.
43. Ibidem, 132.
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4.5.2 henri lefebvre’s Vers une architecture de la 
jouissance (1973): architectural Imagination  
after May 1968

ŁuKasZ staneK
University of Manchester, UK

abstract

Vers une architecture de la jouissance (toward an architecture of enjoy-
ment, 1973) is a book manuscript by the French Marxist philosopher and 
sociologist henri lefebvre (1901-91). the manuscript needs to be seen as 
an important step within lefebvre’s theorizing of space as socially produced 
and productive, formulated between 1968 (The Right to the City) and 1974 
(The Production of Space). these publications were prepared by lefebvre’s 
numerous engagements into empirical research studies on urbanization of 
post-war France, all of which were commissioned by state cultural and plan-
ning institutions. this genealogy seems to contradict the anarchist charac-
ter of lefebvre’s theory, which included his condemnation of the state, his 
commitment to generalized self-management, and his belief in the primacy 
of struggle. however, rather than seeing lefebvre’s theory as recuperated 
by the reforming capitalist state, I suggest discussing it as responding to 
the processes of institutionalization and normalization of critique within the 
emerging mode of governability of Western societies moving beyond Ford-
ism. Vers une architecture de la jouissance is a case in point: written in the 
framework of a commissioned research on tourist urbanism in late Franco’s 
spain, the manuscript offered for lefebvre a possibility to speculate about 
the potential of architectural imagination. In this manuscript, spaces of tour-
ism are addressed both as products of advanced capitalism and sites of its 
reproduction, and as its ‘other’; that is, these spaces offered a concentrated 
vision of both the dangers of ultimate alienation and the possibilities to trans-
gress it. In my talk I will read lefebvre’s manuscript in the manner he was 
reading his favorite authors – starting from the historical context and moving 
beyond it – in order to speculate about lefebvre’s project of architectural 
imagination as negative, political, and materialist. 

4.5.3 City of Individual Sovereigns: Josiah Warren’s 
geometric utopia

Irene cheng
California College of the Arts, USA

abstract

In 1873, josiah Warren, often described as the united states’ first anarchist, 
published a book entitled Practical Applications of the Elementary Principles 
of ‘True Civilization.’ Printed in the twilight of a long career in radical reform 
that included the founding of several utopian communities in ohio and new 
york, Warren’s book ended with a list of ‘Points suggested for consideration 
in laying out of towns,’ accompanied by a pair of plan drawings depicting a 
hexagonally gridded city and a six-sided city section. Warren’s geometric uto-
pia presented a radically atomized vision of society: houses would be located 
on two-to-three-acre plots, close enough to neighbors to glean the benefits of 
density, yet sufficiently isolated so that no individual’s actions would impinge 
on his or her fellow citizens. at the same time, the plan manifested an equali-
tarianism consistent with Warren’s theories about economic justice – ideas 
that motivated his founding of several ‘time stores’ based on the circulation of 
‘labor notes’ in place of cash. 
My paper explores Warren’s ‘anarchist’ city plan, putting it in the context 
his larger reform philosophy as well as several other mid-nineteenth-century 
geometric utopias. Warren’s plan individualized land tenure and devoted far 
less space to public and shared amenities than contemporary communitarian 
socialist schemes. yet by reading Warren’s urban proposals within the larger 
context of his thought, especially his theories of language and representation, 
we can also interpret the plans as gesturing toward another form of polity 
– one premised on the possibility of clear and unmediated representation. I 
argue that Warren’s use of geometric images was motivated by a function-
alist theory of representation that regarded certain kinds of diagrammatic 
images as capable of cutting through the obfuscation of words and politics in 
nineteenth-century america. 

keywords

utopia, anarchism, geometry, politics
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In the context of early america, as elsewhere, ‘anarchism’ was, until the 
nineteenth century, a pejorative term. When the word ‘anarchy’ appears in 
early american political discourse, it is usually in the context of asking how 
to prevent the republic from falling into ‘anarchy and confusion’, by which 
the writer usually means, how do we forestall the excesses of mob rule, 
otherwise known as democracy? Following classical theory, the framers of 
the us constitution saw democracy as the most unstable form of govern-
ment – subject to the vagaries of an uneducated and unreliable demos, and 
constantly under threat of descending into uncontrollable disorder.
We should put this into context: one of the things that this unreliable demos 
was doing in the 1780s was passing debt relief measures, such as printing 
more paper money, to assist ordinary farmers struggling under crushing 
debts and the post-revolutionary hard currency shortage. shays’ rebellion 
of 1786-7 – which george Washington described with alarm as portending 
the proverbial ‘anarchy and confusion’ – was literally an insurrection against 
a foreclosure crisis. 
the solution for dealing with the threat of such anarchic instability was the 
drafting of a new federal constitution, specifically a system of checks and 
balances that would help limit the power of the branch of government seen 
as most democratic: the house of representatives. More broadly, the fram-
ers developed a theory of political representation in which the people did not 
exercise sovereignty directly but instead delegated decision-making to elect-
ed representatives – men drawn from the ‘learned professions’ who were 
supposed capable of practicing disinterested virtue, in contrast to the self-
interested masses. the historian gordon Wood has called the development 
of this theory of political representation the most important political concept 
to emerge from the revolutionary era.1 the post-revolutionary period saw 
the creation of the indirect system of democracy that survives today: We 
vote for delegates, they theoretically carry out our will. but, of course, lots 
of things get in the way, such as money from big donors, making the aver-
age citizen’s relationship to the legislative process quite removed.
I start with this discussion about representation in the early republic be-
cause one of the positions advanced by nineteenth-century anarchists was 
precisely an opposition to representation. this interpretation of anarchism 
as a revolt against representation has been developed recently by scholars 
like jesse cohn.2 anarchists claimed that representative democracies were 
not democracies at all because they relied on an abstraction, a distancing 
between the people and government. anarchists saw electoral politics as 
dominated by the wealthy and by politicians, and therefore fundamentally 
corrupt. Instead of a system based on representation, they advocated de-
centralized local decision-making carried out by the people directly. as an 

aside, we can note that this suspicion of representation is continued in 
the thought of contemporary anarchists like david graeber. just think of 
the occupy movement with its elaborate system of outdoor assemblies and 
consensus-building – expressions of a fantasy of unmediated, direct demo-
cratic participation.
It is specifically the anarchist opposition to representation that I want to 
highlight as I examine one specific utopian plan by josiah Warren, who 
is often described as the united states’ first anarchist. In 1873, Warren 
published two plan diagrams of a hexagonal ideal town, on the last pages 
of his last book, Practical Applications of the Elementary Principles of ‘True 
Civilization’. one diagram showed a radially organized ‘section of a city’. the 
other depicted an entire city composed of hexagons tiled together to form 
a larger hexagon.
to be clear, Warren never described himself or these plans as ‘anarchist’; 
the designation of Warren as america’s first homegrown anarchist was 
applied by later historians such as james j. Martin and William bailie, and 
has been adopted in standard survey histories of anarchism.3 Warren was 
the first in a line of what historians have labeled american ‘individualist an-
archists’ – so called because Warren and later figures like lysander spoon-
er and benjamin tucker tended to emphasize individualism as a supreme 
value over the mutualist or collectivist forms of anarchism more popular 
in nineteenth-century europe. yet Warren shared with contemporary think-
ers like Proudhon an opposition to capitalism’s exploitations and privations 
and to the state’s monopoly on the use of force. he also shared european 
anarchists’ belief in the possibility of a more natural form of order or self-
organization of society. all this gives some credence to the appellation of 
Warren as an ‘american Proudhon’.
Key to the argument I want to make here is that Warren shared the anar-
chist antipathy toward representation and even had what could be termed 
a theory of representation. especially interesting to me is how the anarchist 
critique of ‘political’ representation might be related to the question of aes-
thetic representation – that is, the kind of representation that architects 
and architectural historians are perhaps more familiar with – images, draw-
ings, diagrams. More specifically, I want to speculate a little on the ‘form’, 
or ‘figure’, of Warren’s plan diagrams – their geometry – and what that form 
might have to do with the anarchist opposition to both aesthetic and political 
representation.
before probing Warren’s plans I should add that he was not an isolated ex-
ample, but one of several american social reformers in the mid-nineteenth 
century who created such geometric utopian schemes. not all of them were 
anarchist but several shared Warren’s suspicion of representative democ-
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racy and his underlying ideas about the nature of geometric diagrams as 
particularly efficacious types of political representations.

josiah warren

josiah Warren was a classic nineteenth-century polymath: an inventor, a 
musician, a printer, and a social reformer. In his 1820s, he joined robert 
owen’s new harmony community in Indiana; early in his career, he sub-
scribed wholeheartedly to owen’s critique of the inequality and exploitation 
ushered in by industrial capitalism. however, new harmony quickly col-
lapsed, leaving Warren totally disillusioned with socialism. he blamed the 
failure of the community on its misguided attempt to combine interests. 
People were just too different, their interests too distinct, to press into a 
shared mold. so he spent the rest of his life developing and elaborating what 
he called the principle of ‘individual sovereignty’ – the idea that our individual 
pursuits should be radically separated. on the basis of this principle, he op-
posed most forms of combination, cooperation, and government. here we 
see a hallmark of american anarchism: its extreme individualism borders on 
contemporary libertarianism, in contrast to French or russian anarchists, 
who often emphasized cooperatism or mutualism as avenues of non-state-
based social organization.
at the same time that Warren outlined this extreme individualist position, he 
remained absolutely opposed to the rampant inequalities and exploitations of 
jacksonian society. and so in parallel with individual sovereignty, he pursued 
the goal of creating a more ‘equitable commerce’ (this is the title of one of 
his books) based on the principle of ‘cost the limit of price’. this was a ver-
sion of a labor theory of value – the idea that the fair value of commodities 
should be the cost of producing them rather than their exchange value. 
to test these principles, Warren carried out a series of social experiments 
at ever larger scales from the 1820s on: beginning with a system of labor 
notes. by pegging the value of the note to a fixed quantity of goods or hours 
of labor, Warren was trying to counter the extreme abstraction of money in 
the mid-nineteenth century – a time when there was no national currency 
and the value of banknotes fluctuated wildly. this idea of trying to counter 
the instability of representation is a recurring one in Warren’s praxis – one 
that I’ll return to later. 
the labor notes led to the founding of several experimental time stores 
where such labor notes could be exchanged for goods. gradually, War-
ren worked his way up to establishing a series of small communities: tus-
cawaras, ohio in 1833; utopia, ohio, in 1847; and Modern times, ny, in 
1851. the latter, which he organized with stephen Pearl andrews, became 

notorious as a hotbed of nudism and ‘free love’. Warren didn’t approve of 
these practices, but he stayed true to his principle of individual sovereignty, 
and tolerated all. ‘Whoever tries what is vulgarly known as “free love”…will 
find it more troublesome than a crown of thorns: and there is not much 
danger of its becoming contagious…’4

the hexaGonal plans

throughout his years of forming communities, Warren had never evinced 
much interest in urban design. so it’s something of a mystery why, late 
in his life, he published these two plans. on one level this scheme can be 
interpreted as a spatial analog of his principles of individualism and equality 
because it is essentially a series of identical yet distinct cells. he separated 
the lots of land with roads to minimize the possibilities of conflict between 
neighbors, and to prevent the spread of fire and disease. each lot thus 
forms a kind of island. In each of these cells, Warren imagined individuals 
could exercise and enact their own desired lifestyles – as long as these didn’t 
impinge their neighbors. he believed that in this way the plan could actually 
promote experimentation, and hence speed social change. as he explained 
in the accompanying text:

the world needs free play for experiments in life. almost every thinker 
has some favorite ideas to try, but only one can be tried at a time by 
any body of people, and there is but little chance of getting the consent 
of all to any thing new or untried. If a new project can find a half a 
dozen advocates, it is unusually fortunate: If a hundred experiments 
were going on at once, there might be fifty times the progress that 
there would be with only one.5

the individualist slant of Warren’s plan is put in relief if we compare his 
scheme to another geometric utopian project that he was almost certainly 
aware of: an octagonal vegetarian abolitionist colony in Kansas from 1856.6 
the two plans exhibit numerous similarities: both feature individually owned 
lots arrayed radially around a central public building and space. the radial 
arrangement was understood to promote equality, because each residential 
lot was equidistant from central community amenities. one of the main dif-
ferences between the two plans is their geometries: Warren’s is based on 
the hexagon, whereas the vegetarian colony is premised on the octagon. 
this apparently minor distinction turns out to have important implications: 
tiled together, octagons leave residual triangular corners, which in the veg-
etarian plan were designated for areas of common woodland and grazing. 
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this is in addition to a generous central public space. In fact, when you cal-
culate the areas, almost one-third of the space in the vegetarian abolitionist 
colony was given over to commons. In contrast, because the hexagon can 
tile perfectly with no residual spaces, Warren’s ‘anarchist’ plan left little 
space for public or common use. Whereas the vegetarian scheme was very 
generous to collectivity, the anarchist plan manifested a vision of a radically 
atomized society – a non-hierarchical, centerless spatial analog of Warren’s 
anti-statist individualist vision for society. In a sense, the geometric organiza-
tion of the plan displaced the state as a system for coordinating the inter-
ests of individual members of society. here, the urban plan would obviate 
the need for government.
so far, my reading of Warren’s plan follows his own understanding of the 
scheme: he imagined that it would literally and directly separate individual in-
terests and support the kind of decentralized, stateless society he desired. 
In other words, like bentham’s panopticon, the geometry was understood 
on functional terms, as having specific concrete social effects. yet this more 
straightforward functionalist reading doesn’t entirely account for the ge-
ometry of the plan, or the broader turn among nineteenth-century social 
reformers to plan diagrams as a tool of social transformation. recall that he 
was just one of several reformers to create such geometric utopian plans.7 
nearly all were patently unfunctional, despite their claims to the contrary. 
Most of these were only ever drawn and seen as rhetorical images – printed 
in broadsheets, pamphlets, and books – rather than as specific plans to be 
built. so the question I’m interested in is, how to account for the geometry 
of these plans?

a non-representational form of representation

here is where I think we have to consider Warren’s and other reform-
ers’ views on representation. Warren, it turns out, had a quite developed 
concept of representation, one that we can only understand if we examine 
some of his other interests, especially printing and musical notation. as I 
mentioned earlier, Warren was a printer by trade. In fact, he invented and 
patented a new cheaper method of printing that would make publishing ac-
cessible to the masses. this helps to explain the crude, woodcut quality of 
the diagrams: they were cheaply printed for wide distribution. 
In addition to printing, Warren was also obsessed with writing reform, spe-
cifically of musical notation. In fact, the reform of notational and writing sys-
tems was a common preoccupation of the geometric utopians I’ve studied. 
Many of them were printers and over half of them invented new systems 
of shorthand and spelling and in some cases new languages. the question 

therefore arises: What was the imagined connection between orthographic 
and social reform for these nineteenth-century radicals? 
Warren invented a new system of musical notation that he published in the 
1830s and 1840s. his method would signify the elements of sound ‘exactly 
in the “notes themselves”’ – that is, through form.8 thus, for example, the 
volume of the notes was represented by its size, with a ‘swelling’ of volume 
indicated by a corresponding swelling in the shape of the note. by a similar 
logic, the relative length of the stem of the note represented its length in 
time. In other words, the visual form of the note gives a cue to its meaning. 
Warren claimed that his system of musical notation, by creating a direct 
relationship between sign and musical effect, form and content, was more 
transparent and rational. he believed for example, that it would make it 
easier to learn how to read music.
Warren’s proposal for the reform of musical notation was a symptom of his 
larger philosophy of language and writing, which was deeply influenced by 
alexander bryan johnson, a banker in upstate ny who wrote a Treatise on 
Language in 1828.9 drawing on johnson’s antinominalist views, Warren 
wanted to make musical notation and writing in general become more like 
diagrams – that is, more like pictures whose forms had a direct, one-to-one 
relationship with their content. Warren saw texts and images as very dif-
ferent kinds of representations. Whereas words were obscure and subject 
to differing interpretations, he thought, images were clear, unambiguous.
this desire for clear representation had political implications. this was a 
time when politics was seen to be controlled by a privileged few, obscured 
and hidden away from view through the instrument of representative as op-
posed to direct government. Warren opposed representation on two levels: 
both representative democracy and language as a similarly opaque repre-
sentative medium. he described political speech as a ‘labyrinth of verbal 
delusions.’10 In contrast, the diagram was a form of representation that 
could cut through this confusing labyrinth – because it was visual, immedi-
ate, ‘natural’.
another possible reason behind Warren’s turn to a geometric diagram was 
the long association of geometry with political persuasion and rhetoric. We 
find references to geometry throughout political tracts in the late-eighteenth 
and early-nineteenth centuries – for example in the political writings of thom-
as jefferson and alexander hamilton.11 geometry at this time was corre-
lated with the production of unassailable, self-evident proofs. Political writers 
cited what stephen colbert might call the ‘truthiness’ of geometry to make 
their own positions seem similarly self-evident. We see this, for example, in 
an 1829 tract by the labor radical thomas skidmore, who used a series of 
geometric diagrams to rationalize his otherwise highly implausible proposal 
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that all property in the us should be seized and redistributed every 20 
years.12 
this association of geometry with proof and transparency gets to the heart 
of why we see geometric diagrams and an anarchist utopia coming together 
at this moment in the nineteenth century. My contention is that Warren and 
his fellow geometric utopians saw these diagrams as forms of representa-
tion that borrowed from geometry’s affect of certainty and transparency. 
at a time when politics, and political language, were regarded as obscure, 
and when the value of money and the capitalist economy itself seemed dan-
gerously unstable and abstract, Warren and his fellow utopians sought to 
cut through the veils of delusion with a form of representation that seemed 
unmediated, natural, and unassailable. 

conclusion

the idea that a purportedly direct, transparent medium of representation – 
the geometric diagram – would help usher in an equally direct form of polity 
– a stateless community – was a utopian fantasy. today we might duly exer-
cise some wariness about the dream of an entirely unmediated and direct 
democracy, even if we might admire the underlying intentions. 
For all its naivete, however, what josiah Warren’s utopian scheme does 
offer, perhaps, is precisely what he ostensibly sought to avoid – that is, an 
image, or a representation. by evoking a lack of mediation, the crisply delin-
eated lines of the diagram call attention to its inverse – the multiple forms 
of mediation that do inhere in actually existing democracy, mediations that 
include politicians, corporations, and capital. In other words, the clarity of 
the diagram functions as a kind of reproach, or critique, of the opacity of 
the existing system. It’s in this negative capacity that we might understand 
such geometric utopian plans to operate as figures of nineteenth-century 
anarchism.
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4.5.4 architectural aporia of the revolutionary City

Peter MInosh
Columbia University, USA

abstract

this paper examines transformations in French architecture in the wake of 
the Paris commune. I argue that the anarchic conditions of the revolutionary 
render an anarchic capacity of architecture legible. specifically, I maintain 
that the dissolution of second empire institutions and space relations prac-
ticed by the commune foretell a dissolution of beaux-arts classicism in the 
subsequent decade, with architecture serving to continue of the project of 
the commune by articulating a political territory exterior to the state. under 
revolutionary conditions, I argue, architecture participates in the radical nego-
tiation of the political through the delineation and contestation of territory and 
subjectivities. In these instances the site at which architecture negotiates the 
real is precisely exterior to architecture’s proper representation. the radical 
occupation of Paris by the commune upset relations between architectural 
function and representation – the construction of the barricades employed an 
assembly of dissimilar parts by which objects were stripped of their proper 
function as they disincorporated haussmann’s urban agglomeration into a 
molar organization of urban defense. While these practices are unenvision-
able by classical representation, I propose that they nevertheless manifest 
discreetly in architecture, speaking against the academic style as it sought 
to restore and legitimate the state. architecture’s anarchic capacity subjects 
the nation-state to the perpetual re-signification of its aesthetic production. 
this is legible in the architecture and planning of the exposition universelle 
of 1878, meant to showcase Paris’ recovery from the commune for an in-
ternational audience. In examining the 1878 exhibition I show that in addition 
to the relegitimation of the state’s control of the urban, the architecture and 
planning of the exhibition puts on display tensions and contradictions of the 
past decade. 

keywords

anarchy, utopia, Paris Commune, Exposition universelle 1878
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‘What fatal destiny weighs on us? how can we conceive of such a succes-
sion of disasters, and what is going to happen to our poor country?’ thus 
opens a dialogue between x and his interlocutor, identified only as xx. the 
dialog is dated 27 january 1871 the day of the signing of the treaty of 
versailles between otto von bismarck and the short-lived government of na-
tional defense that had taken power upon the Fall of napoleon III’s second 
empire. the provisions of the treaty included the recognition of Wilhem I as 
Kaiser of a newly formed german empire, a significant monetary indemnity, 
and the cession of alsace and parts of lorraine.1

We can take the unnamed x to be a member of the Garde Nationale, defend-
ing the city from Prussian aggression. xx, we can presume to be eugène 
emmanuel viollet-le-duc, as this dialog opens his Mémoire sur la défense de 
Paris, an 1871 technical treatise on the fortifications of the city published 
just after the semaine sanglante, the ‘bloody week’ from the 21 to the 28 of 
May that ended the three-month revolution of the Paris commune.2

after lamenting the loss of alsace and lorraine, the guardsman, x, wryly 
pointed out that France should have no reason to be surprised that bis-
marck would take advantage of its weakness, just as France had previously 
done to other countries. ‘your reasoning,’ viollet exclaimed, is that ‘might 
makes right.’

the guardsman countered
at the origin of any society, force alone establishes right, and there 
are few rights that were not the consequence of a conquest. Prop-
erty rights, political rights, civil rights, the Rights of Man are all of 
conquest, which is to say the results obtained by the employment of 
force upon a previous weakened force, or upon chaos, or upon anar-
chy. the civilized nations then established among themselves certain 
conventions to which we ascribe the terms law of nations, neutrality, 
belligerents, etc. and right now, one dominates the others.

If France could not protect its provinces, then by all rights, they belong to 
the conqueror.
surely in the nineteenth century, viollet protested, the populations of alsace 
and lorraine had rights, and could not simply remain, ‘like a flock of sheep,’ 
passively at the disposal of their conqueror. but France had been a “docile 
flock,” the guardsman countered, since the absolute monarchy and state 
centralization under louis xIv. he framed the project of the garde nationale 
against the aggression of both the right of power, and that of the rule of 
state; against bismarck and versailles respectively: ‘it is up to us to guard 
ourselves, without the sheppard and without the dogs.’

only under one’s own protection, according to the guardsman, can there be 
a discussion of rights. the obligations of citizenship, paying taxes, conscrip-
tion into the army, voting, holding political offices, and serving on juries are 
all merely tasks of passive acquiescence to state power. one’s real respon-
sibility is to utilize all productive capacity over and above these obligations, 
to actively contribute all physical and mental means to the cause of liberty. 
rights not are acquired through the distribution of obligations, they mani-
fest through collective contribution. viollet is describing a political autonomy, 
literally auto-nomos or giving-oneself-the-law, as what Foucault would call a 
mode of ‘taking care of oneself’3 as an obligation to govern oneself before 
governing others. Fundamentally opposed to this is political sovereignty as 
theorized by carl schmidt, in which ‘he who decides on the exception’4 is 
endowed with the right to govern.
It is in this context that viollet marks a distinction between the ‘fortification’ 
of the city, that subject to which the greater portion of his memoire is de-
voted, and the defense of the city, described in his title. Fortification, as a 
strategy, had failed because it was merely a symptom of state centralization 
under the powers of the sovereign. a conquering army need only take Paris 
to control all of the levers of power, to seize the apparatus of state, to ren-
der the rest of the nation helpless. the defense of Paris, however, refused 
the impulse to centralization that marked a sovereign power. by standing in 
defense of the city they provided a service supplemental to the obligations of 
citizenship, and by extension a ‘right to the city’5 over and above the delinea-
tion of state. defense refused the state, rendering its capture impossible.
as a colonel in the garde nationale, viollet oversaw a group of architects 
– davioud, ballu, and baudry, among others – in the fortification of Paris.6 
viollet’s discourse, though, in linking fortification to sovereign power as an 
architecture of the state. For the defense of Paris, fortification had to give 
way to a contra-form against architecture’s proper construal. thus his sec-
retary, Massillon rouvet, described the fortifications built under viollet: ‘ar-
chitectural elegance disappeared to give way to a utile construction having 
but one aim: to protect.’7

viollet’s distinction between fortification and defense within his discourse on 
sovereignty seems to recognize a crisis in architecture under revolutionary 
conditions. architecture as the combination of archē (origin or first cause) 
and tektōn (builder or mason) denotes the construal of a priori forms: to build 
out the first cause. architecture’s manifestation as institution of state thus 
extends the ontological ground of the archē to form a political power. I argue 
that architecture after the commune overturned architecture’s archē, to ren-
der it an-archic, disrupting its proper function as state apparatus.
architecture’s revolutionary other overturns the proper form of fortification, 
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stripping away its constituent order to expose an ontological void. victor 
hugo recognized this disruption of the architectural in his description of the 
barricade of sainte antoine in the revolution of 1848:

you might say: Who built that? you might also say: Who destroyed 
that? It was the improvisation of ferment. here! that door! that grat-
ing! that shed! that casement! that broken furnace! that cracked 
pot! bring everything! throw on everything! Push, roll, dig, dismantle, 
overturn, tear down everything!8

hugo, moreover, recognized a space of political alterity opened by such an 
architecture of dismantlement: ‘this barricade, chance, disorder, bewilder-
ment, misunderstanding, the unknown, had opposed to it the constituent 
assembly, the sovereignty of the people, universal suffrage, the nation, the 
republic; it was the carmagnole defying the Marseillaise.’9 the state as the 
purview of rights was disrupted with the loss of architecture’s ontological 
foundation.
through these deterritorializations of second empire configurations of ur-
ban space and architectural form, classical notions of order and represen-
tation were disrupted. as Kristin ross explains, ‘Monumental ideals of for-
mal perfection, duration, or immortality, quality of material and integrity of 
design are replaced by a special kind of bricolage.’10 While these practices 
are unenvisionable by classical representation, I propose that they manifest 
discreetly as a return of the repressed – aporia within the academic archi-
tecture that sought to legitimate the restitution of the state.
haussmann had transformed the molar organization of the city as the site 
of revolutionary association to a space for the circulation of capital. as 
david harvey has shown, haussmann’s city enabled greater ease of com-
munication and transportation by creating a networked economy to facilitate 
production, industry, and finance. as the city became an instrument of state 
liberalism, urban space was itself monetized as financial instruments were 
developed to fuel a real estate speculation bubble along the new corridors 
of bourgeois habitability.11 leisure, as the ludic space outside of social regi-
mentation, had been absorbed by state liberalism as jean-charles alphand 
constructed public parks, notably buttes chaumont and Monceau, to be-
come the sites of worker’s rejuvenation towards capital’s self-reproduction. 
the condition of the second empire city as a site of state liberalism was 
reflected in civic architecture that transformed the sovereign privileges of 
the individual into biopolitical institutions. hence the great works of néo-
grec architecture undertaken at the end of the second empire transform 
religion, through léon vaudoyer’s Marsaille cathedral, knowledge, through 

henri labrouste’s establishment of the bibliothèque nationale as a national 
library of last resort, and justice, through louis duc’s transformation of the 
traditional law courts into the juridical apparatus of the Pallais de justice. 
the néo-grec project sought to reform architectural design form the eclec-
ticism of beaux-arts pedagogy by determining a systematic method. duc, 
for instance, endowed the Prix duc, to be awarded annually to a student 
of the École for compositions to found ‘the style and shape of the elements 
of modern architecture.’ For duc, this modern architecture was to be set 
within the terms of a saint-simonian historiography that opposed ‘critical’ 
periods of social disharmony to ‘organic’ periods of synthesis:

the spirit of art has become ‘critical’ instead of being ‘organic,’ and 
today it is too often expressed by productions whose individual form 
originates from retrospective inspirations. no link, no authority, no 
faith is given to the national unity that characterized past eras, and the 
only character of our own, that of absolute freedom, tends to decay 
of our art.12

duc proposed a new design practice focusing on ‘the most concise expres-
sions of the essential elements of architecture.’ this displacement of the 
eclecticism of the beaux-arts by construing a new elemental architectural 
order would perfectly accommodate the vast, interlinked administration of 
the second empire state apparatus.
While the dominant critique of the École favored a utopian alternative, an-
other current, expressed by Émile Zola embraced the eclecticism of the 
École over its attempts to establish order. as he described the École in his 
1866 article “l’esthetique Professée à l’École des beaux-arts”13:

We are in the midst of anarchy, and for me, this anarchy is a curi-
ous and interesting spectacle. […] there is in all this, an enormous 
amount of activity consumed, a feverish, raging life. our epoch’s per-
sistent, continuous birth-giving is not admired enough; each day is 
marked by a new effort, by a new creation. the task is completed, 
then taken up again, relentlessly.14

If, for the utopians, an organic phase as a synthesis of art and culture was 
to express a greater spiritual unity, for Zola this period of disunity was itself 
the historical fulfillment of an escape from the age of idealism. 
the reconstruction of Paris after the commune saw the embrace of a uto-
pian approach to the reform of political institutions. as anthony vidler de-
scribed it
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the urban space was appropriated for its rightful owners by the re-
building of every destroyed building in the same style. there was to be 
no visible or living memory of the time when the nation’s capital had 
briefly become its largest correctional institution in riot.15

With the reconstruction of the hôtel de ville by théodore ballu and Édouard 
deperthes, for instance, a reformist mood prevailed as the disparate struc-
tures of the old hotel, assembled in piecemeal since the sixteenth century, 
were reconstructed as a single agglomeration. the reconstructed building 
is nearly identical to the old hôtel that was torched during the semaine 
sanglante and completely torn down in the subsequent months. the old 
hôtel de ville, it was decided, had suffered from too many functions jammed 
into a single structure. the reconstructed building did away with the cer-
emonial functions of the hôtel, such as reception spaces, to make way 
for an expanded, rationalized, administration. only the central renaissance 
façade is ‘faithfully’ reconstructed, the bulk of the building is recessed form 
this monumental façade to form an administrative compound in a uniform 
beaux-arts expression.
during the same months, hector horeau, designed his own hôtel de ville 
as a counter-project to the reconstruction. horeau, made famous for his 
glass and steel structures, was an active communard whose sketches of 
the commune recall the Place de hôtel de ville as a site of political resis-
tance.16 his own project, designed while a political prisoner in the aftermath 
of the commune, embodied this resistance. leaving the old burned-out hô-
tel as a monument to the fallen state, horeau proposed a vast enclosure of 
disparate elements buttressing a billowing dome tethered to the volume by 
stalactite iron lamps. In contrast to rationalized administration of ballu and 
deperthes’ hôtel, horeau’s cut-away rendering reveals only a void – a green 
space of plants and trees with a few solitary figures wandering aimlessly. 
reenacting the barricade, this project pairs the dissolution of architectural 
order with an evisceration of administrative function. horeau’s contra-hôtel, 
I would argue, renders explicit an anarchic dissolution of architecture that 
continued into the third republic. the only ground of anarchy is its ground-
lessness, it is delegitimating, a condition of effacement leaving no proper 
traces of its own. architecture’s anarchic can only exist as aporia undermin-
ing institutional truth.
this aporia is present at the moment of the commune’s defeat, in the 
competition for the Prix de rome in the École des beaux-arts. the program 
the first essai for the grand Prix, written by henri labrouste, who for the 
first and only time, served as president of the juries, and issued on 2 april, 
during the commune, called for ‘a cenotaph in honor of a young artist who 

died defending his country.’ on april 11, the competition was suspended 
by order of jules simon, Minster of Public Instruction, culture, and Fine 
arts of the government of versailles. simon reinstated the competition in 
a directive dated May 29 1871, the day after the fall of the commune with 
the first essai reissued as ‘a monument in memory of the French Painter 
nicolas Poussin.’ the revolutionary potential of the artist becomes an aporia 
through his transformation to the legitimacy of beaux-arts representation. 
this aporia extends to the archive. the minutes of the academie des beaux-
arts recall an april 7, meeting to judge of the first essai, the cenotaph for 
the young artist, elevating 18 entries of the 47. the official records of the 
competitions for the grand Prix, however, backdate the competition brief of 
a monument to Poussin to april 2. no mention is made of a young artist 
defending his country; he never officially existed.
the program for the final phase of the competition, ‘a Palace of the rep-
resentatives of France,’ was issued on july 10, at a moment when repre-
sentative government was all but certain. dreams of a republic to come 
found their way into the most ambitious competition program issued hith-
erto. the Palace was to be divided into three distinct parts containing the 
legislative, executive, and administrative branches of government in which 
the representatives would be the center of power, mediating the relation-
ship between a mostly ceremonial executive branch and the apparatus of 
state. the program extended this directive on political representation to an 
overturning of the classical, asking the entrants to ‘[leave] to each building 
form a character unique to its function, and presenting an ensemble whose 
appearance, without symmetry, would be at least harmonious.’ For the first 
time in a program of a grand Prix competition, symmetry and uniformity 
were rejected in favor of differentiation and heterogeneity.
on august 30 thiers had installed himself as the provisional president of 
the yet undeclared republic, and by october 31, the day of the judgment 
of the grand Prix,17 he had fully installed an autocratic regime operating 
under the guise of a representative government centered in versailles. this 
loss of republican ambitions is present in the winning entry by samuel-Émile-
james ulmann, who composed monumental legislative assembly, flanked 
on both sides by symmetrical and similarly adorned buildings. a cursory 
look at the plan shows that the hall of representatives does not mediate 
the relationship between the executive and administrative, it is instead aux-
iliary to their direct relationship. but it is this alienation of the people from 
their own political representation that is monumentalized. the monumental 
façade, modeled upon the Palais bourbon, which traditionally houses the 
national assembly, ostensibly calls for the prominence of the lower house 
of parliament in any new government. yet this monumental representation 
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is a chimera, as the propylaeum that marks the hall of representatives is 
literally a blind wall; a hardened surface blocking any passage; a barricade, 
if you will, employing the beaux-arts style, an architecture of the state, to 
obstruct the people’s own self-representation. ulmann’s design describes 
a lament of the commune whose potentialities of a republic to come are 
rendered as disaffection.
the culmination of Paris’ reconstruction was brought to the world stage with 
the 1878 exhibition universelle. the erasure of the revolutionary city was 
monumentalized throughout the exhibition in the prominent display of new 
architectural works and the full realization of haussman’s city executed un-
der adolphe alphand. the city itself was on prominent display as evidenced 
by the Pavilion of the city of Paris, which exhibited a set of models of the 
city’s new and reconstructed buildings including the hotel de ville and the 
basilique du sacré cœur, built to expiate the crimes of the commune.18 as 
the permanent buildings sought to reconstruct the city as it was, the tempo-
rary buildings of the exhibition grounds of the champs de Mars and chaillot 
that showed the critical slippages of this restitution.
the centerpiece of the exhibition, the Palais du trocadéro by gabriel davioud 
and jules bourdais, offers something of an enigma, a monumental architec-
ture as an amalgamation of dissimilar parts, both a classical edifice and a 
refusal of formal legibility. Paul sédille offers an explanation, while ‘some parts 
try to be byzantine, others arabic, these roman, those greek, and others yet 
Florentine,’ in total it is none of these, it is instead a modern architecture that 
refuses precedent in both the imitation of form and the application of prin-
ciple.19 sédille mistakes the dismantlement of beaux-arts form as surpassing 
its crises and contradictions – an unproblematic move beyond the dynamic 
of the revolutionary city and its reactionary political regimes. yet the past 
remains, but only in its grotesque form that once again reproduces the bar-
ricade. the aporia of the commune shows itself in the inaugural performance 
of its central theater, charles gounoud’s Gallia, a lament to a fallen city writ-
ten in exile in 1871, ‘a simple and heroic work,’ according to sédille, ‘which 
produced in the new room the most powerful effect.’20

an 1878 panorama, centering on the exposition universelle shows the re-
constructed city in its completion, a monumental urbanism erasing all trac-
es of the commune. but let us end with hector horeau for a fleeting vision 
of this reconstruction’s spectral other – a counter proposal to this rendering 
invisible of Paris’ revolutionary potential. an 1871 panorama of Paris shows 
the city populated by the complete works of horeau. the aporia of the com-
mune are put on full display as the destroyed city is replaced by voluminous 
voids – reproductions of the barricade, disrupting the smooth function of the 
urban agglomeration.
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4.5.5 ‘housing Before Street’: geddes’ 1925 anarchist 
Plan For tel aviv 

yael allWeIl
Technion, Israel 

abstract

a founding member of the city planning movement, sir Patrick geddes was 
largely marginal to the movement for his anarchistic challenge of the very idea 
that new cities form ‘of thin air’ due to the powerful actions of statesmen, 
capitalists and planners. geddes self-distinguished from conceptions of mod-
ern planning, insisting that ‘urban planning cannot be made from above using 
general principles [...] studied in one place and imitated elsewhere. city plan-
ning is the development of a local way of life, regional character, civic spirit, 
unique personality […] based on its own foundations.’ geddes’ urban vision 
was affected by issues of housing in the industrial city, yet compared with oth-
er theories of urban planning, geddes’ ‘city of sweat equity’ approach to urban 
housing ‘contributed to planning theory the idea that men and women could 
make their own cities.’ a perfect match with tel aviv founders’ ideas of the 
city as accumulation of future-citizens as a vehicle for self-government, ged-
des’ 1925 plan for tel aviv, based on detailed survey of the town as housing 
estate, accepted tel aviv’s use of housing as building block to produce a ‘hous-
ing before street’ urban planning. geddes’ tel aviv plan poses alternative to 
accepted models of modern planning: technocratic-capitalist haussmanism, 
aesthetic city beautiful, corbusian ‘radiant cities’, or utopian garden city. at 
the same time, contrary to the phenomenon of makeshift housing predating 
formal settlement and creating the city de-facto, as in the auto-constructed 
peripheries of cairo, brasilia or calcutta, tel aviv’s formation via housing was 
the result of a conscious, anarchist, planning process where geddes fully real-
ized his ideas: not merely challenging top-down mechanisms, but disrupting 
the very dichotomous perspective of modern urbanism as a clash between 
top-down planners-ideologues and bottom-up urban citizens.

keywords

geddes, housing, tel aviv, anarchist, urban, planning, garden city

scholarship about geddes’ anarchist ideas focuses primarily on the idea of 
regional planning, forming free confederations of autonomous regions - each 
based on detailed specific survey - as opposed to planning the giant metrop-
olis, the nation and the empire.1 geddes’ ideas were influenced by French 
geographers reclus and de la blanch, and by sociologist le Play, with whom 
he encountered in 1878 by way of the Paris exhibition.2 Meller shows that 
geddes based his famous valley section on the ideas of reclus, into which he 
incorporated le Play’s trinity of Lieu, Travail, Famille as well as Kropotkin’s 
idea of communism of the free.3 the most discussed radical aspect of ged-
des’ work involves ‘the almost sensual reciprocity between men and women 
and their environment’ as ‘active motor force of human development… seat 
of comprehensible liberty and mainspring of cultural evolution’, attacked 
and eroded by the centralized nation state and large-scale machine-industry 
economy.4 deeply influenced by Kropotkin’s idea of ‘communism without gov-
ernment, the communism of the free’, spatially located in the Medieval city 
and its guild system, able to escape monarchic and theocratic domination, 
a free state based on a union of districts, parishes and guilds, swept away 
by the centralized state.5 geddes’ deliberate anarchic quality of the regional 
survey with its emphasis on traditional occupations and historical links was 
a conscious celebration of european culture, bearing a radical purpose: to 
provide the basis for total reconstruction of social and political life. 
geddes’ ideas of regional planning, spreading as far as hong Kong and 
america and influencing the formation of regional cities like sunnyside gar-
dens and radburn by ‘a group of insurgents’, as Mumford declared them.6 
yet gedess’ ideas, revolutionary and thought provoking as they were, have 
overarchingly never been executed, not even by his most well-known succes-
sors and torchbearers: Mumford and abercrombie.7 
My discussion of geddes’ anarchist urbanism in this paper goes beyond this 
well-known discussion of regional planning to examine his less-discussed 
anarchic idea of a ‘city of sweat equity’ built by its own dwellers based on 
housing. this revolutionary and anarchic idea underlies geddes’ 1925 mas-
ter plan for tel aviv – his only work ever realized.
this less-discussed idea involves geddes’ anarchist thinking of housing as 
the building block for cities. Meller shows that geddes valley section was 
imbued with le Play’s trinity of Lieu, Travail, Famille, stressing the family 
as the basic social unit, in the context of its environment.8geddes agreed 
with reclus and Kropotkin, who were influenced by Proudhon and bakunin, 
regarding individual property ownership as the essential guarantee of a free 
society, providing the basis for a decentralized, non-hierarchical system of 
governance.9 For geddes, social reconstruction was to form not by sweep-
ing governmental measures like the abolition of private property but through 
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the efforts of millions of individuals for the ‘creation, city by city, region by 
region, of a utopia.’10 
I would like to suggest that the true anarchist aspect of geddes’ planning 
involved his use of the house as a building block for the city – in fact, in see-
ing housing and urbanism as one single problem. geddes:

the natural eugenic center is in every home; its young go out to make 
new homes; these make the village, the town, the city small or great, 
so the would-be eugenist has to work at all these towards their better-
ment. Federate homes into co-operative and helpful neighborhoods. 
unite theses grouped homes into renewed and socialized quarters 
– parishes, as they should be – and in time you have a better nation, 
a better world… each region and city can learn to manage its own af-
fairs – build its own houses, provide its own scientists artist and teach-
ers. theses developing regions are already in business together; can’t 
they make friends and organize a federation as far as need be… May 
not this be the time prophesied in Isaiah? … “they shall build houses 
and inhabit them… and I will direct their work in truth.”11 

geddes’ focus on housing and its role for the formation of cities and regions 
was deeply affected by issues of housing in the industrial city, having himself 
lived in a tenement in edinburgh in the 1880s. as Kropotkin recorded in a 
letter to reclus in 1886: ‘geddes has now just got married, leaving his house 
and taking a very poor flat among the workers’.12 as recounted by geddes:

social conscious was then stirring throughout the cities, and we had 
both felt it strongly – and so strengthened each other: so after a 
single winter of bonnie home… we crossed to the high james court 
tenement of the old town opposite, with opposite view accordingly, 
and thus enabling us to endure, by facing and tackling of dirt and over-
crowding and disorder of even more infernal slumdom than now exists 
in edinburgh; and to begin such changes as might be, thus became 
problems as scientific, as technical, as had been those of living nature 
and its science to myself, or of music to my companion.13 

they started with:

within our limited range, with flower-boxes for dull windows and color-
washing for even duller walls… we soon got to fuller clearings and 
repairings, next even to renewals, at length to building as through 
as lawnmarket, castle hill to ramsey garden, of course with thanks 

to growing cooperation alike from students and citizens, increasingly 
becoming good neighbors.14 

It was there, at the tenements of the old town, that geddes developed his 
famous method of survey. based on a three dimensional aerial drawing, 
geddes developed simple logical connections regarding the built environ-
ment: overcrowding and under-housing, with high rents and high land val-
ues, resulted from the restrictive defensive walls of the medieval city; the 
notorious filth was due to poor water supply, which in turn came from its 
hill site.15 geddes carried out social reconstruction using associations and 
guilds: the educational program, the public open spaces committee, and 
significantly the housing guild. the social union’s housing guild built up a 
fund by managing property for owners and organizing rent collection by vol-
unteers, and developed university residence halls. a decade later, by 1896, 
geddes’ housing guild managed property worth 53,000 pounds, some 250 
times his yearly salary as part-time professor, transferred to the town and 
gown association limited.16 
While social reform activists and planners proposed housing solutions for 
and on behalf of the poor via top-down schemes, geddes’ approach to urban 
housing was termed by Peter hall ‘city of sweat equity.’ namely, ‘contribut-
ing to planning theory the idea that men and women could make their own 
cities’ and the idea of the role of planning in leading a civic reconstitution 
of society and cities.17 this idea, initiated in edinburgh, was developed dur-
ing geddes’ visits to India since 1914, where he developed 24 planning 
reports for 24 different cities. critiquing the british administration’s fixation 
on sanitation and racial segregation to prevent disease, and planning meth-
ods summing up to houssmanian opening of vast roads by clearing parts of 
the densely populated Indian city, primarily by military engineers, leading to 
absurdities like water closets that cost twice as the value of the houses.18 
geddes thereby critiques the colonial planning mechanism altogether: as-
sumptions, methods, goals and knowhow. his book Cities in Evolution of 
1915 famously stated that

urban Planning cannot be made from above using general principles... 
studied in one place and imitated elsewhere. this way leads to hauss-
manism. city planning is the development of a local way of life, regional 
character, civic spirit, unique personality… based on its own founda-
tions.19

 
geddes suggested ‘conservative surgery’ based on long and patient study 
– the survey. 
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More significant still, in his report for Indore geddes argued that british top-
down planning schemes should be replaced with actions made by the resi-
dents themselves, in actions of self-housing. ‘simplifying the building itself, to 
a reasonable minimum to start with, yet with incentive to improvement’, using 
temporary materials with ‘labor can often, at least partly be given by the work-
er himself.’ the whole plan, he stressed, ‘must be realized with the real and 
active participation’ of the citizens, warning against the ‘dangers of Municipal 
government from above’ resulting in ‘detachment from public and popular 
feeling and consequently… from public and popular needs and usefulness.’20 
needless to say, his ideas were met with impatience and anger: ‘a certain 
Professor geddes came out here to lecture in town planning… he seemed 
to have talked rot in an insulting way… a crank who don’t [sic] know his 
subject’.21 
geddes’ idea that cities should be built and governed by their poor dwellers – 
and that there can, and should be –  planning for this purpose, was far more 
anarchistic than his idea of the city in the region. this idea is so anarchistic 
that it was marginal even to the town Planning Movement, revolutionary for 
identifying the question of housing (rather than commerce or industry) as 
central to the very aims and idea of planned settlements, their raison-d’etre 
as well as economic bases and formative mechanism.22

comparing geddes’ ideas for city planning with howard’s garden city, we 
see they are strikingly different in the role assigned to the people’s own ac-
tions in construction of their homes and the city. garden city model based 
on purchase of cheap farm land by industrialists as investment in a city of 
good worker housing – to be paid back as rent and property values go up. It 
was planned for and on behalf of the workers, using industrialist entrepre-
neurial money for philanthropic social reform. this ‘peaceful path for real 
reform’ was a pacifying attempt to avoid revolutionary reform by planning 
good worker housing in better cities (at the backdrop of worker revolutionary 
attempts to take the city in the 1878 Paris commune, and later the 1905 
russian revolution). 
geddes’ planning strategy disrupts the dichotomy taken for granted by mod-
ern urban planning of the houssmanian, city beautiful and later radiant city, 
between the planned city produced by professional experts and governing 
institutions and the unplanned city produced by poor dwellers, primarily due 
to industrialization and urban migration. 

1925 master plan for tel aviv

geddes’ ideas are generally understood as never been realized, save, par-
tially, by his followers.23 this scholarly perspective somehow ignores geddes’ 

1925 master plan for tel aviv, self-proclaimed to be his most ambitious plan 
- and his only plan ever realized. 
geddes’ tel aviv plan is discussed primarily as infrastructure, arguing that it 
was rejected by the city, thereby based on a poor survey and not represent-
ing his ideas.24 My paper uncovers exciting data exposed in the archives 
and the built environment, proving that geddes’ tel aviv plan was in fact 
fully realized by the mid-1930s, and exposing the anarchist elements in 
the plan, as well as their role in enabling the very realization of the plan by 
the city’s disenfranchised worker community. these findings indicate that 
unlike the phenomenon of unplanned auto-constructed peripheries in Peru, 
sao Paulo or calcutta - tel aviv’s formation via housing was the result of a 
conscious anarchist planning process where geddes fully realized his ideas: 
not merely challenging top-down mechanisms, but disrupting the very di-
chotomous perspective of modern urbanism as a clash between top-down 
planners-ideologues and bottom-up urban citizens.25 
Zionist ideas of ‘auto-emancipation’ fascinated geddes and appealed to his 
greater politics of self-help by the disenfranchised.26 upon the british con-
quest of Palestine in 1918, and having been disappointed by his efforts in 
India, geddes contacted his dear friend from edinburgh writer Israel Zangvil, 
who was a Zionist activist, proposing his services to the movement.27 In 
1919 geddes  first visited Palestine, aged 65, by invitation to devise a plan 
for the hebrew university in jerusalem, and eventually also submitted a crit-
ical review of the british plan for the city to its british governor; a detailed 
report and general plan for haifa, and several plans for garden suburbs in 
jerusalem, haifa and tiberius. none of them was executed. In 1925 ged-
des was invited to attend the opening ceremony for the hebrew university. 
tel aviv’s mayor dizengoff took the opportunity and approached geddes for 
designing a master plan for the city’s development.28 
tel aviv was in 1925 at a major crossroad: its population quadrupled in 4 
years following the transition from ottoman to british rule and the beginning 
of ethnic-national clashes in Palestine in the 1920s, which generated mass 
urban migration to tel aviv and the formation of tenements and substan-
dard housing.29 transforming the town from a homeowner community to 
a crowded agglomeration of neighborhoods with no clear structure, full of 
shacks and tents, bearing consequences for municipal politics which diz-
engoff attempted to solve with urban planning. a prior ‘city beautiful’ plan 
produced by richard Kauffman, planner for the WZo, was rejected for ex-
tending the piecemeal development of the city.
geddes spent two months surveying the city and region and produced a 64 
page town planning report and a plan for tel aviv as a city for 100,000 in-
habitants which he defined as his most ambitious plan. 30 geddes’ planning 
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report was developed into detailed plan by the city’s technical department, 
the plan was adopted by city council in 1925, and approved by the british 
authorities in 1927.31 

In his survey report, geddes analyzed tel aviv’s 1925 condition as a city at 
a crossroads of two different paths dictated by housing development: one, 
continuing the process transforming tel aviv into a city of tenements – and 
the other, returning to its original principles of garden village. these two 
housing types, writes geddes, ‘represent the essential contradiction be-
tween the two types of planning’.32 the geddes plan, then, can be seen as 
a return to tel aviv’s original framework, from which the city deviated due to 
WW1 and its dire housing consequences.33

geddes’ survey focused on tel aviv’s housing condition. he analyzed the 
city’s condition at a crossroads between two housing types: its original de-
tached unit with subsistence farms – and the tenement, which he called 
‘human warehousing’. one, continuing the process transforming tel aviv 
into a city of tenements – or ‘human warehouses’ – and the other, returning 
to its original principles of garden village based on “detached cottages with 
small gardens”. geddes presented this crossroad in his report by analyzing 
two nearby housing in the shapira alley: detached cottages with small gar-
dens and a nearby ‘warehousing tenement block’. these two housing types, 
writes geddes, ‘represent the essential contradiction between the two types 
of planning.’34 
geddes’ survey method of tel aviv could not have missed out the historical 
role of housing for the town’s formation, based on the single house as its 
building block. Founded in 1909 as a homebuilders’ association, the town 
developed in a ‘housing before street’ process, by which the houses formed 
the city around them. after laying a grid layout and distributing house plots, 
historical images show, the city’s infrastructure and urban life formed around 
the houses. tel aviv homebuilding association was declared from the very 
start to be ‘seed for a hebrew city.’35 the idea that a city could be produced 
from the agglomeration of individual housing involved collective purchase of 
land, subdivision to plots, self-construction of houses, and the formation of 
streets, parks, and public institutions – the ‘city’ – around them.36 
geddes found this form of urbanism remarkable and defined his plan’s pri-
mary aim as ‘continuing the garden village tel aviv began with, and bettering 
this as far as may be.’37 
geddes’ plan for tel aviv is based on ‘home block’ urban units: urban blocks 
composed of two rings of detached houses, at the inner circumference and 
outer circumference of the block. each block included a small public park 
with communal facilities such as playgrounds and tennis courts. the home 
block was surrounded with ‘mainways’ for through traffic, and serviced by 

narrow ‘homeways’ and pedestrian ways leading to the inner block yet not 
traversing it.38 house plot suggested in geddes’s report was 560 square 
meters, same as tel aviv’s original plot, with construction area limited to 
one-third and building height to 9 meters, to contain a single, semi-detached 
house with no more than two residential units, leaving much of the plot for 
subsistence farm. tel aviv’s building block, the house, was thus embedded 
within geddes’ home block within large-scale urban scheme.39

the plan included different-sized home-block units tied to one urban system 
via non- orthogonal grid system of north-south and east-west mainways, 
identified by scholars as ‘biological’ design creating a street hierarchy which 
differentiates between quite residential streets from major throughways.40 
geddes’ recommendations were adapted into planning document by the mu-
nicipal technical department. a legal document, containing a colored map 
and written by-laws, drafted in accordance with the british ‘town Planning 
order’ was approved by the planning board of the Mandatory authority in 
1927.41 
yet, consensus resides among scholars that housing was insignificant to the 
plan. scholars claim geddes plan’s housing was rejected by city and public 
in favor of ‘bauhaus’ apartment houses. Weill-rochant writes: ‘scientific 
publications on the history of the city, dealing primarily with the topic of the 
garden-city, discuss the inadequacy of [the home-block] model… made obso-
lete the development plan drawn up in 1925 by geddes’.42 scholars claim 
that the home-block was realized in layout alone, while house units were 
built in the 1930s by bauhaus-educated architects as three floor apartment 
houses, what geddes defined ‘warehousing’.43 claiming that tel avivians re-
jected the home-block housing type, scholars in effect claim that geddes’ 
anarchist planning-as-housing design was not executed – but merely as a 
top-down modern planning scheme later filled-in with housing.
examining the historical development of the geddes area closely, my detailed 
study nonetheless shows that geddes’ housing scheme was materialized en 
mass in the 1930s. Moreover, my findings indicate that rather than infra-
structure preceding housing and attracting residents, as in most modern 
urban plans, home-block housing were formed before the geddes layout 
reached them, forcing the city to extend geddes’ layout and materialize his 
full urban vision in a relatively short period.44 
how has this happened? the plan’s design and approval occurred at a pe-
riod of great conflict between workers and capitalists in tel aviv, at the back-
drop of grave housing conditions. rental costs ranged 40 to 50 percent 
of a worker’s average wage in the early 1930’s.45 Workers’ response was 
unionization into cooperatives in order to obtain loans for land purchase and 
construction, cooperatives similar to ahuzat bayit’s homebuilders’ associa-
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tion model. geddes’ home-block was a perfect match for urban workers: 
restrictions on housing size and height made auto-construction a realistic 
possibility, and construction limit to 1/3 of the plot met workers’ need to 
maintain small subsistence farms and support them.46 the socialist party 
took power of tel-aviv’s municipal government between 1925 and 1928, at 
the crucial moment of british Mandate approval of geddes’ plan. Worker 
leadership realized the immense consequences of the plan for their struggle 
over the ‘production of the city’ in terms of access to housing. 
urban workers could only afford cheap land at the edge of the geddes plan 
area, far from the city center. approving leapfrog development, worker-led 
urban government permitted development of small self-built home-blocks at 
the edge of plan area before the infrastructure development of the geddes 
plan layout: roads, electricity, water and sewage. Following construction of 
worker housing, the working class government used public funds to service 
these remote worker neighborhoods with roads and public services, thereby 
creating the geddes plan layout in a ‘housing before street’ framework. 47 
housing construction at the edges of the plan was therefore the decisive 
act in forming the infrastructure and layout of the geddes plan. by 1937, 
there were sixteen worker neighborhoods in the geddes plan area, marking 
the entire area a ‘worker’s quarter’.48 some of the original buildings still ex-
ist, standing as testament to the existence of a workers’ neighborhood with 
subsistence farms in what is now at the heart of the city. 
examples include Workers’ neighborhood a formed 1930-1 by collective 
purchase of a cheap three hectare plot at the northern tip of the geddes 
plan area, un-serviced and far from the city center at a period of ethno-
national violence. engineer david tuvia designed the neighborhood layout 
and its 35 identical houses, each with subsistence farm, on 0.05 hectare 
plots. houses included two rooms, a porch, a kitchen and a bathroom.49 
Poorer workers of the camel leaders neighborhood first built wooden 
shacks for themselves and only in the late 1930’s gradually began issuing 
building permits for the construction of small permanent houses. all struc-
tures were built by the residents themselves using scrap metal rather than 
construction-quality materials, therefore the technical department banned 
construction of more than one floor in this neighborhood.50 While meager, 
the houses enabled dwellers of the city’s shack neighborhoods to gain ac-
cess to proper permanent housing and subsistence farms, and transformed 
workers into homeowners and therefore proper citizens of the city. 
geddes’ complete blurring of the top-down bottom-up, planners-ideologues 
vs. infill-citizenry has in fact contributed to the realization of his plan in full, 
the only example worldwide. this idea, refusing a total-control planning that 
‘knew best’ and incorporating what residents of this specific city viewed as 

their self-defined goal, enabled dwellers to form tel aviv as a ‘city of sweat 
equity’. 
geddes’ ‘sweat equity’ modern planning was deeply invested in concrete 
housing solutions, including the question of housing as central to the very 
aims and idea of planned settlements. tel aviv’s 1925 plan was the result 
of conscious, anarchist, planning process where geddes fully realized his 
ideas: not merely challenging top-down mechanisms, but disrupting the very 
dichotomous perspective of modern urbanism as a clash between top-down 
planners-ideologues and bottom-up urban citizens. realization of the ged-
des plan in tel aviv was significantly the result of ‘sweat equity’ actions of its 
working class, self-constructing the home-block and thereby extending plan 
layout throughout the planed area, in a ‘housing before street’ development. 
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5.1 In-Between avant-garde discourse 
and daily Building Practices: the 
development of the Shopping Centre in 
Post-War Europe

SESSION CHAIRS: 
toM averMaete 
TU Delft, Netherlands
janIna gosseye
University of Queensland, Australia

this session will focus on a new urban figure that emerged in western eu-
rope in the post-war period: the shopping centre. Following the apparent 
demise of pre-war modernism, post-war architectural culture was con-
cerned that people’s sense of responsibility to their local communities was 
eroding and expected architecture and urban design – by allowing people 
to identify with their immediate locale – to help buttress people’s sense of 
belonging. the notion of a ‘core’ that could engender community interac-
tion therefore became an important theme in the avant-garde discourse 
on modern architecture and urbanism, and found a fertile breeding ground 
in the (often) highbrow building programmes of the western european wel-
fare states. these building programmes not only targeted housing,health 
care and education, but also gave rise to the development of community 
infrastructure, which was to cater to all strata of the population equally: 
leisure parks, community centres, school buildings, cultural centres, and 
so on.
Parallel to these novel community-oriented infrastructures, another new 
(commercially inspired) spatial figure became popular in western europe: 
the shopping centre. a fully-fledged architectural expression of the new 
logics of mass distribution and mass consumption, the post-war shopping 
centre gradually settled on the european territory. even though it was most 
commonly developed by private bodies, from a social point of view it had 
much in common with the newly constructed welfare state centres, offer-
ing spatial centrality, public focus and human density.
For this session, we invite papers that explore this parallel between govern-
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ment-funded community infrastructure and privately developed shopping 
centres in post-war europe. We want to discuss whether the multiple par-
allels between community infrastructure and shopping mall were a mere 
coincidence or, in fact, the result of the strong influence of contemporary 
avant-garde discourse about architecture and urbanism on daily building 
practice.

5.1.1 Shopping à l’américaine in the French new towns

Kenny cuPers
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA

abstract

this paper explores how the rapid development of shopping malls in post-
war France shaped the design of multi-use megastructure projects for the 
country’s new towns in the late 1960s and 1970s. often cast as exem-
plary of the americanization of post-war europe, suburban shopping was in 
fact not solely an american import. In France, two distinct, competing types 
of suburban shopping emerged simultaneously. the hypermarché or hyper-
market – a French invention of sorts – was geared towards the low-cost 
segment of the market while the more upscale ‘regional commercial centre’ 
was adapted directly from the american dumbbell mall formula and con-
tained both department stores and independent smaller boutiques. despite 
intellectuals’ denunciation of both types, which they cast as tasteless ameri-
can imports threatening the French way of life, suburban shopping became 
a key source of inspiration for the architects and planners of France’s new 
town program, launched in 1965. their approach was perfectly summa-
rized in the words of Prime Minister chaban-delmas, who proclaimed that 
France needed ‘to master the society of consumption by bestowing it with a 
touch of soul.’ In France’s post-war suburbs the shopping mall guaranteed 
the crowds and thus the kind of liveliness reminiscent of that of a traditional 
city. Focusing on the new urban centres for evry and cergy-Pointoise, this 
paper explores the strategies planners and architects employed to harness 
what they saw as ‘wild’ and ‘anti-urban’ private developments for their own 
urban projects. It argues that such designs were not so much signs of an 
architectural avant-garde influencing daily building practice than attempts to 
marry private development with centralized planning.



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

798 799

5.1.2 From Million Program to Mall: Consumerism in 
the Swedish town Centre, 1968-84

jennIFer MacK
Uppsala Universitet, Sweden

abstract

In september 1968, Prince bertil of sweden inaugurated skärholmen cen-
trum, a new outdoor square on the outskirts of stockholm designed by the 
architects boijsen & efvergren. as a neighbourhood core, this centrum 
(town centre) emerged in the heyday of the so-called Million Program, as 
swedish welfare state politicians and architects constructed over one million 
dwelling units between 1965 and 1974, often in new town suburbs. 
here, I examine the transformation of the centrum from the late 1960s to 
the mid-1980s, arguing that ‘community’ and ‘consumerism’ were originally 
regarded architectural and social antagonists but quickly became critical 
partners. When constructed, town centres adhered to social democratic 
ideologies that encouraged social cohesion among citizens through ‘service’: 
standardized amenities like libraries, hobby spaces, post offices, youth cen-
tres, and stores offering industrialized goods. but was skärholmen centrum 
a community centre or a shopping centre? a national newspaper article en-
titled ‘demolish skärholmen!’ appeared just two days after bertil’s speech, 
beginning a lengthy debate. some critics pilloried the modernist concrete 
forms and 4,000 parking spaces of this ‘welfare state concentration camp,’ 
while others argued against its naked ‘consumerism’.
With press like this, Million Program areas like skärholmen were increas-
ingly stigmatized by the 1970s, and architects searched for ways to revamp 
their urban environments. Increasingly, they privileged shopping. by 1984, 
new glazed atrium structures covered skärholmen centrum’s old pedestrian 
streets, and private stores took precedence over social services. as renova-
tion trumped demolition, the centrum’s supposed architectural failures ulti-
mately required a radical change: the welfare state’s premier public squares 
became indoor malls. If the centrum’s ‘consumerism’ originally served as an 
epithet, how did it become a design goal in less than two decades?

5.1.3 reinventing the department Store in rotterdam: 
Breuer’s Bijenkorf, 1953-57

evangelIa tsIlIKa 
Independent scholar, Greece

abstract

this paper will offer an insight into Marcel breuer’s de Bijenkorf department 
store complex, a work that belongs to the most creative period of the archi-
tect, when he finally had the chance to turn the bauhaus ideas into practice. 
Free from doctrines and styles, breuer, with this project, reinvented the 
department store in its substance – as if it were the first one to be built in 
history – creating a modern background for human activity in the new centre 
of post-war rotterdam. 
In our analysis we investigate breuer’s approach to the creation of this spe-
cific building typology, primarily through the study of his archive (original draw-
ings, speeches and writings). In a broader context, by reflecting on the firm’s 
decision to abandon the remnants of Willem dudok’s 1930 de Bijenkorf, 
destroyed by the nazi germany incendiary raids in 1940, and to commission 
a new building at a different location, next to the Lijnbaan shopping centre 
and the v&d department store – both projects of the city’s reconstruction 
period – we shed light on the unique identity of breuer’s commercial beehive 
and explore its role in the post-war modernist reconstruction plan of the in-
ner city of rotterdam (basic Plan, 1946). the paper thus draws parallels 
between breuer’s design and the basic Plan, as both share the same avant-
garde spirit and dynamic. both designs are pure representations of their era 
(sincere, rationalists and with practical spirit) and both cherish the values of 
the Modern Movement for community welfare, acknowledging at the same 
time the sovereignty of consumerism and market economy. Instead of get-
ting carried away by nostalgia and old practices, they take the chance to 
create anew their desired image, showing their eagerness to experiment on 
a tabula rasa, be it about a razed city centre, or a new shopping philosophy.

keywords

Breuer, Bijenkorf, rotterdam, shopping, modern, architecture
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introduction

a branch of the chain department stores ‘de bijenkorf’ (meaning, ‘the bee-
hive’), designed by Willem dudok, first opened in rotterdam in 1930. It 
was an impressive modernist building that was irrevocably damaged when 
german incendiary raids destroyed most of the inner city of rotterdam in 
1940. discussions for the rebuilding of the city started immediately after 
and led to a plan with a new urban concept that was to transform the image 
of rotterdam: the 1946 ‘basic Plan’. seven years later Marcel breuer was 
commissioned to design the new beehive1 on the coolsingel boulevard, not 
far from its old site, a building that, when completed, was characterized as 
‘the climax of the city’s reconstruction’.2

the new beehive is a work that belongs to breuer’s most creative period, 
when he finally had the chance to turn the ideas of the bauhaus into prac-
tice,3 and gain international recognition and other important commissions 
in europe and the usa.4 a modern dynamic (expressed in the absence of 
prejudice, in his ability to place himself in immediate objective contact with 
the given problem and in the creation of aesthetic satisfaction using balance 
and elemental forms)5 is easily discernible in breuer’s building and will be 
traced here. however, the main purpose of this study is to shed light on its 
importance for the design of shopping buildings. What will be argued is that, 
first, breuer consciously and systematically created in bijenkorf a specific 
building type6 for the department store with innovative characteristics; and, 
second, through his profound understanding of the pursuits and aims of the 
‘basic Plan’, he evolved this new type to create a communal space of private 
interests, influential in the life of the city, thus promoting a new philosophy 
of shopping; in other words, it will be argued that he tried to address the 
principal questions of what a department store is and how it works.

what is a department s tore

‘the essence of the vase’7
In the usa, retail establishments had come a long way during the inter-
war period, as new needs had created new forms, still untried in europe. 
For that reason bijenkorf’s executives wanted an architect from across the 
atlantic for their rotterdam project. breuer was already familiar with the 
design of department stores by that time, since he had worked as the con-
sulting architect for the exterior design of the abraham & straus depart-
ment store in 1951, a big warehouse in hempstead, long Island. there, he 
created elevations that, with the exception of the display windows, remained 
windowless in order to generate extra wall space and protect the merchan-
dise from direct exposure to sunlight.

In the beehive, studying the problem, breuer started by defining the object 
of design: ‘essentially,’ he said, ‘a department store is a big, empty box built 
around a central circulation core, with the walls closed to provide ample 
storage.’8 this definition may sound simple, however it marks a departure 
from older typologies in european practice, where the department stores 
used to be more compartmentalized (often with labyrinthine environments) 
and with a fenestrated exterior.9 breuer obviously had the chance to make 
use of his prior experience in this new project, but he did not simply ‘trans-
fer’ the american model of the warehouse to europe. Instead, he adapted 
his design both to the particularities of the city and of post-war european 
reality, where, despite recent economic prosperity and social stability, the 
psychology of investors had changed. the commercial ‘palaces’ with the big 
atriums of the first decades of the twentieth century were no longer consid-
ered a sustainable solution, which is partly why, however successful dudok’s 
building had been in its time, it was by now considered obsolete.10

bijenkorf is one of the projects in which breuer treated function11 as an 
internal logic that creates the form of the building. In its original 1957 form 
it is primarily composed of a five-level parallelepiped, 26 m high, with a floor 
area of about 5100 sqm, which provides an adequate space for retail, – the 
core activity of the department store –, and its supporting functions, includ-
ing a food section and a limited parking space in the basement, a snack 
bar on the ground floor, a hair salon on the first floor, a restaurant on the 
second floor with a capacity of 500 people, as well as offices and service 
area for the personnel on the fourth floor. on the north side of the ‘box’, 
breuer annexed a three-level volume for offices and boutiques. this volume 
includes also storage, packaging and pricing areas on the ground floor, and 
a cinema theatre on the first floor, accessible from the coolsingel. on the 
western side, adjusted to the scale of the neighbouring lijnbaan shopping 
centre, a delicate crystalline pavilion with a catenary roof is attached to the 
building and serves as an exhibition and advertising area.

the core of the department store conforms to breuer’s definition: large 
sales halls of a uniform layout optimise the arrangement of the merchan-
dise, and in the middle, there is a vertical circulation core with escalators. 
ancillary staircases are placed around the three sides of the sales halls, 
while the lifts and the restrooms are placed on the north side. the flexibil-
ity of the layout is little affected by the freestanding columns, constructed 
on a standard grid of 12 m. the whole circulation of goods and personnel 
takes place unobtrusively behind the scenes. For ‘the layout and size of the 
different departments and their relation to each other’ breuer consulted 
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daniel schwartzman, a new york based architect and interior designer, who 
was also engaged to give his advice ‘as to the clarification of the detailed 
merchandising requirements of these departments, including fixtures, ac-
cessories, etc.’.12

dismissing the extensive use of glass for the shell of the building, breuer 
sheathed three sides of his ‘box’ in travertine slabs. In this way he created 
elevations that are independent from the floor division. he also used vertical 
slit windows that alternate at a constant rate, creating an interesting visual 
game at night.13 the few large horizontal windows correspond to spaces 
that need natural light, namely, the restaurant on the second floor and the 
offices, along with the service area for the personnel on the top floor, which 
are also illuminated by three interior patios. on the ground floor, the walls 
are replaced by display windows that reveal the building’s supporting struc-
ture. on the north side, and in stark contrast to the solidity of the travertine 
walls, the office annex has an aluminium skeleton and a refined, highly elabo-
rated curtain wall with references to de stijl.14

this ‘box’-like architecture is the outcome of an effort to find a compact 
form for a big retail establishment able to accommodate large numbers 
of customers, to display and store an abundance of goods, and to operate 
under conditions of artificial lighting and ventilation. From another aspect, 
the sheathed ‘box’ gives a sense of protection to its contents, hiding all the 
intensity of its inner activity. In this way it creates a protected market, where 
passers-by cannot inspect the inside without actually entering the building 
and, at the same time, customers are not distracted by the town; they are 
isolated and focused in their shopping activity and, ideally, feel included in a 
distinctive community.

creatinG a desired imaGe

the outer shell of the ‘box’ sets the limits of the building. It separates the pri-
vate space of the interior from the public space of the city, protecting and, 
at the same time, projecting the enclosing functions. It is the public image 
of the building that transmits information and meaning about its character 
and its relationship to the urban environment, also contributing to the shap-
ing of the latter.15

bijenkorf’s image has reached a level of intense expressiveness without being 
emotional or subjective. on the contrary, it derives from careful analysis of all 
the component forces acting in the project, it is consistent with the market 

economy and it achieves economy in the means of expression. the strict ge-
ometry of the ‘box’, the analogies, the symmetries (or rather the ‘asymmetric 
balance’), the rhythm, the materials he used and all those elements that 
indicate the character of the building could be a subject of further analysis.16 
however, the focus here will be given to the particular and unprecedented ele-
ment of bijenkorf’s public image and use of what is today generally called ‘mar-
keting strategy.’ breuer’s aim was to create a perfectly clear and recognizable 
identity. In order to fulfil it, he based his design on a distinct central idea: the 
honeycomb, a theme that arises from the brand name of the chain. the main 
geometric feature of the honeycomb is the hexagon that became the trade-
mark of the store. In his effort to create as many associations as possible, he 
treated the building both as a whole and in detail, following the bauhaus idea 
of total design17: the elevations on the coolsingel and the lijnbaan, covered 
with hexagonal plates,18 and the construction site kiosk that was erected on 
the plot, the door handles and some of the furniture, were all generated from 
this central idea.19 (Figures 1 and 2)
the metaphor of the honeycomb, however, is not used only as an image 
(kiosk, door handles, furniture) or as a rule (formation of elevations). on 
another level, the hive operates as a symbol for the great concentration of 
people and activities in this central department store that, as this paper will 
show, attempted to restore an urban density that had been lost after the 
bombing.

Figure 1. detail of the east elevation on the coolsingel boulevard. Source: Photograph 
courtesy of jos troost.
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how a department store works

bijenkorf’s post-war location

the question of selecting a new location for the new beehive was crucial 
not only for the company, but also, as the architect of the reconstruction 
plan, cornelis van traa, mentions, it was crucial for the city.20 the selection 
took into consideration the new plans for the coolsingel boulevard and the 
changes both to its geometric characteristics and to its character, as it was 
planned to become the main artery of the new central business, shopping 
and recreational district.21 the new beehive was to be built on a spacious 
corner plot half way along the coolsingel on the west, near the city hall and 
opposite the chamber of commerce. It was elaborately placed next to the 
lijnbaan shopping centre22 and close to another department store, vroom 
& dreesmann, on the hoogstraat, to the east of coolsingel.23 those three 
retail establishments became the pillars of growth for commercial activity in 
the centre of the city. 

breuer’s building had to comply with the city-planning committee’s require-
ment that imposed a double building line on the coolsingel to give promi-
nence to the few surviving buildings (e.g. the hotel atlanta, in immediate 
vicinity to the beehive). however, instead of spoiling his clear-cut volume 
with a corner projection, breuer24 proposed the construction of a big monu-
mental sculpture at the corner of the boulevard which would refer to the 

Figure 2. door handles at the south entrance of the department store. Source: Photo-
graph courtesy of jos troost.

old building line – resulting in naum gabo’s 25 m high constructivist work.25 
nevertheless, he treated the proximity to hotel atlanta with delicacy, creat-
ing an intermediate space in a recess to house the cinema theatre.

to further explore bijenkorf’s interaction with the post-war downtown rot-
terdam, and the way that the city shaped its character and the philosophy of 
its function, it is essential at this point to take a closer look at the well known 
and widely discussed ‘basic Plan.’

the ‘basic plan’
even before the war, the old centre of rotterdam, with its growing popula-
tion living under desperate conditions, and an increase of traffic congestion, 
needed drastic changes. Moreover, the city’s infrastructure was inadequate 
to its port, which, by the 1930s, had become the largest in europe. so, 
when the germans, right after the bombing, completed their disastrous act 
by ordering the clearance of the rubble, it became obvious ‘that the future 
of rotterdam did not lie in the past but in its future.’26 there was no time 
for lamenting the lost architectural heritage: rotterdam’s city architects, 
W. g. Witteveen and later c. van traa, who replaced him,27 were impatient 
to build from scratch a brand-new city, and to fundamentally modernize it. 

the plan that was finally implemented, van traa’s ‘basic Plan,’ was a com-
prehensive zoning plan dominated by a traffic grid and separated into areas 
of particular functions. according to the plan, the centre of the city was dedi-
cated to economic, commercial and recreational functions; the residential 
function had therefore to be removed to an urban zone around the centre. 

this was a new urban concept for rotterdam and a break with its traditional 
pre-war structure. apart from this strict separation of functions, the ‘basic 
Plan’ included many other important elements, typical of its avant-garde 
influences. some of these were the radical re-parcelling of land in the city 
centre that led to the creation of more spacious lots and a considerable 
drop in the ratio of built to open space (from 55 to 31 percent). In this way, 
openness was to replace the dense, mixed-use, decaying centre, and rot-
terdam was to become ‘a city of social justice, liberating its inhabitants from 
the horrors of the past.’28

since the former architectural image of the town had been lost and there 
was no desire to return to the culture and way of life of the recent past, 
rotterdam – like bijenkorf – had the opportunity to visualize its future and 
create anew its own image. What was to be conveyed with the new plan 
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was the image of a city of affluence, consumerism and welfare that could 
accommodate within its infrastructure the economic functions connected 
to its big, international port. In this frame, the ‘basic Plan’ was actually a 
general, rather neutral, layout of the city of rotterdam (in obvious emula-
tion of the american model), allowing a maximum of architectural freedom 
and of private initiative, acknowledging the sovereignty of consumerism and 
market economy.

creatinG a vessel of human activity

however, this boldly planned city centre lacked the vitality that a residential 
function – or a variety of functions – could bring. nor was the planning of 
public spaces either the driving force or the priority of the ‘basic Plan’.29 
therefore, the commercial function became pivotal in this process of re-cen-
tralization and revival of the city core; shopping became a common activity 
that could attract people to the newly constructed and partly empty centre. 
and since the new rotterdam was favouring the private over the public, 
shopping was transformed into a controlled and orchestrated experience, 
as public space was privatized and the outside moved inside.30 the collective 
memory of the inhabitants, lost with the bombing, was substituted by a new 
collectivity: consumerism.

Fully understanding this new reality and the risks that his endeavour in-
volved, breuer offered the city more than yet another retail establishment: 
by combining under one roof the commercial and business functions (the 
office annex) and by offering customer services (hair salon, snack bar), lei-
sure and culture (restaurant, cinema theatre, exhibition pavilion, works of 
art in permanent exhibition), he created a pleasing and ever busy nucleus 
of activity and offered chances for community life. this compactness and 
intensity of public life, lacking in the rest of the city, enhanced urban activity 
and helped the beehive become a focal point in a rather bland area.

out of these particular circumstances and in a spirit of experimentation, 
breuer evolved his original building type so as to bring together a variety 
of functions. In this way he offered a new perception of how a department 
store might work in relation to the post-war city centre of rotterdam. his 
model was highly influential in the everyday practice of the department store 
design in europe during the following decades, as it re-introduced, in a prac-
tical and, most importantly, sustainable way, the shopping philosophy that 
had been promoted by the big department stores of the early 1920’s (char-
acterized in their time as modern pleasure palaces). In this logic, his model 

can also be considered as a precursor of the big regional shopping centres 
of the early 1960s regarding the role they played in american suburbia, 
not merely as commercial centres, but as social, cultural and recreational 
points, resembling, as victor gruen says, ‘the long-lost town square of our 
urban past’.31

conclusions

the most interesting ideas to emerge from the analysis of breuer’s innova-
tive elements in the design of the department store are firstly, the reso-
nance of breuer’s design for ‘de bijenkorf’ with rotterdam’s ‘basic Plan’: it 
shares the same boldness and spirit of experimentation – being idealistic 
and at the same time pragmatic – and it has a clear image about its future. 
secondly, while bijenkorf’s contribution to the city is undeniable, the reverse 
is also true, namely that the city contributed to the shaping of a building type 
that would enrich the experience of shopping. Most importantly, breuer’s 
genuine and unbiased approach united form and content under the central 
idea of the honeycomb, creating a unified architectural experience and pro-
viding the recently reconstructed city with one of the first collective myths 
of the post-war era.
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1 the full title of the project is: ‘de bijenkorf 
department store complex,’ rotterdam, 
the netherlands. department store, of-
fice annex, Movie theatre, and construc-
tion Field office, 1953-7 (Marcel breuer 
and abraham elzas, architects. daniel 
schwartzman, consultant). the amster-
dam based elzas was the chief architect 
of the n.v. Magazijn de bijenkorf company 
and designer of the heMa stores. he was 
the local architect for rotterdam’s bijen-
korf, where, as he describes, was ‘the chalk 
of the master’. “abraham elzas Zesendertig 
heMa’s en één bijenkorf,” nederlands ar-
chitectuurinstituut (naI), https://www.nai.
nl/collectie/bekijk_de_collectie/item/_rp_
kolom2-1_elementId/1_42167].
2 “rotterdam’s beehive,” Architectural Fo-
rum: the Magazine of Building 107, n. 3 
(1957), 133-5. the great number of jour-
nal and press publications right after its 
completion, in national and international 
level, is indicative of the importance given to 
this new architectural acquisition of the city.
3 It is a period that the architect calls the 
‘second epoch of the architecture we call 
modern’, following the revolutionary avant-
garde modernism: a period of ‘interlocking 
philosophy and realization’. Marcel breuer 
Papers, 1920-86, archives of american 
art, smithsonian Institution (hereafter men-
tioned as aaa), series 6.1, speeches and 
lectures by breuer, 1923-75, typescript of 
lecture “history of Modern architecture”, 
n.d.
4 In the netherlands, it is the first of his 

projects, the others being the van leer of-
fice building in amstelveen and the us em-
bassy in the hague.
5 these, according to breuer, are the three 
‘impulses’ that characterize modern archi-
tecture. aaa, series 6.1: typescript of lec-
ture “Where do we stand?,” Zurich, 1934. 
6 the use of types was playing a strategic 
role in breuer’s architecture. For him, type 
precedes and specifies form. It is not to be 
repeated as an image; it rather works as a 
system of rules.
7 In his essay “sun and shadow” of 1954 
in cranston jones, Marcel Breuer, Re-
alisations & Projets, 1921-1962 (Paris: 
editions vincent, Freal & c, 1962), 255, 
breuer, in an effort to define architectural 
space, quotes lao-tzu. ‘though clay may be 
molded into a vase, the essence of the vase 
is in the emptiness within it. though doors 
and windows may be cut to make a house, 
the essence of the house is in the empti-
ness within it. therefore, taking advantage 
of what is, we recognize the essence of 
what is not’, in j-j.l. duyvendak, Lao-Tzu’s 
Tao Te Ching (london: Murray, 1954).
8 “bijenkorf Project,” Time Magazine, june 
3, 1957, 74. 
9 We can mention here amsterdam’s bi-
jenkorf (1914), by jacob augustinus van 
straaten, with the vertical rows of win-
dows in a palatial style, or examples like 
the modern schocken department store 
in chemnitz, germany (1927-8), by erich 
Mendelsohn, with its unbroken bands of 
cantilevered ribbon windows and, of course, 

Willem dudok’s bijenkorf (1930) with its 
huge multi-storey windows.
10 corenlius van traa, “nieuwe bijenkorf te 
rotterdam,” Bouwkundig weekblad, 75, n. 
38 (1957).
11 In his projects, initially in his furniture 
and later in the buildings he designed, 
breuer applied an idea he inherited from 
his bauhaus years: to design everyday life 
rationally, giving all the necessary attention 
to functionality. the concept of functionality 
for breuer was indicating the necessity of 
studying the nature of any object to be de-
signed so as to fulfil its purpose, its raison 
d’être, in a simple and economical manner. 
12 his service was not meant to include 
any drafting; only ‘research, investigation, 
consultation and advice’. aaa, series 8.12: 
contract of collaboration between Marcel 
breuer – a. elzas and daniel schwartz-
man. breuer had also collaborated with 
schwartzman, in the abraham & straus 
department store. 
13 With the dramatic artificial lighting at 
night, the ‘box’ becomes perforated, its in-
terior gets disclosed and its enclosed char-
acter begins to decompose. 
14 It is a clearly defined and framed surface 
with a unique composition of three different 
types of rectangular glass panels, arranged 
in horizontal bands. the lower and narrower 
area of each floor has black, opaque glass 
that covers the floor slab, the middle zone 
has translucent glass that captures natural 
light and at the same time offers privacy to 
the employees, and the higher zone has a 
transparent glass so as to receive freely the 
light and create appropriate working condi-
tions. this ‘open’ elevation is the only one 
looking at the interior of the quarter and, 
hence, the only one that is not considered 
to be public. therefore, it allows some pri-
vacy for the offices and boutiques and gives 
breuer the freedom to create something 
that doesn’t necessarily carry the load of a 
public image. It was destroyed when breuer 
designed a large parking garage next to the 
store in 1974.
15 In this way, architecture has always 
manifested its cultural character and has 

been an exponent of collective memory and 
shared values (a rule that equally applies to 
the architecture that is transparent in its 
expression of materials and construction 
methods, and to the architecture of the 
sheathed ‘box’).
16 It can just be mentioned here that by 
placing the few large horizontal windows by 
the edges of the volume and by highlighting 
the corner on the coolsingel, breuer man-
aged to give motion to a rigorous and most-
ly opaque prism. actually, he used his tech-
nique of the ‘asymmetric balance’ in order 
to create tensions and impulses. With this 
technique, breuer employed some features 
of classicism – a clean geometric shape, 
symmetry, measure and rhythm –, which he 
tried to ‘break’ by entering asymmetrical el-
ements. In doing so, he ventured to convert 
static balance to dynamic, to shift the cen-
tre of gravity to the one side of the project, 
to create inequalities and tensions reveal-
ing the hidden differences arising from the 
functions inside the building and to push the 
observer into motion. the outcome is an or-
ganized, comprehensive composition where 
none of the parts can be removed without 
destroying the overall balance.
17 term that refers to richard Wagner’s 
‘total work of art’ (Gesamtkunstwerk). as 
gropius had said, announcing the bauhaus 
program, ‘architects, painters, and sculp-
tors must recognize anew and learn to 
grasp the composite character of a building 
both as an entity and in its separate parts’. 
hans M. Wingler, “Program of the staatli-
che bauhaus in Weimar, april 1919,” The 
Bauhaus. Weimar Dessau Berlin Chicago 
(cambridge Mass.: the MIt Press, 1969), 
36.
18 on the southern elevation the pattern 
is different: the cladding is made of rect-
angular plates with the same height as the 
hexagonal ones. In this way the elevations 
are handled in a two-dimensional way, leav-
ing no doubt about their sheathing nature. 
19 breuer has always wanted to be respon-
sible for every little detail of the projects he 
was overtaking, making sure that every part 
of the building was inextricably linked to the 
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architectural design in a way that it could 
not be disconnected from the architectural 
object without destroying its essence. as he 
says characteristically on the subject: ‘ap-
proaching a structure from a distance, we 
gradually shift our attention from the whole 
to the detail. the nearer we come, the 
more the detail gains in importance; we are 
still with the basic conception, we still re-
member the overall architecture, the form, 
the silhouette, the structural modulation, 
we are still guided by the general orientation 
of the building, – but now, we see and touch 
and experience the details. the architec-
ture of past periods tended to lend melodies 
of their own to the details: the head of a 
column was a piece of sculpture in itself, – a 
piece of art or decoration, even without the 
building. our details tend to be completely 
for the service of the whole structure, they 
are inherent particles of the space’. Marcel 
breuer, “close-up,” in tician Papachristou, 
Marcel Breuer: New Buildings and Projects 
(new york: Praeger Publishers, 1970), 21.
20 ‘the beehive moved to another location 
and that move deserves a statement, be-
cause, in my eyes, this was a particularly 
good solution, both for the beehive and for 
the city of rotterdam’. van traa, “nieuwe 
bijenkorf te rotterdam”.
21 the transformation of the coolsin-
gel into a central boulevard started after 
World War I, attracting the new city hall, 
the chamber of commerce and the cen-
tral Post office, among other functions, 
pivotal for the city. han Meyer, “rotterdam, 
the Promise of a new Modern society in a 
new, Modern city – 1940 to the Present,” 
in joan ockman (ed.), Out of Ground Zero. 
Case Studies in Urban Reinvention (Munich: 
Prestel verlag, 2002), 89. In cornelius van 
traa’s post-war reconstruction plan, it was 
decided to straighten the coolsingel and 
to open it to the river, ‘where the prosper-
ity comes from’. Furthermore, due to the 
demanding traffic needs, it was decided to 
widen the old boulevard. van traa, “nieuwe 
bijenkorf te rotterdam”.
22 this is a pioneering project of the re-
const.uction period that aimed at regather-

ing the shopkeepers that had abandoned 
the centre of the city after the bombing into 
a district of uniformed small shops lined by 
the sides of a central pedestrian street. on 
its relation to the bijenkorf, van traa says 
characteristically that the lijnbaan might 
have not arisen if there wasn’t an expec-
tation that bijenkorf would be built on the 
western side of the coolsingel and, vice-ver-
sa, bijenkorf might have not been built with-
out the safety of the existence of a shopping 
centre in the immediate vicinity. however, 
van traa points out (right at the beginning 
of his article) that ‘bijenkorf, in the world of 
shops and warehouses, forms a class of its 
own’ and that it could easily stand by itself. 
van traa “nieuwe bijenkorf te rotterdam”.
23 according to han Meyer, this was ‘the 
first department store with the courage to 
open a new building in the empty city center 
in 1950’. Meyer, “rotterdam,” 95.
24 With the mediation of dr. van der Wal 
and the executive board of the store. van 
traa “nieuwe bijenkorf te rotterdam”.
25 gabo’s organic creation is in a very inter-
esting dialogue with breuer’s simple form 
and enhances the store’s recognition.
26 Paul van de laar, “Modernism in euro-
pean reconstruction-Policy and its Public 
reception, 1945-1970: the rotterdam 
case,” Kunstwissenschaft und historische 
urbanistik, http://www.geschundkunst-
gesch.tu-berlin.de/fileadmin/fg95/verans-
taltungen/09-09_Wiederaufbau_Konfer-
enz/Pvdlaar__hamburg.pdf.
27 van traa was supported by modern-
ist dutch architects and city planners, 
and by a group of influential businessmen 
that had founded ‘club rotterdam’ during 
the war years. according to han Meyer, 
‘the group expressed strong objections to 
[Witteveen’s] desire to create monumental 
and architecturally uniform boulevards and 
avenues. this meant limiting private initia-
tive, according to club rotterdam; they 
preferred to afford businesses a maximum 
of architectural freedom so as to stimulate 
private participation in the reconstruction 
process. […] Finally, at the end of the war, 
in 1944, club rotterdam forced Witteveen 

to resign.’ Meyer, “rotterdam,” 91.
28 Kees schuyt and ed taverne, Dutch 
culture in a European Perspective, 1950: 
Prosperity and Welfare (assen: royal van 
gorcum, 2004), 161-2.
29 there has been a lot of criticism of the 
‘basic Plan’ after the 1970s, especially of 
the sterility and inhumanness that comes 
from segregation, apparent in the evenings, 
when the offices and shops were closed. 
later on, as han Meyer says, ‘rotterdam’s 
urban planners shifted their emphasis to 
improving the quality of public space, and 
to the quantity and variety of urban func-
tions’ [ockman (2002), 96]. In the following 
decades, the municipality continued to form 
regeneration projects which, apart from the 
construction of prestigious iconic develop-
ments (e.g. the erasmus bridge), focused 
mainly on further strengthening the inner 
city’s multi-functional character, as well as 
the redevelopment of public space as an in-
herent aspect of urban transformation and 
a main precondition for economic prosper-
ity in the city. according to the most recent 
plan for the inner city (2008-20), the revival 
of street life and the connection of neigh-
bourhoods by means of well-designed public 
spaces is a priority, while, amongst the ba-
sic aims of the municipality is to offer more 
culture, leisure, and shopping opportuni-
ties in the city (acknowledging once again 
that strengthening the retail is necessary 
in the competition with other cities and pe-
ripheral shopping centres). Municipality of 

rotterdam, Binnenstad als city lounge: bin-
nenstadsplan Rotterdam 2008-2020 (rot-
terdam: Municipality of rotterdam, 2008).
30 the example of the lijnbaan shopping 
centre can be considered a pioneer when 
it comes to the involvement of the private 
sector in the formation of public space. 
since then, the presence of the entrepre-
neurial private sector in the redevelopment 
processes and the consequent privatization 
of public space constitute a common prac-
tice in rotterdam. the most characteristic 
is the example of beurstraverse (project of 
1996), a 300 m long sunken retail passage 
that crosses the coolsingel, right next to 
bijenkorf.
31 victor gruen, The Heart of our Cities. 
The Urban Crisis: Diagnosis and Cure (new 
york: simon and schuster, 1964), 190-1. 
It is interesting to state at this point that 
breuer dealt with issues of revitalization of 
the modern city centres rather early in time, 
just a couple of years after the relevant 
discussion in the 8th cIaM (International 
congress for Modern architecture) [jose 
luis sert, “centres of community life,” in 
j. tyrwhitt, j. l. sert and e. n. rogers 
(eds.), The Heart of the City: Towards the 
Humanisation of Urban Life (london: lund 
humphies, 1952) and several years before 
the influential criticism of the modernist city 
by jane jacobs, in jane jacobs, The Death 
and Life of Great American Cities (new 
york: random house, Inc., 1961).
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5.1.4 Chilean Commercial Snail Buildings: architecture, 
typology, Shopping and the City

MarIo Marchant
Universidad de Chile, Chile

abstract

In the middle of 1970s, chilean commercial snail buildings (clcsb) began 
to populate chile’s main cities creating a new architectural typology. nowa-
days, they represent – perhaps by chance – the most risky and ephemeral 
experiment and model of chilean commercial architecture. El Caracol – its 
first specimen, literally ‘snail’ in reference to its spiral shape – was built in 
santiago in 1974. after that, clcsb multiplied rapidly (over 30 buildings) 
during an extremely short period of time (1974-83) all over the country and 
under a very particular context – Pinochet’s dictatorship – in which chile ex-
perienced profound political, economic and urban transformations towards 
a neoliberal consumption society. the main spatial characteristic of the snail 
buildings consists of the continuous spiral pedestrian ramp that lifts the 
sidewalk (public space) toward the block’s interior (private space) to gener-
ate a container for small commercial stores around a large central void that 
crosses vertically through the whole project. this system introduced a new 
way of perceiving and inhabiting the city in chile by means of commerce 
and the intensification of land use. From that central space (bentham’s 
panopticon and Frank lloyd Wright’s solomon r. guggenheim museum) new 
ways of collective life were developed aimed at privacy and visual control, as-
pects that fit perfectly with the dictatorship in which the buildings emerged. 
clcsb are part of chile’s architectural and social heritage, they are highly 
significant but totally ignored by the discipline, and they represent the last 
– and still standing – commercial spaces of urban life before the contempo-
rary logic of (sub)urban expansion represented by the mall. clcsb have a 
interesting potential link with the work developed in post-war europe during 
the 1960’s by claude Parent and Paul virilio (Architecture Principe) under 
the theoretical frame of the oblique Function as the centre commercial 
sens (sens, France, 1968-70) designed by Parent.

keywords

Collective, consumption, modernism, postmodernism, neoliberal city, 
type 

the political, social and economic context of chilean 
commercial snail buildinGs

chilean commercial snail buildings (clcsb)1 emerged in the mid-nineteen 
seventies, a particularly complex period in chilean history marked by major 
political, economic, and social changes (augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship, 
neo-liberalization of the economy, among others). this type of building flour-
ished as an urban commercial architectural phenomenon from 1974 to 
1983, years when profound cultural transformations influenced the devel-
opment of cities. although initially the construction of these buildings was 
welcomed, this explosive phenomenon was brought to an end by the devas-
tating 1982 chilean economy crisis.
In 1974, at the beginning of Pinochet’s regime,2 the Ministry of housing 
and urban development introduced measures to stop the growth of the 
city with the sole purpose of protecting  agricultural land. as rené Martínez 
describes, after 1974 the city limits were virtually frozen on the theoretical 
justification that ‘urban land is a limited resource that must be optimized.’3  
although this measure aimed to control urban growth, it resulted in a land 
scarcity and significantly increased land prices. the new clcsb typology, 
which takes the street’s pedestrian flux and densifies it by locating it in a 
vertical helical structure, furthermore caught the attention of real estate in-
vestors as it raised land value. at the same time, major department stores 
were having a hard time, which made it easier (and less risky) for inves-
tors to sell or to rent small shops in clcsb than to build a big department 
store under single ownership. and so, in the mid 1970s, when the clc-
sbs emerged in chile – especially in santiago de chile – this new shopping 
typology became an economic success. In some cases their small shops 
were sold even before the whole structure had been built. additionally, in 
july 1975 santiago’s first subway line was inaugurated under the alameda, 
Providencia and apoquindo avenues (the main east-west axis of the capital 
city) and, at the same time a major urban project, known as the nueva 
Providencia (1974-80)4 was being developed. these urban interventions 
contributed to the development of clcsb because they encouraged some 
of the most dynamic economic activities such as luxury shops, corporate of-
fice buildings and banks to locate in the  Providencia district, which is where 
the first clcsb was built and where most of the others were concentrated. 
these conditions favoured the development of clcsb especially in santiago 
de chile’s central area, where metropolitan commercial life flourished dur-
ing the late 1970s and the early 1980s. In fact, nearly 70% of clcsb 
built in chile’s capital were located in the central municipalities of santiago 
and Providencia. this was also the case in other large chilean cities where 
this new commercial typology was introduced. For instance the caracol in 
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Puerto Montt (1981) was built on the main square, next to the catholic ca-
thedral. the caracol carrusel (1978) in viña del Mar, the caracol colonial 
(1981) in la serena, and the caracol Policentro (1981) in talca were also 
all located just a short distance away from the main squares.
between 1979 and 1981 snail buildings rapidly became a phenomenon of 
commercial architecture in chile, and more than 65% of them were built 
in that period. their explosive development however slowed in the early 
1980s due to the neoliberal policies imposed during Pinochet’s dictator-
ship. these policies ended the economic restrictions that had existed until 
the late 1970s and turned chile into a free market economy. In 1979, the 
military regime fixed the exchange rate at 39 chilean pesos to the us dol-
lar to stop inflation. this exchange rate remained stable until the economic 
crisis of 1982. In 1979 the Ministry of housing and urban development5 
furthermore implemented a new national urban development Policy, which 
stated that ‘urban land is a non scarce resource’ (Martinez 1984, 15). this 
measure, among others, immediately abolished the urban limits established 
in the Master Plan of santiago6 and in the other chilean cities.7 as a result, 
a ‘supply and demand’ model started governing urban development, encour-
aging private sector investment. these economic and urban policies played 
a key role in the high levels of local expenditure and of debt, enabling a 
strong real estate commercial investment in clcsb. In the following years, 
however, these investments contributed to chile’s external debt becoming 
unmanageable; unemployment rates reached 20% in 1982-38 and interest 
rates and oil price increased substantially. this resulted in a severe eco-
nomic crisis, bringing to an end further development of clcsbs.
the clcsb commercial typology introduced a new way of inhabiting the city 
by means of shopping at moment when social surveillance became a key 
feature of Pinochet’s dictatorship. the central void space of the clcbss 
cannot fail to refer to the image of jeremy bentham’s Panopticon, probably 
the most influential spatial design of modernity. the Panopticon materializes 
the obsession for surveillance and control, and is not so much a building but 
more a system whose purpose was to keep the person under continual but 
invisible observation and thus force the subject into a regime of strict self-
discipline. the design conceived by bentham in 1791 for a perfect prison 
around a central observation tower with an encircling body containing prison 
cells is not far from the visual control of the central void along the helicoidal 
ramp containing the characteristic small shops of clcbs. a new form of 
controlled internal commercial space in chilean cities in the late 1970s, 
when, as part of the new modern urban lifestyle, everyone wanted to see 
each other and to be seen, the clcbs was an architectural device perfectly 
suited to the prevailing political structure of the time when, as Pinochet fa-

mously said, ‘not a leaf stirs in chile without me moving it.’ 9

the clcsb was the final manifestation of a chain of urban retail typologies 
in central city areas that goes back to the colonial period, when business in 
the main square first emerged. From the colonial period, this urban retail 
typology gradually evolved, from commercial streets to shopping arcades 
to the department stores, until in the 1970s clcsb appeared. In the early 
1980s this continuity was broken by the arrival of new suburban typologies, 
the malls10 and strip centres that nowadays dominate retailing.
although the research has revealed the existence of some commercial snail 
buildings in other countries,11 including a few unbuilt projects,12 chile is the 
only place in the world where these buildings became widespread.

clcsb’s architectural backGround

the search for the architectural background of this typology takes us a long 
way back in history. spiral ramps appear in the countless interpretations of 
the tower of babel, in the dynamism and of the Italian Futurist movement, 
in the Monument to the third International envisioned by the russian con-
structivist vladimir tatlin (1919), in the Fiat lingotto factory designed by 
giacomo Mattè-trucco (1916-23), and in the proposals by the modernist 
movement, especially le corbusier, for the use of ramps to materialize the 
new ideas of spatial continuity. 
the first attempt to use a spiral in a commercial building was in Frank lloyd 
Wright’s 1924-5 design for  the gordon strong automobile objective. this 
project (which was never realised) included recreational spaces such as a 
planetarium, a restaurant and a scenic lookout designed for those heading 
to sugarloaf Mountain (Maryland, usa) by car. Wright conceived this build-
ing as a spiral that complemented the mountain. he envisaged vehicles 
ascending and descending around the dome, which contained the planetari-
um. additionally, a circular pedestrian gallery surrounded the dome.13

Wright’s v.c. Morris gift shop (1948-50), should  also be mentioned when 
investigating the typological background of the clcsb.14 this small store 
was built between party walls, fronted by an arched portal from which you 
access a top-lit central space, with a narrow ramp climbing up around the 
walls. this spiral not only organizes the circulation, but also determines 
the position of the jewels on display; these are placed on small showcases 
that visitors observe as they ascend and descend along the ramp. although 
Wright had been appointed to design the solomon r. guggenheim museum 
in new york in 1943, the building only opened in 1959,15 making  the v.c. 
Morris gift shop Wright’s first  building with a continuous spiral circulation 
around a central void space.
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In the chilean architectural context three projects can be listed – two of 
which were not built – that are important for the morphological background to 
clcsb. although all three projects are non-commercial in nature, they all in-
clude spiral circulation as a key spatial feature and are therefore likely to have 
influenced the development of clcsb in chile. the first building is the Palacio 
de la velocidad (1934), which was architect jorge aguirre silva’s graduation 
thesis at the universidad católica de chile. he proposed it as an ideal building 
in the ‘mechanical city’, a utopian, futurist city that houses scholars devoted to 
the study of time and movement. this project was influenced by both antonio 
sant’elia’s ideas on mobility and by the concepts of monumentality and mecha-
nization. the Palacio de la velocidad was the venue for an automobile show 
in this ideal city; an important programmatic component of the proposal, 
which needed to focus attention and was therefore housed in a sculptural 
and expressive building located at the end of an axis of the ‘mechanical city’. 
the building is divided into two volumes and it is articulated around a large 
void formed by a helical ramp. unlike Mattè-trucco’s motorized experience 
of the lingotto, aguirre introduces the spectacular inner space through the 
pedestrian experience of the spiral ramp.
In the chilean context, it is also important to mention the work of Francisco 
brugnoli cañas. In 1939, brugnoli designed the espirovia excéntrica. brugnoli 
suggested that this building should be built on a central commercial urban lot 
and described it as follows: 

all stores and rooms are located in such a way that it appears that all 
of them were located on the first floor; it is an original project that adds 
fine artistic taste, the marvellous distribution of apartments allows en-
joyment of sunlight and it provides complete ventilation.16 

although this project never went beyond the design stage, brugnoli patented 
it in 1939 to retain the property over  the idea. another project designed 
by brugnoli was the Mausoleum n. 2 of the società di Mutuo soccorso Italia 
(1939-45), which is located in the santiago’s general cemetery. It was de-
veloped by brugnoli in collaboration with civil engineer humberto Fazzini and 
was the first chilean building with its central circulation articulated as a spiral 
ramp. this seven-storey high mausoleum is built up entirely of exposed rein-
forced concrete, except for the access level, which is covered with stones. 
the building is organized around a rectangular plan, which is symmetrically 
distributed in order to generate an inner spatiality connected by a spiral ramp. 
the ramp extends from the central void, and the vertical planes (internal 
facades) of the volumes are formed by the tombstones, and ends at the ter-
race level. 

although these three projects by aguirre and brugnoli present a morpho-
logical background to the development of clcsb in chile, it is important 
to clarify that this research does not attribute any typological influence to 
these projects, as they do not share the contextual and programmatic con-
ditions of clcsb. Furthermore, even though the aforementioned local and 
international projects display design characteristics that might seemingly 
have influenced clcsb architects, interviews with these architects17 have 
revealed that most of these projects were unknown to them. jorge swin-
burn, the designer of three clcsb, mentioned in an interview that ‘the main 
influence for us was Melvin villarroel’s el caracol (…) we knew the guggen-
heim museum but I did not know Wright’s gift shop;’18 likewise salvador 
valdés – architect of galerías santo domingo - specified in the interview ‘I 
do not know that building [v.c. Morris gift shop] (…) but I know it [the gug-
genheim museum] very well. I have been there several times’;19 meanwhile, 
germán jiménez – architect of caracol de concepción has stated, ‘I knew 
the Morris gift shop but here [in concepción, chile] we designed based on 
what we had (...) Melvin was the one who broke the orthogonal scheme 
and classicism that existed in chile and el Caracol became the referent.’20 
therefore, the guggenheim Museum is the only well known morphologically 
similar reference, and the v.c. Morris gift shop, although it was unknown, 
is the only retail building that was a precedent for the clcsb.

Figure 1. El Caracol. architect: Melvin villarroel. Interior. Source: photograph by Mario 
Marchant, 2010.
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clcsb main typoloGical characteristics and evolution

el caracol was the first of the clcsb built in 1974, and – as such – the 
archetype of this typology in santiago (Figure 1). designed by bolivian ar-
chitect, Melvin villarroel r. and chilean architect eugenio guzmán l., it is 
located in Providencia, next to the city’s main avenue. el caracol is a four-
level building21 constructed around a moderate slope that lifts the sidewalk 
into the building’s interior and then organizes it around a spiral pedestrian 
ramp. the helicoidal ramp that develops along a central void space verti-
cally crosses the entire project and is crowned by a steel and crystal dome, 
à la guggenheim, along this ramp, a series of small shops, each of which 
measuring between 12 and 15 metres square (on average), are organized. 
although the building does not present a great height to the street, it does 
deliver a particular and new plastic expression to the local street landscape. 
construction of this reinforced concrete structure started in 1974 and 
was completed in 1975. el caracol rapidly became not only a new piece of 
urban architecture but also a desirable commercial real state typology that 
subsequently spread rapidly across the country (Figure 2).
It is interesting to note that – just as Wright’s realised helical structures 
were not his first designs of their kind – el caracol was not villarroel’s first 
attempt to build a clcsb. before el caracol villarroel had designed a clcsb 
project for santiago’s downtown area that was not built, on the northeast 
corner of estado and huérfanos streets.  the site had been occupied by 
gath & chaves - the first department store in chile – opened 5 september 
1910. on christmas eve of 1952, the staff of gath & chaves went on 
strike, which lasted for several weeks, and finally forced the company to 

Figure 2. El Caracol. architect: Melvin villarroel. section a-a’, east facade and second level 
plan. Source: cad drawings from originals. research project vId I 08/10-2, universidad 
de chile.

close down.22 some years later the building was demolished and because 
villarroel could not convince the property investors to build his design there, 
the edificio galería españa23 was constructed instead. nevertheless, villar-
roel was obsessed by the new idea that the commercial snail building would 
be a success and continued searching for investors and an adequate site. 
Finally, el caracol was built on its current location after Melvin villarroel met 
real state investor osvaldo Fuenzalida who, after a trip to new york returned 
to chile surprised and excited by the spatial versatility of the guggenheim 
Museum.24 the design project for el caracol began to take shape during 
1960s and it was not until the 15 May 1973 that construction began.
clcsb are commonly four to seven levels high and present themselves to 
the street as hermetic and opaque reinforced concrete structures, thus 
‘protecting’ the interior world that develops around the central open space 
from the exterior hustle and bustle. In some cases balconies rise on the 
building’s facade, allowing pedestrians to experience different visual rela-
tions with the street from varying heights. these balconies furthermore 
enable natural ventilation.
the 45 chilean cases considered by the research reveal an interesting evo-
lution in the morphology of the central void and to the ramp that organizes 
the interior of clcsb. these transformations are commonly informed by 
the geometric variations of the sites on which the buildings are located. 
as clcsbs aim to occupy the maximum possible area for commercial use, 
their designs are usually based on the perimeter of the site.
In the evolution of the clcsb typology, it is particularly interesting to anal-
yse the project dos caracoles (1977-8) by the architects sergio larraín 
garcía M., Ignacio covarrubias s., jorge swinburn P., enrique riveros b. 
and jaime burgos. this project connects two volumes, each of which have 
a spiral ramp around the characteristic central void space. contrary to el 
caracol though, the inclination of the ramp decreases gradually as the ramp 
goes up. What is remarkable about this project is its urban contribution. In 
a singular site between party walls dos caracoles has three entrances to 
the two commercial volumes, thus creating a new urban experience for pe-
destrians by connecting the project interior to two streets and the building 
block’s interior courtyard. 

conclusions

clcsb are a unique commercial typology that introduced a different way 
of living in the city by intensifying the commercial ground use and generat-
ing new modes of public life based on interiority and visual control. these 
aspects suited the dictatorship during which these buildings emerged. their 
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potential contradictions correspond with the inconsistency of Pinochet’s lib-
eral urbanism, especially in the early years of the military regime.
compared with malls, clcsb can be seen as defined by their localities, 
and specific to the  sociocultural conditions in which they were made. they 
possess their own socio-commercial structure, determined by local inputs 
that – although necessary and demanded by some social groups of the 
community – did not necessarily lead to intensive consumption. clcsb typi-
cally included cafés con piernas, animé/comics shops, computer and vid-
eogames technical services, sex-shops, skate-shops, tarot reading, tattoo 
and piercing shops, and so on. they thus generate unique urban micro 
landscapes that attract a mixed clientele: seniors go to the caracol de los 
Pájaroscol bandera centro to use international call centres and cybercafés; 
many teenagers who belong to urban tribes (pokemones and emos) get 
together at the caracol Portal lyon. today the clcsb thus function as daily 
gathering places. 
In relation to its morphological organization it is important to highlight that 
the commercial snail buildings take the street into the interior of the lot, 
keeping a continuous width along a ramp. besides the central atrium locat-
ed in the lower level that characterizes clcsb’ architecture, their interior 
design features the absence of major spaces for organised social gather-
ings of large numbers of people,25 and there is nowhere for shoppers to 
linger (as is possible in the malls’ food courts). clcsb produce a continuous 
space experience but at the same time separate the people, both with the 
commercial space of the small stores and on the ramp that unifies them. 
the vertical open space that spatially ‘unifies’ the interior volume paradoxi-
cally separates shoppers from one another. all these spatial characteristics, 
along with their implications for use lent them to the  processes of control, 
social atomization, and dissolution of group identities that characterised the 
period of the dictatorship.26 
last by not least, it is also important to highlight that the clcsb are more 
than buildings, they are social places whose architecture  supported the 
conditions of  a particular period of chilean society and sustained  a unique 
model for urban life. 
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1 the research identified 45 clcsb, 27 of 
which located in santiago de chile and 18 
in major cities (from north to south: antofa-
gasta, la serena, san Felipe, Quillota, villa 
alemana, viña del Mar, valparaíso, ran-
cagua, curicó, talca, chillán, concepción, 
temuco, osorno, Puerto Montt and Punta 
arenas).
2 augusto Pinochet was dictator of chile 
between 1973 and 1990. Pinochet as-
sumed power following a coup d’état on 11 
september 1973 that overthrew the elect-
ed socialist unidad Popular government of 
President salvador allende and ended ci-
vilian rule. under the influence of the free 
market-oriented neoliberal ‘chicago boys’, 
the military government implemented eco-
nomic reforms that involved strengthening 
the private role from a set of liberalization 
processes in various fields, including urban 
development policies.
3 rené Martínez, “desarrollo urbano 1974-
1984,” AUCA: Arquitectura, Urbanismo, 
Construcción, Arte 48 (1984), 14.
4 Nueva Providencia was an urban project 
developed by chilean architect germán ban-
nen, director of the urban development 
department of Providencia Municipality 
(santiago de chile). the project combined 
‘design and construction of public space 
of municipal responsibility, with the zone 
designed and constructed by private inves-
tors, which includes private property and 
a free market economy regime’. germán 
bannen, “el comercio en Providencia,” CA: 
revista oficial del colegio de arquitectos de 

chile 72 (1993), 36. spatially, Nueva Provi-
dencia defined a series of new urban spac-
es, most of them connected and protected 
from the street (opened or covered) for the 
pedestrian within the interior of the blocks.
5 Política Nacional de Desarrollo Urbano 
(santiago: Ministerio de vivienda y urban-
ismo, 1979).
6 Decreto n. 420, modificación del Plan 
Regulador Intercomunal de Santiago (san-
tiago: Ministerio de vivienda y urbanismo, 
1979).
7 Pedro bannen, “en torno a ciudades y 
territorios: Permanencia y cambio en la 
configuración del paisaje en tres actos (o 
decenios),” in jorge liernur, Portales del 
laberinto. Arquitectura y Ciudad en Chile 
1977-2009 (santiago: ediciones unab, 
2009), 176-80.
8 Francisco rosende, “una interpretación 
del desempleo en chile,” Estudios Públicos 
32 (1988), 68.
9 simon collier and William F. sater, A His-
tory of Chile, 1808-1994 (new york and 
cambridge: cambridge university Press, 
1996), 359.
10 the commercial typology of mall began 
in chile in april of 1982 with the launch 
of mall Parque Arauco shopping center. It 
was design by architect jaime bendersky 
and it construction began in 1979. Parque 
Arauco was located in Las Condes, a high-
income district of the eastern area of san-
tiago de chile. 
11 Centro Comercial El Espiral (Quito, ec-
uador, 1981), Galería Caracol (Mendoza, 

argentina) and Centro Comercial Indepen-
dencia El Caracol (Zaragoza, spain, 1983).
12 according to an interview with jorge 
swinburn Pereira – architect of four clcsb 
along with sergio larraín garcía M. and 
Ignacio covarrubias s., they developed two 
projects that were not built, one designed 
for bogotá (colombia) and the other de-
signed for Miami (usa).
13 a similar project inspired by the gordon 
strong automobile objective is El Helicoide, 
(1958-61) proposed by architects jorge 
romero, Pedro neuberger and dirk bom-
horst (roca tarpeya, caracas, venezuela).
14 bruce Pfeiffer, Frank Lloyd Wright (ber-
lin: benedikt taschen, 1994).
15 according to the british architect, histo-
rian and architecture critic Kenneth Framp-
ton, the structural idea of the guggenheim 
Museum has its roots in the project Wright 
designed for the gordon strong automobile 
objective ‘a science fiction proposal par 
excellence.’ Kenneth Frampton, Modern 
Architecture: A Critical History (london: 
thames & hudson ltd, 2004), 190.
16 erasmo astudillo, “La obra del arqui-
tecto Francisco Brugnoli.” Paper presented 
at the seminario de investigación, departa-
mento de historia y teoría de la arquitectu-
ra, Facultad de arquitectura y urbanismo, 
universidad de chile, santiago, 1998.
17 unfortunately, many of the architects of 
the clcsb have passed away, among them, 
the author of the first of them, Melvin vil-
laroel r. (1931-2010). however, it was 
possible to hold interesting interviews with 
germán jiménez d. (Caracol de Concep-
ción), raimundo lira v. (caracol austral), 
jorge swinburn P. (Dos Caracoles, Caracol 
Plaza de Armas, Portal Lyon and Caracol de 
los Pájaros) and salvador valdés P. (Galerías 
de Santo Domingo).
18 jorge swinburn, interview by Mario 

Marchant, swinburn+Pedraza arquitec-
tos office (santiago de chile), january 19, 
2011.
19 salvador valdés, interview by Mario 
Marchant, salvador valdés asociados ar-
quitectos office (santiago de chile), january 
27, 2011.
20 germán jiménez, interview by Mario 
Marchant, santiago de chile, april 11, 
2011.
21 the building El Caracol is located in 
av. nueva los leones 24-54 (almost cor-
ner av. Providencia) and was built by edu-
ardo boetsch as constructor in a site of 
763.10 sqm and with a total built surface 
of 2334.69 sqm, being initially property of 
the Inmobiliaria caracol, as stated in the 
municipal files of the department of build-
ings of Providencia Municipality.
22 oreste Plath, El Santiago que se fue: 
Apuntes de la memoria (santiago: biblio-
teca nacional, grijalbo, 1997), 199.
23 designed by chilean architects alberto 
cruz e. and Mateo homar M. in 1960.
24 sergio Paz, Larga vida: crónicas, ent-
revistas y artículos indefinidos (santiago: 
aguilar, 2004).
25 today malls in chile offer a broad range 
of complementary activities to shopping 
ranging from libraries, art exhibitions and 
concerts to hosting sport events, family ac-
tivities and religious services.
26 It is important to mention that the of-
ficial curfew which was imposed on 11 
september 1973 by the Pinochet’s regime 
was partially modified in 1978. due to that 
policy, chilean people had to socialize pref-
erably during the day and in controlled and 
indoor places. clcsb for the same reason 
became an alternative to street shopping at 
that time when being on the street was not 

safe.
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5.1.5 Building European taste in Broader Communities: 
the role of the david Jones Stores in the Promotion of 
design and architecture in australia

sIlvIa MIchelI
University of Queensland, Australia

abstract

From the beginning of the twentieth century, the australian department 
store david jones operated as a vehicle for community making at a na-
tional level. It offered spatial centrality, public focus and human density, but 
also become a stage for cultural events. by the end of 1930s, the com-
pany chairman charles lloyd jones ensured that every david jones outlet 
included venues for art, used for the purpose of hosting both australian 
and foreign art exhibitions. on 1st august 1944 the david jones art gal-
lery in sydney officially opened on the seventh floor of the elizabeth street 
store. this phenomenon intensified during the 1950s, with the organiza-
tion of a series of exhibitions, some of them dedicated to the promotion of 
contemporary industrial design and architecture emanating from europe, 
generating the opportunity for david jones to establish solid relationships 
with european institutions. this approach to building community through the 
dissemination of culture at shopping centres had its precedent in pre-war 
europe. For instance, in 1933 the famous london department store Fort-
num & Mason hosted an exhibition of alvar aalto’s furniture that launched 
the Finnish architect abroad, introducing Finnish design to the british public. 
Meanwhile in australia, for the lack of an official institution that supported 
and promoted good quality design, the david jones department store took 
up this role, assuming the task to both improve and make more sophisti-
cated the taste of the australian populace. this paper aims to demonstrate 
that the role of commercial shopping outlets for engendering community 
interaction in the post-war context was not only a phenomenon occurring in 
Western europe. the australian example of david jones can be considered 
as a useful comparative case study to frame the issue more broadly, indicat-
ing how commercially inspired structures with cultural ambitions become 
strong social attractors at a national level.

keywords

david Jones, department store, australia, postwar architecture, 
Enrico taglietti

during the post-war period, the australian department store david jones 
(djs) was not considered simply a ‘shop’: it was a national ‘institution’ 
bringing together society, culture and merchandise. this reputation was 
confirmed by the fact that david jones had one of the world’s most faith-
ful followings of customers per head of population, built upon the famous 
motto ‘satisfaction or your money back’. the first djs department store was 
opened in george street, sydney, in 1838 and soon gained great popularity 
in the city. the key strategy at the base of djs’ marketing success was its 
claim to sell nearly everything from the needle to the anchor.1 high quality 
silks, ready-made dresses, perfumes, carpets, curtains and even furniture 
could be found at djs’ department stores amongst other day-to-day items. 
as a matter of fact, david jones engaged with increasing the quality of 
australian everyday life across a range of activities, offering ‘guidance on ev-
erything from high fashion to art, from fine china and glassware to cooking, 
from music to elegant window display.’2 another two stores were opened 
in elizabeth street in 1927 and in Market street in 1938 in sydney. by the 
mid 1960s, djs had department stores in three other major australian 
cities: brisbane, adelaide and Perth and in three provincial centres in new 
south Wales: newcastle, Wagga Wagga and Wollongong, thus confirming 
its strength in the national market. While offering the opportunity to ‘buy 
australian,’ david jones believed in importing the world’s best merchandise. 
buyers and merchandise controllers were sent off to different international 
cities, such as london, los angeles, Florence, bangkok, Paris and tokyo, 
gleaning exotic objects and discovering new tendencies. 

as in the case of other department stores in sydney – the australian an-
thony hordern & sons and the new Zealander Farmers, for instance –, 
djs’ strategy incorporated the exploitation of ‘the public appetite for art,’3 
becoming even more pervasive in australian society with the broadening of 
its middle class. nevertheless, djs’ commitment to art was much more 
substantial and went far beyond the consideration of mere commerce, with 
the aspiration of increasing national cultural standing.4 by the mid 1940s, 
charles lloyd jones, a great-grandson of the first david jones, who in his 
youth sought to become an artist, made sure that every department store 
of his company had spaces dedicated to art, which would host both austra-
lian and foreign art exhibitions. the exhibition hall at george street store 
was the result of the renovation undertaken in 1935, while the Market 
street department store got its exhibition galleries in 1938. on 1 august 
1944, the david jones art gallery was opened at the seventh floor of the 
elizabeth street store and many famous personalities were invited from 
overseas to attend this prestigious australian showcase.5 
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the set up of exhibition venues destined for showing both art and merchan-
dise was underpinned by charles lloyd jones’s conviction that australia was 
cut off from the Western cultural world and that it was necessary to bridge 
the gap, bringing part of europe to australia.6 charles thus manifested his 
twofold vocation of retailer and cultural advocate, responsibilities that he 
honoured until his death in 1958.7 the inclusion of art and merchandise 
exhibitions within dj’s activity program meant that the department store 
took on the role of a centre of culture, proving that commercially inspired 
structures with cultural ambitions could become strong social attractors. 
dj’s department stores offered spatial centrality, public focus and human 
density, acting as a stage for educational and lifestyle events and operating 
as a vehicle for community making. 

during the 1950s, an unprecedented number of australian citizens became 
involved in the construction of their own homes.8 this home-making impulse 
covered all aspects of the domestic environment. there was mindfulness of 
organizing domestic architecture with items of industrial design – furniture 
and homeware – although the standard of australian knowledge about these 
issues was generally poor at this time. In 1957, it was observed that in aus-
tralia ‘industrial design is not yet a respectable profession. It is a sad state 
of affairs when good architects design good buildings and then have to fill 
them with poorly-designed equipment. the alternative is to have everything 
in the building specially designed for it.’9 With the lack of a proper official 
institution to support and promote good quality design – something com-
parable to the australian council for the arts established in 1968 – david 
jones took on the mission of becoming the tastemaker of australian society, 
forging a national ‘taste’ for the new australian domestic life while increasing 
the saleability of international industrial design. according to allen smith: 
‘People as a whole are really quite inarticulate. they buy what they see, not 
necessarily because they particularly like it, but because that is what is of-
fering’10, and dj’s department stores assumed the task of educating the 
australian population through the offer of a new idea of lifestyle.11 

djs’ commitment to the diffusion of a more sophisticated taste for the aus-
tralian society was supported by an intensive cultural program that included 
the display of architecture and industrial design. In december 1948, photo-
graphs illustrating american architecture were part of the exhibition ‘america 
to-day’ organized at david jones by the royal australian Institute of architects 
in association with the australian-american association, with the aim ‘to show 
types of architecture suitable to australian conditions because of climatic 
similarities along the Pacific coast.’12 the choice of the subject of the show 

clearly demonstrated david jones’ intention of fostering a modern concept of 
living through the introduction of new models. david jones art gallery also 
organised an architectural exhibition of scale models on the theme of the 
suburban house produced by the students of the Faculty of architecture at 
the university of sydney in august 1951.13 a similar initiative was repeated in 
1965, with students of the same university preparing speculative projects for 
a new Federal parliament house in canberra.14 In 1953 djs’ store in Market 
street initiated an office dedicated to ‘design for sale’, a service providing cus-
tomers with house schemes with the assistance of prominent architects such 
as harry seidler and Walter bunning15. It was an attempt to replicate the 
successful ‘small home service’ that was created by robin boyd in Melbourne 
in 1947. at the 4th australian architectural convention organised in sydney 
between 9 and 15 May 1954, architecture seemed to reach its peak of pub-
lic attention in australia,16 when an exhibition of photographs on australian 
and international post-war architecture was held at david jones art gallery 
in elizabeth street, Market street and the lower town hall in george street. 
In 1964, in cooperation with The Australian Women’s Weekly magazine, djs 
sponsored the lecture tour of john siddeley, one of britain’s leading interior 
decorators, who gave two talks ‘living for comfort, 1964’ and ‘art and archi-
tecture in terms of interior design from then until now’. 

between 1954 and 1956 david jones strongly asserted its role as a cen-
tre of culture, when it organised a small exhibition series aimed specifically 
at fostering the dissemination of european culture in australia by combin-
ing ‘merchandise,’ ‘art’ and ‘lifestyle’. this series was underpinned by the 
strategy to import sophisticated european industrial devices, food, fashion, 
furniture industrial design and pieces of art, endeavouring to shape aus-
tralian popular taste by raising cultural standards. the first exhibition to be 
organized was ‘sweden at david jones’ in 1954, followed by ‘Italy at david 
jones’ in 1955 and ‘France at david jones’ in 1956. the choice of the titles 
had a strong geographical connotation, which was not an unusual approach 
at that time. after WWII, the dynamism generated by the economic boom 
prompted people to explore international cultural realities. a source that 
might have inspired djs’ exhibition titles is the series of architectural books 
written by the american writer and photographer g.e. Kidder smith. In his 
Brazil Builds (1943), Switzerland Builds (1950), Sweden Builds (1950) and 
Italy Builds (1955), the emphasis was placed on the country and great at-
tention was paid to the presentation of its culture.  the pictures included 
in these books represent public spaces and buildings populated by people, 
communicating the habits of the country beyond architecture itself, an ap-
proach that djs’ exhibitions reflected too. 



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

828 829

david jones’ commitment in the promotion of cultural activities demon-
strates that the role of commercial shopping outlets as cultural incubator 
for engendering community interaction in the post-war context was occur-
ring beyond Western europe. nevertheless, david jones’ program to build 
community through the dissemination of culture at shopping centres had 
its precedent in pre-war northern europe, where the strategy of exhibiting 
industrial design in a department store was often used as a means of gen-
erating new trends and consumer demand within society. For instance, the 
famous department store Fortnum & Mason in london hosted an exhibition 
of alvar aalto’s furniture in 1933, which consolidated his design reputa-
tion internationally. thanks to the visibility of the showcase and the proper 
organization of the exhibition, aalto’s furniture was widely commented on in 
The Architectural Review and The Architectural Journal, disseminating his 
work to the usa, canada and australia.17 this tendency was also followed 
in scandinavia. For example, the Finnish department store stockmann simi-
larly organized the first post-war exhibition in helsinki dedicated to Italian 
design, installed by Franco albini.18 

the exhibition ‘sweden at david jones’, the biggest collection of swedish 
art and industry ever seen outside sweden, was held between 16 june and 
2 july. djs’ ambition was not only commercial and cultural, but also politi-
cal, as it aimed to stimulate trade and enhance relations between the two 
nations by promoting swedish merchandise in the australian market and 
celebrating swedish culture.19 swedish fine arts, architecture, industrial de-
sign, clothing, food, textiles white goods, merchandise and industrial items 
were all on display, scattered around the three department stores in syd-
ney. as a performance of swedish industrial design, a swedish kitchen was 
assembled at the fifth floor of the george street store. at djs’ art gallery in 
elizabeth street, one could not only admire swedish handcraft and furniture, 
but also a ‘pink room’ devoted to culture, which contained swedish books 
translated into english and other books depicting reproductions of art and 
industrial art. It was also possible to find a presentation of swedish archi-
tecture, lithographic art and printing.20 the restaurant foyer of the elizabeth 
street store had a model of the stockholm town hall, designed by ragnar 
Östberg and completed in 1923, on display.

however, by the time that ‘sweden at david jones’ took place, swedish 
industrial design and architecture were already familiar to the australian 
audience. In 1950, the year of the release of the book ‘sweden builds’, 
an article was published in the magazine ‘the australian home beautiful’ 
illustrating a swedish designer’s home. swedish furniture design, with its 

international reputation, was lauded for its ‘clean cut lines, simple shapes 
and the honest use of materials.’21 In a further article in the same journal 
about swedish settings, sweden was depicted as a producer of ‘some of 
the best of the world’s furniture,’22 while a visit to scandinavia’s large cities, 
as Melbourne architect d.a. norman categorically wrote, ‘should convince 
any australian that we have much in common with that part of europe and 
much to gain from a study of life there.’23 Meanwhile in brisbane, a whole 
generation of architects was educated according to refined scandinavian 
architectural and design examples, thanks to the teaching activity of john 
hitch at the university of Queensland.24 unlike the restricted debate fed 
by cultural institutions and the relatively closed circulation of information 
within professional circles, djs was able to catalyse a targeted interest in 
north european culture and lifestyle, turning it into a mass trend. With the 
exhibition ‘sweden at david jones,’ scandinavian design was revealed and 
divulged to a broad number of consumers to such an extent that some years 
after the exhibition, on the pages of the popular magazine The Australian 
Women’s Weekly, journalist Margaret Macnamara recognized ‘the continu-
ing success of scandinavian design.25

the indisputable success of ‘sweden at david jones’ lead to two other simi-
lar exhibitions: ‘Italy at david jones’ and, at a smaller scale, ‘France at david 
jones.’ both of these exhibitions included a special section dedicated to 
fashion. david jones was indeed responsible for the introduction of French 
fashion in australia, with the invitation of Pierre balmain in 1949 and the or-
ganisation of the first collection of christian dior models ever shown outside 
Paris26. ‘Italy at david jones,’ the largest exhibition of foreign merchandise 
seen in australia to that point, was meant to legitimize Italian culture in aus-
tralia and again to encourage trade between the two countries.27 With the 
display of a large variety of items – fashion, cuisine, industrial design and to 
some extent even architecture – the show had a crucial role in presenting 
post-war Italian manufacture, revealing its high degree of sophistication and 
refinement. 

opened on the 15 june 1955, ‘Italy at david jones’ was on display in all 
three sydney department stores. a big industrial show was set up at the 
Market street store, where it was also possible to examine a real venetian 
gondola, a new FIat 600 and a riva speedboat, as well as men’s clothing. 
at the elizabeth street store one could take part in fashion parades, enjoy 
viewing female fashion items and visit an art exhibition of crafts. designed 
by the Italian architect enrico taglietti, the art exhibition was held at the 
art gallery in elizabeth street store and provided a new spatial experience. 
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the rarefied atmosphere that distinguished the space was obtained by the 
irregular position of tables for the display of venini glassware lit by vertical 
lamps, and with a metallic net used for hanging wall plaques by lucio Fon-
tana. taglietti was also responsible for the section staged at djs’ store in 
george street: a completely furnished 1:1 scale model apartment. this was 
an innovative example of home furnishing, conceived to show the most up-
to-date Italian industrial design. taglietti designed a two bedroom apartment 
imagined for a family of four, with a small hall, a spacious living and dining 
room split into two main areas by a central divider, an independent kitchen, 
a central patio, two bedrooms, a bathroom and outdoor spaces.28 Far from 
being a spectacular showpiece, the arrangement of the apartment plan 
was quite simple in order to expose the furniture, textiles and light fittings 
designed by popular Italian designers, such as Franco albini, gegia bronzini 
and taglietti himself, exhibited at the Milan triennale and imported directly 
from Italy.29 the australian audience was clearly impressed by the celebra-
tion of the modern values of ‘beauty’, ‘comfort’ and ‘spaciousness’, as can 
be derived from the comments of a journalist from the Daily Telegraph, who 
wrote that the exhibition displayed ‘five rooms packed with reasons why Italy 
has become world centre for design since the war: furniture and accesso-
ries with that fine Italian flair for originality tempered by taste’.30

enrico taglietti was a young and vital Milanese architect, well connected in 
the city’s architectural circles, who studied under distinguished teachers 
such as carlo de carli, Marco Zanuso, Franco albini, gio Ponti, ernesto 
nathan rogers and Pier luigi nervi at Milan Polytechnic between 1948 and 
1954. de carli, Zanuso and lucio Fontana involved taglietti in la triennale 
di Milano (Milan triennale) activities and in 1954 he was made responsible 
for the foreign section of its 10th exhibition. hosted in the Palazzo dell’arte 
in sempione park, the Milan triennale is a museum, an events venue and, 
at the same time, a remarkable international stage for exhibiting new ideas 
and networking. since 1933 it had represented a lively cultural environment 
for industrial designers, architects and artists, fostering the integration of 
industry and arts. When ‘Italy at david jones’ was open, the Daily Telegraph 
described the Milan triennale as the place ‘were the ideas come from’, 
explaining the exemplary design work of the Milanese architects Marco Za-
nuso, gio Ponti and ludovico belgioioso from firm of bbPr.31 It is safe to 
state that at that time Milan was perceived as europe’s design capital. 
charles lloyd jones was undoubtedly abreast of the international relevance 
of the Milan triennale when he contacted its president, the politician Ivan 
Matteo lombardo, aiming to approach Ponti and involve him in the setup 
of the exhibition on Italian contemporary items to be held at djs’ stores in 

sydney the following year. Ponti, who taught interior design at Polytechnic 
of Milan, was an active architect in Milan and might have attracted charles 
lloyd jones’ attention for his endeavour to improve the national standard 
of living and to raise Italian society’s taste after WWII. Ponti pursued this 
throughout his career as an ethical task, particularly through his design and 
teaching activity and the edition of the international architectural journal Do-
mus and the less know Stile. nevertheless, the attempt to reach Ponti failed 
and lombardo suggested enrico taglietti instead.32 Ponti would eventually 
visit australia more than a decade later, in 1967, when he was invited to 
speak at the aasa (australian architecture student association) convention 
in brisbane (20-27 May)33. Mr bishop from djs’ office in london was sent 
to Milan to personally finalise the exhibition details with taglietti before his 
departure for australia. 

as soon as ‘Italy at david jones’ was opened, its great success was evident 
and taglietti’s approach to industrial design and architecture was highly 
regarded as extremely innovative and sophisticated. he was described as 
‘belonging to the ultra-modern school of design’34 and soon become an icon 
of the Italian lifestyle: even his moustache was commented on in newspa-
pers.35 In turn, taglietti and his wife also became immediately fascinated by 
opportunities that australia had to offer to architects. soon after reaching 
canberra in a Fiat 500 that same year taglietti discovered the tabula rasa 
that distinguished the city at that time and decided to settle down and start 
his career there.36 

With the exhibition dedicated to Italy, david jones not only contributed to 
the diffusion of  knowledge of post-war Italian culture in the australian com-
munity. It was also able to ‘import’ a highly qualified architect who succeeded 
in merging his architectural principles absorbed at Milan Polytechnic with 
the local culture. In 2007 taglietti won the royal australian Institute of ar-
chitects gold Medal, the highest award in australian architecture. djs’ role 
as an agent for the dissemination of culture within the australian community 
had impact beyond the strictly commercial realm, seeding approaches and 
ideas that would effect the australian profession of architecture and its pub-
lic audiences in the second part of the twentieth century.
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5.2 Ideological Equality: Women 
architects in Socialist Europe 

SESSION CHAIRS: 
Mary PePchInsKI 
Hochschule für Technik und Wirtschaft Dresden, Germany 
MarIann sIMon
Budapesti Müszaki és Gazdaságtudományi Egyetem, Hungary 
 
emerging in the 1970s, the feminist approach to architectural history in 
the West and in the united states explored beginnings: from investigations 
of women who created spaces via exhibitions and who were influential as 
patrons and architects around 1900, to a focus on women in the shadows 
of modernist masters or who laboured in adjunct positions throughout the 
twentieth century. as women architects slowly gained ground in the 1980s 
and 1990s, research turned to new themes focusing on gender, space, and 
architecture.
In the former socialist countries of eastern europe, however, the emergence 
of the woman architect and a gendered approach to history followed a 
starkly different trajectory. before 1945, most architectural faculties limited 
the number of women architecture students but, after World War II, wom-
en’s integration into the profession was quick and radical. because the new 
socialist states desperately needed engineers and architects, restrictions 
were abolished and the number of female architecture students increased 
extensively. the sudden integration of women into architecture served more 
than a practical demand. because the ideal socialist Woman should seek 
self-fulfillment in work and social-political commitment, the influx of women 
into architecture and engineering reinforced the prevailing political ideology. 
abundant state commissions provided work for all who were willing, and, in 
principle, the new generation of women architects entering the profession 
in the 1950s and early 1960s were offered the same opportunities as their 
male colleagues.
While the bulk of gender research in architectural history concentrates on 
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difference, this situation of conscious (forced) equality may help to explore 
other aspects of the feminine. therefore we hope to generate a new con-
sideration of gender and architecture inspired by the situation in socialist 
europe, and we seek papers that address this special situation. For ex-
ample, did state-promoted, ideological equality contradict everyday gender 
practices? how did it impact on the situation for women in architectural 
design offices? did women play an adjunct role or did they supervise large 
commissions? Were they confined to the usual ‘feminine’ fields, like residen-
tial architecture, interior design, or monument preservation? how did the 
media treat them and their work? did they embrace socialist ideology, did 
they attempt a more critical position, or did they exploit their position as 
women for other ends?

5.2.1 gdr Women architects between Emancipation 
and Professional obstinacy

harald engler
Leibniz Institut für Regionalentwicklung und Strukturplanung, Germany

abstract

Women architects experienced a complicated occupational trajectory in the 
gdr. due to the government’s support, the number women architects grew 
steadily to roughly 26% of all practitioners by 1989. yet it was difficult for 
women architects to assume leading roles. their presence on the board 
of the association of architects of the gdr only increased from 1.2% in 
the early sixties to 8.7% in the late eighties. In more than 40 years of 
gdr history only three women ever became chief architects of a large city. 
nevertheless their apparent marginalization should be considered from the 
perspective of these women. they created specific, obstinate approaches 
to reflect their particular contribution to the dominant world of (male) archi-
tects. aside from typically feminine areas such as interiors and monument 
preservation, women architects claimed to adopt softer and more feminine 
working methods to complement the masculine, technological, and rational 
language of architecture. their arguments echoed those of late nineteenth-
century german feminists, and illustrate how ideas about gender and work, 
which arose in a bourgeois context, persisted under socialism. neverthe-
less, women architects in the gdr were active in many areas including 
construction supervision, housing, historic preservation and education. the 
database of all gdr architects at our institute will be used to analyze and 
assess women’s participation in these fields.
although many women architects from the gdr today deny the existence 
of female networks, it is worth speculating: to what extent is it possible 
to identify networking strategies among these women? there are strong 
indications of efforts to help other women architects in the work place, 
especially if women were heads of collectives or chief architects. also: did 
they exploit their position as women for other ends? this paper explores 
such structural and institutional issues in addition to examining the work of 
several compelling protagonists.

keywords

Women, architects, emancipation, gdr, socialism, networks
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this paper examines the situation of women architects in the german dem-
ocratic republic (gdr) in regards to east german policies towards women 
and social issues. First it will consider to what extent quantitative govern-
ment incentives enabled women in the gdr to enter the male-dominated 
domain of architecture in order to clarify the qualitative position women 
architects were able to achieve in the gdr. the results will be compared 
with the perspectives of the women architects who cultivated their distinct 
strategies for dealing with the patriarchal power structures and the repre-
sentation of gender roles under socialism. then a brief examination of two 
outstanding individual biographies as well as prototypical biographies from 
the ‘second row’ of women architects will focus on the following questions: 
if it appears that women architects in the gdr did not create formal pro-
fessional networks, how was network formation limited or restricted under 
socialism? can activities that resemble networks nevertheless be identified 
among women architects? did such activities support or otherwise explain 
the position that women architects were able to achieve in the gdr? the 
conclusion illuminates the importance of women architects and their posi-
tion in the society of the gdr for women’s history and as an essential part 
of a larger social history of twentieth century modernism.

state and professional support for women in the 
Gdr – potentials and limits of social emancipation

compared to West germany, there were many more women architects in 
the gdr because all female professionals benefited from governmental leg-
islation that promoted the balance of work and family life.1 From 1950,2 this 
targeted support for professional women responded to the basic socialist 
idea of   the emancipation of women, as called for by the labour movement. 
legal equality and the promotion of vocational training for women were also 
necessary to cover the high demand for manpower in the gdr. accordingly, 
the employment rate for women rose from 49% of all women of working age 
in 1950 to 92% in 1981, a level that was maintained until the end of the 
gdr and represented an absolute peak worldwide.3 
In reality, women’s emancipation through employment presented women 
with a triple burden: professional, household and family responsibilities.4 
Furthermore women remained significantly under-represented in all posi-
tions of leadership. In the forty years of the existence of the gdr not a single 
woman became a member of the supreme political steering committee of 
the state, the Politbüro (executive committee) of the central committee of 
the state party, the Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (sed).5 there 
is, therefore, a broad consensus among gdr scholars that the alleged 

‘equality’ of women in the gdr, should be carefully scrutinized or even de-
clared a myth, at least in terms of everyday reality and the actual opportuni-
ties for women to attain positions of leadership.6

nevertheless the gdr witnessed a rapid increase in the number of women 
who acquired professional skills. Whereas 25.2% of all university students 
in 1960 were women, by 1986 the proportion had doubled to 50.3%. 
at the universities of applied sciences the proportions of female students 
were even higher, increasing from 28.6% in 1960s to roughly 70% in the 
1980s.7 Women architecture students benefitted from government incen-
tives that systematically focused on increasing the number of architects. 
For example, at the leading university for architecture, the Hochschule für 
Architektur und Bauwesen in Weimar, single-sex, all-women classes were 
taught in certain years. In addition, the bda (Bund der Architekten), the 
professional association of the architects’ union of the gdr, lent particu-
lar support to its female members. this association established a gender 
equality commission that systematically campaigned for the improvement of 
working conditions for women architects and supported their professional 
development.8 Finally, in order to increase the proportion of women archi-
tects in urban planning offices, incentive schemes specifically for women 
were obligatory in large collectives.9

the results of the promotion of women architects. 
a quantitative analysis

how successful were these government incentives in support of women 
architects? and, compared to men, what positions were open to women 
architects in the gdr? 
to answer this it is necessary to establish the overall proportion of women 
architects, and especially how many held positions of leadership. First, the 
ratio of women to the total of all employees in the gdr increased from 40.0% 
in 1950 to 49.1% in 1985, and, by the early 1980s 92% of all women of 
working age were in employment. governmental support and targeted train-
ing for women notwithstanding, the labour market of the gdr remained 
highly gender segregated.10 For example, in the construction industry, a 
traditionally male-dominated field, women’s employment reached 11.2% in 
1968. aside from japan (about 12%), this figure was far above Western 
countries such as germany (5.5%) or the united Kingdom (0.2%).11

the professional opportunities for gdr women architects can be calculated 
from analysis of applications for admission to the bda. In the course of his 
or her professional life, virtually every gdr architect became a member of 
this professional organization.12 7576 applications for admission are ar-
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chived in the scientific collections of the leibniz Institute for regional devel-
opment and structural Planning (Irs) erkner near berlin.13 as a result of a 
research project which is in the course of being completed, they are now 
recorded in a database and will be available online.14

of the total number of applications for admission to the bda – and therefore 
to almost the entire architectural community of the gdr – 26% were from 
women. as well as overall increase in the number of female architects from 
the fifties to the eighties, a disproportionately large number of the spon-
sors for women members were themselves women (each new member for 
membership required two sponsors). this could be an indication of network 
activity on the part of women members of the bda to increase the num-
ber of women architects in this important council. the analysis of the bda 
memberships in terms of gender distribution in the different architectural 
specializations is also worth noting.
In order to gain information about the degree and integration of women ar-
chitects in comparison with their total number, we will consider some of the 
various activities in the professional life of an east german architect (table 
1). First, the number of female members of the executive committee of the 
bda shows the very limited possibilities for women architects who desired to 
advance to key professional positions: their share increased from 1.2% at 
the beginning of the 1960s to only 8.7% by the mid-1980s. the proportion 
of women architects who became members of the Bauakademie (academy 
of architecture), the central, elite institution for building and architecture in 
the gdr, was even smaller.15 only two women architects – Iris dullin-grund 
(Figure 1), the city architect of neubrandenburg, and anita bach, a profes-
sor for architecture at the Hochschule für Architektur und Bauwesen in 
Weimar – were admitted into the plenum of this illustrious body.16 likewise, 

table 1. Proportion of women architects in selected key positions in the architecture of the 
gdr. Source: rechenschaftsbericht des bundesvorstands auf dem Iv. bundeskongreß des 
bundes deutscher architekten, in: Protokoll zum Iv. bundeskongreß des bundes deutscher 
architekten 6.-8. april 1961, sonderbeilage 13/61 der Deutschen Architektur, 19-26, 
esp. 23.

Key Position Architects total Women architects
total share (%)

BdA, members total 7576 1814 23.9
BdA, members 1961 1853 48 2.6
BdA, executive committee, 1961/1988 84/111 1/15 1.2/8.7
Bauakademie, members 120 2 1.7
City architects 45 2 4.4
Authors in journal Architektur der DDR, 
1961/1987 205/154 12/19 5.8/12.3

Biographical lexicon 220 9 4.1

only two women architects – the aforementioned Iris dullin-grund and sa-
bine rohleder in Zwickau – were appointed to the most coveted post that 
a practicing gdr architect could hope to achieve, namely the position of a 
city architect in a large municipality. these architects often had an extensive 
scope for action and supervised staffs of up to 200 employees.17

a brief look at historical journals and recent historical surveys as indicators 
of the position of women architects in the gdr also confirms their marginal-
ization. the most important professional magazine of the gdr was Deutsche 
Architektur (german architecture).18 In 1961, on average, only 5.8% of the 
authors were women, although their contributions rose to 12.3% in 1987. 
Meanwhile, of the 220 architects whose work is documented in the most 
important recent reference book on gdr architects, Vom Baukünstler zum 
Komplexprojektanten. Architekten in der DDR (From architect to complex 
project engineer. architects in the gdr)19 only nine, or 4.1%, of the bio-
graphical entries  are for women. the extremely low percentage of women 
architects in the gdr who advanced to key leadership positions clearly dem-
onstrates that the quantitative growth of their numbers was accompanied 
by a most rudimentary presence in positions of power and influence. the 
already existing gender gap in the architecture of the gdr was especially 
pronounced when considering women’s inability to assume key positions in 
the architectural profession.

Figure 1. Iris grund, city architect, presenting skeptical looking male architects an over-
view of the main elements of the general city planning for the fast growing city of neubran-
denburg in the north of the gdr. Source: simone neuhäuser (ed.), Mut und Anmut. Frauen 
in Brandenburg-Preußen (leipzig: Kulturland brandenburg, 2010), 89
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perspectives of women architects themselves

In the following section, the numerical evidence on women architects is 
considered from the perspective of these women.20 First, it is important to 
emphasize that women architects did not perceive either their professional 
development or their position in the architectural collectives as being dis-
advantaged. It was important for them to be taken seriously as profes-
sional women in architecture. they often portray their everyday work as 
being equal to the work that men carried out, and they confirm that it was 
respected by their male colleagues.21 nevertheless, reservations were ex-
pressed about a woman’s sexual appeal, especially if she climbed to a high 
position, such as that of a city architect.22 and reservations were repeat-
edly articulated about women architects who gave birth to a child and took 
advantage of their right to full maternity leave.23 some women architects 
even deliberately slowed their professional careers, especially when they 
were married to a man who also worked as an architect and was eager to 
make a career himself.24 although gdr women architects were active in 
many areas of architecture and construction, it seems that they frequently 
worked in the ‘softer’ fields, especially landscape, city planning, interiors, 
and historic preservation.25

the answer to the question of how gdr women architects dealt with the 
fact that they rarely achieved the key professional positions or rose to the 
top of their representative institutions in all areas of architecture is more 
complex. on the one hand, gdr women architects rarely criticized their 
situation, an acceptance of the status quo that appears to be associated 
with the significantly less pronounced politicization of feminist discourse in 
this state compared to the Western World.26 however, a distinctly differ-
ent and more nuanced view from the perspective of the gdr women archi-
tects emerges from a number of recent interviews.27 numerous women 
architects justify the unbalanced representation in key positions by arguing 
that they did not want to assume more responsibility, which would have 
exposed them to political pressure. they also cite their triple burden of 
family, household responsibilities and professional career, which left them 
feeling overextended and unwilling to take on more duties. nevertheless 
gdr women architects articulated their presence in architecture as con-
tributing a feminine, organic corrective to the male, technocratic norm.28 
to what extent this was an accurate reflection of reality, or was an excuse 
for their failure to overcome the patriarchal structure of the architectural 
world in the gdr needs to be more fully investigated.

did (hidden) networks of women architects exist in the Gdr? 
the targeted use of networks is an established strategy to support women 
in the male dominated world of work, to enable them to gain influence and 
enjoy better working conditions.29 architects from the gdr when asked 
in retrospect about the existence of women-orientated networks in their 
professional field initially deny not only their existence, but they also reject 
the active pursuit of network-oriented strategies. network strategies based 
on feminist theories, such as those that were established in the West be-
ginning in the nineteen seventies, were obviously not present in the gdr. 
nevertheless, when considering the activities of the few women who were 
successful in achieving important positions in gdr architecture, there are 
some small indications that network-like procedures were used explicitly to 
support women in architecture.30 
Women architects in the gdr had an interest in promoting the professional 
careers of their fellow women. this was an opportunity for them to break 
down male dominance in this career field in an active, self-determined and 
not openly confrontational way and can be interpreted as a covert form of 
networking. thus city architect Iris dullin-grund, went out of her way to em-
ploy young women graduates and supervised a majority of women architects 
in her town planning collective.31 after winning a competition for a Haus der 
Kultur und Bildung (building for culture and education) – now an outstand-
ing icon of gdr modernism from the nineteen sixties in east germany –, 
she became the first woman city architect in 1970. although her male col-
leagues viewed her success critically and were certain that she would soon 
quit, she prevailed and remained in this office until the events of 1989/90. 
as a prominent woman architect, Iris dullin-grund was called upon time and 
again to stand in the limelight in the gdr. as previously noted, she exploited 
these opportunities strategically for herself and other women by using her 
influence to ensure that women found employment in her town planning 
collective.32 In contrast, the only woman professor of architecture, anita 
bach at the university in Weimar, was not able to ensure that other women 
completed the second and highest-level dissertation (a qualification for a uni-
versity professorship), the habilitation. despite years of intense efforts and 
targeted support for promising female talent, she remained the only women 
professor in architecture until the end of the gdr.33

conclusion and outlook

the history of women architects in gdr presents a sobering picture, as a 
clear gender gap existed in the profession of architecture. the legal status 
of women and the assertion of professional gender equality did not, in real-
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ity, provide them with parity and a level of influence that corresponded to 
their nominal recognition in society. all too often, state subsidies served to 
ensure that quotas for women in certain economic sectors were met and 
responded to the bare economic necessity of bringing women into work-
force to participate in the labor-intensive economy of the gdr. and the triple 
burden gdr women architects had to negotiate – motherhood, household 
responsibilities and a profession – combined with difficult living conditions 
often unduly challenged these women. Finally, the impression cannot be ig-
nored, that those few women architects who enjoyed influential positions as 
city architects or as an architecture professor certainly owed their success, 
in part, to their professional competence. yet their achievement can also 
be understood as an alibi for those women who were not successful to this 
extent, that is, they were the few women who appeared to have succeeded 
on their own merits and achieved a position of gender parity as exposed 
by gdr rhetoric. they were held up as examples of gender equality under 
socialism, even if this was very far indeed from the real, lived reality of the 
vast number of women architects in this state.
on the other hand, the massive integration of women into working life as 
a whole – and especially when compared to western social systems – to a 
level of independence and equal self-confidence for the women developed 
a momentum of its own and should have sustained a permanent change 
in the social position of women. For female architects of the gdr, gender 
issues obviously were less pronounced than in nations of the western hemi-
sphere.34 nevertheless there appears to have been resistance on the part 
of women architects of the gdr towards assuming key positions, which 
were coveted by men, so as to avoid becoming entangled in social and po-
litical power relations. this could be interpreted as a strategy for attaining 
‘real socialist’ gender representation in architecture, and of emancipation 
from below, into another type of modern society,35 as part of a development 
of global cultures between diversity and hegemonization.36
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5.2.2 Women in hungarian Industrial architecture 
between 1945 and 1970

PÉter haba
Moholy-Nagy Müvészeti Egyetem, Hungary

abstract

emerging after the 1956 revolution, the reform-spirited Kádár system great-
ly accelerated the emancipation of hungarian women. beginning in 1960, 
the Kádár system replaced the rákosi dictatorship’s de-feminized ‘working 
woman’ ideal with new feminine roles. substantially more women profession-
als, including women engineers, appeared during hungary’s second wave 
of ‘socialist industrialization’. the authorities also de-stalinized the political 
sphere, restructured the economy, and promoted modernization. these ef-
forts focused on modernizing households and expanding industries for trade 
with other comecom countries. 
changes regarding the situation of women working for the Industrial building 
design company (IParterv), one of hungary’s largest state design offices, 
reflect these trends. under the rakosi’s dictatorship, hardly any women 
designed industrial buildings. yet after 1956, at a time when IParterv’s 
professional prestige grew, their numbers increased, often as leading archi-
tects of large projects. structural innovation and an optimistic investment 
boom resulted in spectacular buildings that were utilized as backdrops for 
the Kádár regime’s propaganda. they also attracted international attention. 
due to IParterv’s prestige, women employees had more support than 
those in other state design offices. It is hardly a coincidence that the first 
female winner of the ybl Prize, hungary’s most prestigious architectural 
award, was IParterv’s olga Mináry, and that she represented hungary 
at the 1967 uIa congress in Prague. however, Mináry’s success and that 
of women with similar careers reflect political efforts to demonstrate the 
system’s appreciation of women and highlight emancipation’s progress. this 
paper explores the following questions: did industrial architecture provide 
hungarian women architects with excellent opportunities because politicians 
found it expedient to connect IParterv’s performance with the efficacy of the 
“hungarian model” of socialism and new feminine ideals? did a personal or 
social commitment on the part of IParterv’s management bring about an 
increase in women employees? What factors typified the careers of women 
architects at IParterv?

keywords

Socialism, emancipation, Modernism, industry, Iparterv, hungary

browsing through hungarian journals on architecture from the 1950s and 
1960s, it is conspicuous that of all the architectural specializations, the 
number of women is the highest in industrial architecture. What could have 
been the appeal of industrial architecture, a markedly technical field, to 
hungarian women architects and structural designers at this early stage of 
the emancipation process? the reasons can only be discerned based on the 
study of policies towards women in the two decades under consideration. 
the following sections attempt a brief summary of this historical phenom-
ena, and provide some preliminary findings to assist future research.

the new situation of female enGineers in the rákosi dictatorship

the changes in women’s rights that took place in hungary in the second half 
of the 1940s opened up opportunities for women approaching those enjoyed 
by men. this new situation was attributable to both the emancipation process 
brought about by modernization as well as the ideology of state socialism.1 
Indeed, during the communist regime headed by Mátyás rákosi (1948-56), 
women’s politics were not intended to bring about gender equality but rather 
to respond to the sudden increase in the demand for labour linked to the gi-
gantic wave of industrialization that was triggered by the cold War armament 
programs throughout the eastern bloc.2

the mobilization of women, who represented a significant labour reserve, be-
gan in response to the extensive industrialization. Propaganda that supported 
the state socialist ideal of gender equality and which celebrated the soviet-
inspired model of a defeminised woman unwaveringly standing her ground in 
the nation’s economic production and dedicated to the ‘working community’3 
accompanied this change.
however, several factors impeded the emancipation of the female intelligen-
tsia. Women clearly had better opportunities to participate in higher education 
than in previous decades. however, discrimination was significant, and wom-
en were ‘marginalized’ by being placed only in the less prestigious colleges and 
universities. one exception to this was technical higher education, where the 
prestige of universities with engineering programs increased steadily as post-
war rebuilding, and later industrialization, commenced. although the propor-
tion of women students at technical universities remained low throughout the 
1950s, from the late 1940s, a sharp and steady increase can be detected.4 
In the early 1950s, a growing number of young women engineers were 
participating in the many design and construction projects necessary for 
industrialization. a contributory factor to this trend was the introduction of 
legislation aimed at encouraging the employment of qualified female labour.5 
although women’s presence in the engineering profession was greeted with 
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prejudice, women were gradually becoming ‘visible’ in the professional teams 
employed in the industrial companies and design offices.
older women engineers, who had learned their profession before the war 
and, owing to their exceptional expertise and/or because they were pro-
tégés of powerful political figures, had achieved a great deal both profes-
sionally and in positions of leadership, played an important role in the slow 
process of emancipation.6 although very few in number, they were looked 
upon as role models by the new generation of recently graduated women 
engineers. this seemed to be particularly the case for those professional 
women involved in the design and construction of industrial facilities.
such a special role was attributed in the rákosi era to johanna Wolf, a civil 
engineer and architect. she earned her degree in 1931 at the budapest 
technical university under extremely difficult circumstances for women. the 
peak period of her career began in 1947, when she was appointed chief 
engineer at one of hungary’s largest building companies.7 she played an im-
portant part in developing and introducing a special hungarian version of on-
site concrete pre-casting (mainly used in industrial construction projects).8 
using this technology, a number of buildings were erected in the 1950s 
with unique aesthetic and engineering qualities, which attracted widespread 
international recognition. johanna Wolf was also entrusted with the task 
of chief engineer supervising the construction group that built the iron- and 
steelworks in dunaújváros, the biggest industrial facility in hungary at the 
time.9 as johanna Wolf was associated with this project, which was crucial-
ly important for the new political powers, state propaganda soon ‘elevated’ 
her and referred to her as the embodiment of the ideal socialist woman who 
puts men to shame by her hard work. the experience that she acquired 
during this time in addition to her commitment to socialist industrial develop-
ment probably contributed to her being given the prominent position of chief 
engineer after the collapse of the rákosi regime. 
another emblematic woman in the hungarian engineering profession at this 
time is eszter Pécsi, a structural designer, who worked in industrial architec-
ture after 1945. In 1920, she was the first woman in hungary to obtain a 
degree in engineering and, from 1930, she ran her own architectural studio. 
the intellectual milieu created by the pioneers of hungarian modernist archi-
tecture shaped her professional identity.10 she also developed new structural 
systems and standardized plans for the reconstruction of factories that had 
been destroyed in the war, again researching the possible methods of con-
crete pre-casting.11 although in the first half of the 1950s she was chief en-
gineer at the architectural office of the Ministry of Metallurgical and Machine 
Industry, she had to leave the country in 1957 because of her social views, 
her contacts to hungarian social democrats and her personal connections 

to those involved in the events surrounding the 1956 uprising.12 clearly, jo-
hanna Wolf and eszter Pécsi were competent engineers who ably managed 
large-scale industrial development projects and were not simply the darlings of 
the communist system. nevertheless, their social, ideological and professional 
identities were quite dissimilar, and therefore the emerging female engineering 
community looked upon them as ‘pioneers’ or role models in different ways.
even though the proportion of women in this specialization only amounted 
to a few percent, the rising number of women engineers was reflected in 
the composition of the employees of government companies dealing with the 
architectural and technological design of industrial facilities. this is best exem-
plified by the Industrial building design company (Ipari Épülettervező Vállalat, 
IParterv), established in 1948-50 with a staff of over one thousand. Wom-
en appeared in 21 out of the 198 entries in the company’s catalogue of their 
most successful designs in 1951-2,13 with many of them being structural 
designers or mechanical engineers, and only a few architects. It is conspicu-
ous that female architects were few and far between in large-scale, complex 
industrial building projects where architectural-engineering creativity could un-
fold; women typically participated in projects of secondary importance. 
there might be various reasons for this situation. Many of the female archi-
tects were still young, at the beginning of their careers, and could not be 
entrusted with prestigious projects. In the meantime, due to the shortage 
of experts created by the large volume of building projects, in some cases 
young professionals were given the opportunity to design large-scale facilities 
(although these were mostly men).
clearly the intellectual-creative potential of women was exploited to an even 
lesser degree in industrial architectural development projects, as they were 
involved more in ‘auxiliary’ tasks. It is unclear to what extent the careers of 
young women engineers were hindered by ‘old knee jerk reactions’ and helped 
by the new labour policy. In any case, beginning in the early 1950s, some 
women architects who were just beginning their careers were able to oversee 
important projects. For example, in 1953, Katalin geszti, who earned her 
degree in 1949, designed large-scale complexes for several industrial plants. 
and after the events of 1956, Katalin geszti, like many of her colleagues, 
emigrated, but before that she participated in several architectural competi-
tions with major success.14 

state feminism and industrial architecture in the early 
kádár era

From the mid-1950s, at the same time as changes in the political and 
economic structures there was an ideological toning-down in hungary and, 
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prompted by the soviet model, social policies also underwent radical change. 
From 1957 onwards, attitudes towards women started to be affected sig-
nificantly, especially during the Kádár era. the previous regime was replaced 
by an authoritarian power structure, which concentrated on modernizing 
society and creating economic prosperity. those involved in academic and 
cultural pursuits were allowed a certain degree of autonomy and – albeit 
under strict political control – were able to adopt fresh western ideas.15

this liberalization profoundly impacted the process of women’s emancipa-
tion. new models emerged ever more frequently in the controlled public 
forums that considered gender roles and were more in line with the new 
approach to living than previous ones. so-called ‘state feminism’ – although 
still following the norms of the paternalistic family model – relaxed to some 
extent and the assertion of femininity and female identity became less and 
less of a political issue.16 technical universities continued to have a great 
appeal in the early Kádár era, and the proportion of female students also 
kept rising, slowly but steadily. this trend can be explained by the incentive 
provided by the new economic policy when the Kádár government decided to 
implement another comprehensive industrialization program.17

the extent to which the renewal program boosted the career opportunities 
of women pursuing a technical profession is reflected by the spectacular 
changes that took place at IParterv. From around 1960, an increasing 
number of female architects can be found among the company’s large-scale 
projects, and not only as supporting architects or structural engineers, 
but also among leading architects. Éva czuppon, for example, was given 
the task of making a unified architectural design for the complex structural 
system of the paper factory in dunaújváros. In several projects for agricul-
tural and industrial research institutes, Éva b. Mueller combined the formal 
characteristics of modernist architecture with details evocative of the ver-
nacular architectural idiom of the hungarian countryside. the pharmaceuti-
cal complex in gödöllő, designed by lászlóné edvi, was one of hungary’s 
most innovative facilities both architecturally and technologically. (Figure 1) 
gabriella Zeöke was responsible for the refined structural aesthetics and 
complex spatial structure of the halls of the debrecen roller bearing factory 
that were built using special concrete elements precast on-site. (Figure 2) 
rozália Márfai’s design for a manufacturing hall in lábatlan attracted atten-
tion due to its innovative and aesthetically pleasing steel structure. Finally, 
sára cs. juhász’s industrial warehouse designs are highly refined artistic 
compositions.
the above examples made ‘visible’ to the wider professional circle that at 
IParterv an increasing role was being played by creative female architects 
with a talent for making large-scale and autonomous designs. just as their 

male colleagues were doing, they were able to develop the architectural 
design for entire industrial plants, make crucial engineering-economic and 
artistic decisions and exert a defining influence on a company’s activities. 
It must be added, however, that even though their numbers rose signifi-
cantly, the majority of women architects continued to take part in large-scale 
projects only as ‘fellow architects.’ nevertheless, women structural design-

Figure 2. roller bearing Factory, debrecen, hungary. 1962. architect: gabriella Zeöke.
Source: Magyar Építőművészet, 13, n. 5 (1964) 44

Figure 1. Pharmaceutical complex, gödöllő, hungary. 1964-1967. architect: lászlóné 
edvi. Source: jenő szendrői (ed.), Magyar építészet 1945-70 (budapest: corvina, 1972), 
227.
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ers participated in the planning of complex industrial structures in strikingly 
large numbers.
thus, compared to the 1950s, the 1960s brought greater opportunities 
for women architects to develop their intellectual-creative potential. this 
can only be partly explained by the general improvement in the situation of 
women in hungary; the internal processes specific to IParterv might have 
also played a part. biographical data clearly shows that the first generation 
of female engineers, numbering hundreds of women, had ‘matured’ into 
professionals with sizeable experience by the late 1950s. equipped with pro-
fessional standing and inspired by the legacy of iconic figures of the 1950s 
(johanna Wolf, eszter Pécsi) the members of this generation of female 
engineers working at IParterv were able to represent their interests far 
more efficiently in the optimistic atmosphere of the early 1960s. a possible 
contributing factor might have been the vast size of this generation – when 
both men and women are included – from which a growing number of pro-
fessionals of similar age and stage in their careers  began to occupy leading 
positions at IParterv at this time.18 this influx of new, young professionals 
must have rejuvenated the prevailing professional atmosphere, enabling the 
company to open to the latest intellectual and social trends, including the 
process of emancipation.
For young and ambitious women engineers, IParterv represented good ca-
reer opportunities and was particularly appealing because of the company’s 
increasing prestige. due to their innovative structural systems and monu-
mental new industrial buildings, IParterv rose to the forefront of economic 
policy propaganda. IParterv soon gained the reputation of being the most 
open-minded hungarian company that was ready and willing to embrace 
new ideas and able to keep up with international trends, thus achieving the 
highest aesthetic quality and standard of implementation. the company’s 
expanding international professional ties and growing number of publications 
further enhanced this position. hence, IParterv became a symbol for the 
modernization of hungarian society, a process that was associated by many 
people with the new phenomena of women’s emancipation.
It was no coincidence that olga Mináry – the first ever woman to win 
the most important hungarian architectural award, the Miklós ybl Prize, 
awarded by the association of hungarian architects (Magyar Építőművészek 
Szövetsége, MÉsZ) – belonged to the staff of IParterv. she earned her 
degree in 1951 and after a brief period as a teacher she joined IParterv 
in 1955. she was known primarily for residential buildings, yet her ‘sachlich’ 
industrial structures were also highly influential. In addition, she designed 
the office building for the aluminium Industrial trust, a company of great 
symbolic significance in the Kádár era. she achieved a relatively high position 

in the corporate hierarchy: by 1968 she had become the head of a group 
consisting of 40 architects.19

olga Mináry was highly successful in the reorganization of the architectural 
profession and in developing its international relations: in the 1960s, she 
was on the only female member on the board of MÉsZ, and in 1967 she 
represented hungary at the uIa world congress in Prague with her lecture 
on the typological issues of industrial architecture.20 olga Mináry also used 
her professional and corporate position to improve the situation of women 
architects. In a surviving letter, dating from as 1986, she addressed the 
commission that was responsible for personal issues at MÉsZ requesting 
the revision of the decade-long discrimination in the employment rights of 
women architects.21

olga Mináry’s role in IParterv and the architectural profession suggests 
a peculiar duality. on the one hand, she was no longer a pioneer ‘in an 
exceptional position,’ like johanna Wolf and eszter Pécsi had been, and 
there were other female architects who designed significant buildings that 
matched the quality and scope of her own. on the other hand, olga Mináry 
openly expressed her commitment to women in architecture and industrial 
engineering and was able to assert herself effectively in professional circles. 
thus, she successfully embodied the ‘presence’ of a female expert in the 
hungarian architectural community. even though she was able to benefit 
from past achievements (prominent female models) and obviously received 
more support from her professional environment than her predecessors, in 
this regard she was a pioneer too.
In addition to her ambition and professional expertise, olga Mináry benefited 
from the recognition that hungarian industrial architecture was acquiring at 
the time. It is a fair assumption that in the case of IParterv, the greater 
emancipation of hungarian women architects and the innovative nature of 
the professional community may have triggered comparable changes within 
the company. since IParterv was one of the largest design organizations, 
it may well have served as a model for the rest of the hungarian architec-
tural scene.
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tozása a 20. századi Magyarországon (bu-
dapest: napvilág, 2005), 79-86.
3 schadt, ‘Feltörekvő’, 14-15.
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Magyar Építőművészet 24, n. 3 (1975), 
64.
11 about the related activity of eszter 
Pécsi: gerle györgy, “a nIK építkezései a 
hároméves tervben,” Új Építészet 1 (1948), 
14-15.
12 Mihály vargha, “Pécsi eszter és Fischer 
józsef,” Építészfórum 6, 2001. http://

epiteszforum.hu/pecsi-eszter-es-fischer-
jozsef
13 Ipari épületek tervkatalógusa, Ipari Épí-
tészeti Szemle 8 (1953).
14 jános bonta, A magyar építészet egy 
kortárs szemével 1945-1960 (budapest: 
terc, 2008), 167, 183-9.
15 jános M. rainer, “the sixties in hungary 
– some historical and political approaches” 
in Id. and györgy Péteri (eds.), Muddling 
Through in the Long 1960s: Ideas and Ev-
ery Day Life in High Politics and the Lower 
Classes of Communist Hungary (budapest/
trondheim: 1956 Institute, 2005), 4-26.
16 tibor valuch, Magyarország társadalom-
története a XX. század második felében (bu-
dapest: osiris, 2002), 313-7; tibor valuch, 
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5.2.3 Famous or Forgotten: Women architects in 
Communist Poland
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abstract

Few Polish women architects attracted widespread recognition during the in-
ter-war years. this situation improved in the People’s republic of Poland (Prl). 
although the pre-war feminist movement was not revived, communist authori-
ties needed qualified workers. they encouraged women to perform ‘male’ jobs 
and increased educational opportunities. Professional women soon became 
common. Whereas women perceived the ‘new’ professions as a means to 
acquire status, achieve social emancipation, and become independent, the 
political situation, economic difficulties, and the persistence of the traditional 
family model forced women architects to view practice as a means to make a 
living and not a creative undertaking. state-sponsored daycare relieved women 
of some parental duties, yet they remained responsible for the family and the 
home. official propaganda claimed that professional careers led to self-actu-
alization, yet the difficulties of everyday life hindered this goal. although half of 
the architecture students were women, few remained in practice.
a spirit of creative freedom was confined to the state-owned studios, which 
employed many women. some also worked in construction administration 
or education. nevertheless, halina skibniewska, hanna adamczewska-We-
jchert, Małgorzata handzelewicz-Wacławek and jadwiga grabowska-hawry-
lak emerged as important designers, professors and award recipients who 
influenced Polish architecture after World War II, although most started 
their careers before the war. For some, teaching provided professional 
independence and the opportunity to publish. books like helena syrkus’ 
Społeczne cele urbanizacji (The Social Objectives of Urbanization) or bożena 
Maliszowa’s Śródmieście. Wybrane zagadnienia planowania (The City Cen-
tre. Selected Urban Planning Problems) influenced a generation. Meanwhile, 
numerous anonymous women (educated mostly after 1945) labored in the 
state-owned studios and contributed to the period’s ambitious architectural 
and urban planning projects. Working in supporting roles, they rarely devel-
oped independent professional positions. this paper presents the achieve-
ments of women architects and demonstrates the relationship between their 
professional activities and the communist state’s socio-political methods.
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the contribution of women to the development of Polish architecture is 
indisputable, albeit insufficiently known or appreciated. until recently, the 
subject of women’s involvement in the public, political and economic life of 
the People’s republic of Poland1 (Prl) did not receive much attention from 
researchers,2 and questions regarding women’s participation in the built 
environment remained an ‘uncharted area.’ among the hundreds of women 
architects, only a small number achieved independence and renown. real 
autonomy and equality was very rare. the feminist movement did not really 
emerge in the Prl, nor was the pre-war tradition of the so-called ‘eman-
cipationists’ continued. communist authorities strove to secure as many 
qualified workers as possible to support the growing economy. during this 
period, women in professional careers became a standard as Poland ad-
opted the soviet model. Women were not limited to the family, and were to 
be involved in professional careers and public work. the authorities encour-
aged women to take up ‘male’ jobs and increased educational opportunities. 
Many women perceived the ‘new’ professions as a means to achieve higher 
status and social emancipation, and to become independent. however, the 
complicated political situation, the economic difficulties and persistence of 
the nuclear family model reduced most women architects’ work to a means 
of making a living instead of the realisation of their creativity and profes-
sional development.
 

daily life and professional activity

official propaganda proclaimed that professional careers would ensure self-
actualisation for women. however, considering the difficulties of everyday 
life under socialism, this was an illusion. Women remained responsible for 
their families, the household and childcare. consequently, many women 
viewed professional work as the source of additional income and not as an 
opportunity for self-actualisation. the Prl attempted to reconcile profes-
sional careers with motherhood by organising a network of nurseries and 
kindergartens. certainly, without these institutions the professional activities 
of many women would not have been possible. although the law guaran-
teed gender equality, it was standard practice to bypass women regarding 
promotion and to pay them less. Furthermore, there were no systems in 
place to diminish the disadvantage posed to their careers by childbearing.3 
Whereas research conducted in the 1980s showed that women’s profes-
sional activity had been growing since 1945, most women focused on mak-
ing an income and sidelined their career aspirations.
Women began studying architecture at the technical university in Warsaw 
in 1915, and some important women architects, began their careers in 

the 1920s. yet until 1945, a career in the construction sector was largely 
reserved for men. after 1945, the number of women who studied architec-
ture began growing. In the 1980s, half of the architecture students were 
usually women, but few remained in the profession following graduation. on 
the whole, as many as 70% of women of working age were professionally 
active (and even 77% in the white-collar sector),4 but only few of them were 
promoted. this was especially true for women architects. the reason for 
the increased professional activation of women was the greater demand 
for labour combined with everyday economic pressures. the latter resulted 
from the low remuneration levels that forced two people in a family to work 
to maintain a minimum standard of living. Widespread official propaganda 
in combination with social infrastructure (nurseries and kindergartens) sup-
ported this practice.
until 1983, nearly all architectural activity was concentrated in large, state-
run studios. Within these studios, the majority of employees were women.5 
In one of the largest, Miastoprojekt-Poznań, the share of women staff mem-
bers was 46%. however, most were employed in lower-ranking positions or 
as technical assistants.6 the situation was similar in other studios in Poland, 
where women were reduced to a cheap labour force with no opportunities 
for promotion7 and were seldom able to distinguish themselves. despite 
proclamations of gender equality, men held most managerial posts.

the renowned and the influential

nevertheless, a considerable number of women were involved in architec-
tural work. some of them were continuing careers that had been launched 
before World War II, but most of them graduated and began working after 
1945, including several figures, who greatly impacted Polish architecture. 
they became renowned designers, professors and award holders, albeit 
rarely winning the highest accolades (established in 1966, the prestigious 
honorary award of the Polish association of architects8 (sarP), has only 
been given to four women).9 
nevertheless, women architects attempted to improve everyday living con-
ditions in Poland.10 barbara brukalska,11 for example, initially worked with 
her architect husband, stanisław brukalski, on residential architecture. a 
graduate of the Warsaw university of technology, until 1939 she designed 
simple functional buildings with interesting artistic features, such as her 
own home and the Warsaw housing association12 (WsM) colony in Zoliborz 
district, Warsaw. after World War II, she worked independently, designing 
the okęcie housing estate and the dom Matysiaków retirement home in 
Warsaw in the 1960s. Perhaps owing to her leftist views, her colleague 



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

858 859

helena syrkus13 fared even better in the communist reality. also a graduate 
of the Warsaw university of technology, she was an architect and urban 
planner who was deeply devoted to socialism and felt her work in archi-
tecture and planning could improve the everyday living conditions. Prior to 
the war, she and her architect husband szymon syrkus contributed to the 
establishing of cIaM and participated in the 1933 conference in athens. In 
the 1930s, she manifested her leftist stance in a housing estate that she 
designed with her husband for the WsM. here the architects formulated 
the principles of a modern housing estate. the same principles were ap-
plied in one of the syrkuses’ major achievements, the WsM in Kolo estate in 
Warsaw, erected in the 1950s. helena syrkus advocated the industrialised 
building, prefabrication and the use of plastics. nonetheless, near the end 
of her life helena syrkus changed her mind and called for a more humanistic 
architecture, with different approaches and requiring different kinds of ma-
terials, and looked to a younger generation to carry this out.14

In the early 1960s, a new approach to urban planning emerged based on 
functionalism and the athens charter. a commitment to social equality led to 
attempts to solving the housing problem using industrialised building meth-
ods and prescriptive centralised action. laws specified the housing estate 
as the basic unit within a residential area. restrictions were also introduced 
on the kinds of amenities, green areas and the size of houses and attempts 
were even made to provide common toilet facilities for groups of families. 
In the misery of those times, sady Żoliborskie estate was groundbreaking 
for its sensitivity to both human scale and the needs of the prospective 
residents. Its author, halina skibniewska,15 organized the unpretentious five-
storey-high buildings on the site of a former allotment garden and situated 
a school, nursery and kindergarten on the outskirts of the neighbourhood. 
on the one hand, it referenced the ideal social housing estate and, on the 
other, it departed from the Wohnung für Existenzminimum concept. thus it 
displayed a flexible layout of flats interspersed with quiet spaces between the 
buildings. the project greatly impacted on modern housing standards in the 
following years. according to later commentators,

the success of Sady Żoliborskie was a result of its designer’s knowl-
edge as well as her social and architectural sensitivity. everybody liked 
the estate. varsovians were going there for walks or to show the place 
to people from other towns, whilst top-ranking officials invited formal 
visitors to see it.16 

halina skibniewska, an architect, urban planner and professor of the War-
saw university of technology, was also involved in parliamentary work as a 

Member of Parliament and, later, as the deputy Marshal of the Polish sejm. 
her architect colleagues held various opinions about her official contacts, 
but it must be stressed that during the martial law in Poland (1981-3), she 
used her position to help political prisoners and internees.17 halina skib-
niewska also pioneered accessibility issues and educated many architects, 
including women, who currently hold high-ranking positions. among them is 
Prof. ewa Kuryłowicz, an architect and co-owner of one of the largest design 
studios in Poland.
Polish women architects were rarely involved in large-scale urban projects. 
one exception was hanna adamczewska-Wejchert,18 an architect, urban 
planner and a teacher associated with the urban Planning Faculty at the 
Warsaw university of technology who collaborated with her husband, Kazim-
ierz Wejchert. she developed master plans for several dozen Polish towns 
destroyed during the war. In 1950, hanna adamczewska-Wejchert and Ka-
zimierz Wejchert won a competition for the construction of a new town, 
nowe tychy, in the upper silesian Industrial region. the town’s concept 
evolved from socialist realism aesthetics to attain modernist expression in 
the 1960s. the realised plan was an example of a modernist city rooted in 
the principles of the athens charter. Its clear spatial structure was based 
on several crystallising elements and two axes that constituted the major 
compositional features. With the construction of nowe tychy, hanna adam-
czewska-Wejchert gained recognition. In 1964, she and her husband were 
awarded a First degree state award (and in 1982, they were presented 
with the honorary award of the Polish association of architects). When 
she designed this new town, she split her time between Warsaw and nowe 
tychy. she worked in a newly established studio where many of the design-
ers were architect or architect and engineer couples.19 the Wejcherts’ 
associate, janusz a. Włodarczyk, made an interesting remark about the 
architect’s wife being a member of the creative team:

Madam Professor [adamczewska-Wejchert] became involved in sarP 
matters in the 1970s, when she held the position of deputy chair-
woman for creative Matters on the sarP board. this gained her 
greater autonomy and she was no longer merely the Professor’s [We-
jchert’s] right hand and gendarme.20 

these words clearly illustrate the difficulties faced by women architects, 
even by prominent ones, when they worked in collaboration with men.
In the progressing modernisation in Poland of the 1960s and 1970s, the 
role of women architects was far from easy. the socialist reality, dominat-
ed by men, rarely allowed women designers to take the initiative. jadwiga 
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grabowska-hawrylak21 was one of 
the few women who headed a de-
sign team in a state-owned studio. 
she worked at Miastoprojekt in 
Wrocław and designed buildings 
with boldly articulated facades in 
the 1960s and 1970s, includ-
ing the block of flats at Kołłątaja 
street and the dom naukowca 
building at grunwaldzki square. 
jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak sur-
prised the architectural milieu in 
Poland in the early 1970s when 
she built the commercial and resi-
dential complex at grunwaldzki 
square, in the centre of Wrocław 
(Figure 1). by creatively integrat-
ing prefabricated elements, she 
transformed the façades into a 
sculptural structure of interpen-
etrating curves that harmonised 
with the round windows of the 
pavilions and superstructures on 

the roofs.22 jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak expressed her specific views on 
architecture in the following words: 

In an age of industrialised technologies that inevitably increase stan-
dardisation, uniformity and anonymity, one should not cut back on 
seeking an individual, diversified and distinctive form for architecture 
– a human dwelling that is closer to earth and nature, a city which one 
feels nostalgia for but which has been lost somewhere in the pursuit 
of modernity.23 

such creative explorations marked jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak’s architec-
tural oeuvre and her teaching at the Wrocław university of technology. In 
1974, she was the first woman architect to receive the honorary award of 
the Polish association of architects.
some women architects, however, developed their own creative approaches 
marked by individuality and romanticism. an interesting, albeit forgotten fig-
ure is anna górska,24 who studied at the lviv Polytechnic and the Warsaw 
university of technology. hailing from an affluent and educated family, she 

Figure 1. residential and commercial complex 
at grunwaldzki square in Wrocław, designed by 
jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak. Source: photo 
ewelina jędrzejczak

returned to her hometown, Zakopane, just before the outbreak of World 
War II. here she designed beautifully situated shelters in the tatra Moun-
tains: on ornak, in chochołowska valley and the Five Polish lakes valley (Fig-
ure 2). her daughter has said that her work would consume her completely:
 

the construction of shelters in the tatras comprised the most beauti-
ful moments in her life. When they were being built, mother would 
always drag me to the mountains… she supervised the work all the 
time. she was very emotional about it because these were her life’s 
major achievement, because she loved the mountains.25 

such an independent approach was quite rare. usually women only assisted 
their male colleagues.

the unknown and the anonymous

Meanwhile, numerous groups of anonymous hard-working women architects 
(educated mostly after World War II) were members of nearly all the design 
teams at the state-owned studios. their laborious efforts contributed to the 
realisation of the massive and ambitious architectural and urban planning 
projects of the post war period. Working alongside their male colleagues, 

Figure 2. shelter on the turbacz, designed by anna górska, Source: photo Paweł opioła, 
http://pl.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plik:schronisko_PttK_na_turbaczu_a2.jPg
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they usually performed assisting roles that rarely enabled them to establish 
a strong position in this milieu. In an interview, jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak 
thus described the situation of women architects in Poland: 

… despite everything, this is still a profession in which men usually 
achieve, even though so many women study [architecture]. after-
wards, many of them are quite successful, as I can see, in opinion 
journalism and writing, whilst rarely emerging independently as actual 
architects. In the world, there is Zaha hadid and the japanese Ka-
zuyo sejima, but they are, actually, the exceptions that prove the rule. 
Women often appeared in spousal teams. here in Warsaw these were 
the brukalskis and the syrkuses, and in Wrocław the tarnawskis, the 
tawryczewskis and the Müllers, in those days, of course.26 

another leading woman who worked in a couple was Zofia hansen. she is 
usually referenced in the context of her husband, oskar hansen, an archi-
tect, painter and architecture theoretician. he created the concept of open 
Form and the continuous linear system and contributed to avant-garde art 
theory. oskar and Zofia hansen realised his theoretical ideas in a range of 
projects, for instance the słowackiego estate in lublin and the Przyczółek 
grochowski estate in Warsaw. he always acknowledged Zofia hansen as 
being the co-author, without whom the practical fulfilment of his concepts 
would have been impossible. although Zofia hansen always stood in the 
shadow of her husband, oskar hansen loyally commented about their col-
laboration. ‘First of all, an important observation: not “I designed” but “we 
designed”. I am talking about several co-designers, in particular… about my 
wife, the brilliant architect Zofia garlińska-hansen.’27 however, this does not 
change the fact that the prevailing attitudes put men in the foreground of de-
sign teams, while women were perceived of as only playing supporting roles.

publishinG

theoretical work comprised a major part of the work undertaken by women 
architects. Many renowned women architects were active in schools of ar-
chitecture, which enabled them to build independent positions and to publish 
widely. their books have become a permanent feature of Polish architectural 
literature. among these women, one should mention Izabella Wisłocka, an 
architect and a faculty member of the Warsaw university of technology, who 
wrote several books about modern architecture, for example Awangardowa 
Architektura Polska 1918-1939 and Dom i miasto jutra.28 likewise, there 
is helena syrkus, who was also involved in research and theoretical work. 

two of her books, Ku idei osiedla społecznego (1925-75) and Społeczne cele 
urbanizacji. Człowiek i środowisko29 made a great impact on architects who 
were educated after World War II. the latter publication, which is a collection 
of views on the formation of towns, familiarized Polish readers with West-
ern european urban planning ideas that were not widely known in Poland. 
other publications include hanna adamczewska-Wejchert’s Kształtowanie 
zespołów mieszkaniowych and Domy atrialne,30 or bożena Maliszowa’s book 
about urban planning, Śródmieście. Wybrane zagadnienia planowania.31.

summary

based on these examples, it is possible to formulate a relatively one-sided 
model of women architects’ success. Many of those who won acclaim and 
had successful careers formed creative teams with their husbands, also 
renowned architects. rarely did they reach independent professional suc-
cess.32 gender equality as propagated by the communist authorities was 
illusory. together with the civil rights movements, the wave of feminism 
that emerged in the usa and Western europe in 1968, did not reach Po-
land. More so it was depicted in the Polish media as a manifestation of the 
degeneration of western culture. gender awareness was not something 
commonly understood and it was usually suppressed behind the curtain of 
propaganda campaigns. despite the gender equality slogans propagated 
after 1945, communist authorities ultimately aimed to preserve traditional 
perceptions about the role of women. Perhaps the only way for women 
architects to be creative and autonomous was to work with men. Women 
worked just as hard as men, but had to dedicate much of their time to their 
families. the necessity of dealing with the unpredictability of everyday life in 
communist times consumed much of their energy and focus. this may be 
the reason why they usually put prominence and independence second.
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1 Polish: Polska Rzeczpospolita Ludowa.
2 the history of women was marginal to his-
torical research regarding the Prl. stud-
ies explaining the difficult communist times 
from a critical feminist perspective have 
only began emerging. one of the first books 
which focuses on women’s professional, po-
litical and public involvement at the time is 
Małgorzata Fidelis, Women, Communism 
and Industrialization in Postwar Poland (new 
york: cambridge university Press, 2010). 
another book which should be mentioned is 
ewa toniak, Olbrzymki: kobiety i socrealizm 
(‘giantesses: Women and socialist real-
ism’) (Kraków: Korporacja ha!art, 2008) 
about the position and role of women in 
the 1950s. other, more popular works 
include Życie artystek w PRL (‘the life of 
Women artists in the People’s republic of 
Poland’) (Warsaw: Wydawnictwo czerwone 
i czarne, 2013) and sławomir Koper, Ko-
biety władzy PRL (‘Women of Power in the 
People’s republic of Poland’) (Warszawa: 
Wydawnictwo czerwone i czarne, 2012).
3 roman Wieruszewski, “Prawa kobiet w 
Prl” (‘Womens’ rights in the People’s re-
public of Poland’), in elżbieta Konecka (ed.), 
Kobiety polskie (‘Polish Women’) (Warsaw: 
Książka i Wiedza, 1986), 228-9.
4 adam Kurzynowski, Aktywizacja zawodowa 
kobiet zamężnych w Polsce Ludowej. Geneza 
– czynniki rozwoju – perspektywy (‘the Pro-
fessional activation of Married Women in 
the People’s republic of Poland. genesis, 
growth Factors and Prospects’) (Warsaw: 
Książka i Wiedza, 1979), 29-33.

5 according to estimates (based on central 
statistical office and Polish association of 
architects data), there were approximately 
8500 women architects in Poland in 1975. 
“Zawód architekt. liczba członków sarP w 
oddziałach,” (‘Profession: architect. Mem-
bers in the Particular divisions of the Pol-
ish association of architects’) Architektura 
2 (1985).
6 not a single woman was head of a design 
team. see adam hahn (ed.), Miastopro-
jekt Poznań 1948-1969. 20 lat w służbie 
społeczeństwa (‘Miastoprojekt Poznań 
1948-1969. 20 years in Public service’) 
(Poznań: ZgMK, 1968).
7 danuta graniewska, Żłobki i przedszkola 
w PRL (‘nurseries and Kindergartens in the 
People’s republic of Poland’) (Warsaw: IW 
crZZ, 1971), 29-30.
8 Polish: Stowarzyszenie Architektów Pols-
kich.
9 the only women architects who this acco-
lade has been awarded to were halina skib-
niewska, hanna adamczewska-Wejchert, 
Małgorzata handzelewicz-Wacławek and 
jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak.
10 helena syrkus, “Ku budownictwu 
społecznemu mieszkań” (‘towards social 
housing construction’), in tadeusz barucki 
(ed.), Fragmenty stuletniej historii 1899-
1999. Relacje, wspomnienia, refleksje (‘a 
Fragment of a hundred years’ history. ac-
counts, reminiscences and reflections’) 
(Warsaw: Warsaw division of sarP, 2000), 
119-20.
11 barbara brukalska (born barbara 

sokołowska, 1899-1980) was an architect 
and architecture theoretician, a professor 
of the Warsaw university of technology and 
a member of group Praesens; she was 
married to architect stanisław brukalski.
12 Polish: Warzawska Spóldzielnia Miesz-
kaniowa.
13 helena syrkus (born helena eliasberg, 
1900-82) was a member of group Prae-
sens and cIaM and a professor of the 
Warsaw university of technology; she was 
married to architect szymon syrkus. the 
works of helena and szymon syrkus are de-
scribed by various authors, including józef 
Piłatowicz in “Poglądy heleny i szymona 

syrkusów na architekturę w latach 1925-
1956,” (‘helena and szymon syrkus’ views 
on architecture in the years 1925-1956’) 
Kwartalnik Historii Nauki i Techniki (‘science 
and technology Quarterly’) 3-4 (2009), 
123-64.
14 ‘architekt sam musi być optymistą. ro-
zmowa barbary Kalabińskiej z prof. heleną 
syrkus’ (‘architects themselves Must be 
optimists. barbara Kalabińska’s Interview 
with Professor helena syrkus’), Polityka 32 
(1980), 9.
15 halina skibniewska (born halina erentz, 
1921-2011) was an architect and urban 
planner, a member of Parliament and dep-
uty Marshal of the sejm of the People’s re-
public of Poland; she was a professor of the 
Warsaw university of technology; in 1978, 
she won the honorary award of the Polish 
association of architects in 1978; she was 
married to architect Zygmunt skibniewski.
16 jerzy s. Majewski, Spacerownik. 
Warszawa śladami PRL-u (‘a Walker’s 
guide. Following traces of the People’s 
republic of Poland in Warsaw’) (Warsaw: 
agora sa, 2010).
17 Konrad Kucza-Kuczyński, “dedykowane 
architektom-Kobietom” (‘dedicated to 
Women architects], Komunikat SARP [Pol-
ish association of architects communica-
tion’) 3 (2006), 6-8. 
18 hanna adamczewska-Wejchert (1920-
96) was an urban planner, architect, teach-
er and professor of the Warsaw university 

of technology; she was deputy chairwoman 
of the board of the association of Polish ar-
chitects; she was married to architect Ka-
zimierz Wejchert, with whom she won the 
honorary award of the Polish association of 
architects in 1982.
19 the architect couples who worked 
with hanna adamczewska-Wejchert were 
bożena and janusz a. Włodarczyk and Ma-
ria and andrzej czyżewski
20 janusz a.Włodarczyk, Pokochać Tychy? 
czyli Miasto od nowa (‘loving tychy, or the 
city anew’) (Katowice: Katowice school of 
technology, 2012), 144.
21 jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak (1920) 
is an architect, teacher, professor of the 
Wrocław university of technology and win-
ner of the honorary award of the Polish as-
sociation of architects in 1974; she was 
married to henryk hawrylak, an expert in 
mining machinery.
22 Michał Mateusz duda, Nagroda Hon-
orowa SARP ‘74 (‘the honorary award of 
the Polish association of architects ‘74’), 
2014. http://www.sztuka-architektury.pl/ 
index.php?Id_Page=1234.
23 t. Przemysław szafer, Współczesna ar-
chitektura polska (‘contemporary Polish ar-
chitecture’) (Warsaw: arkady, 1988), 89.
24 anna górska (born anna tołwińska, 
1914-2002) was an architect, artist and 
the co-creator of the so-called ‘Zakopane 
revival’ style.
25 anna górska’s daughter, ewa górska-
schumacher’s account, quoted from ag-
nieszka Kwiatkowska, Anna Górska - zawsze 
patrzyła po swojemu (‘anna górska always 
looked at things in her own Way’), 2013. 
onet, http://kultura.onet.pl/ ksiazki/
artykuly/anna-gorska-zawsze-patrzyla-po-
swojemu,1,5585254, artykul.html.
26 bartosz Kuprianowicz, Rozmowa z 
Jadwigą Grabowską-Hawrylak (część I) (‘In-
terview with jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak, 
Part 1’), 2013. http://kompozytorzy 
przestrzeni.blogspot.com/2013/05/roz-
mowa-z-jadwiga-grabowska-hawrylak.html. 
jadwiga grabowska-hawrylak mentions Ma-
ria and stefan Müller, whose work included 
the reconstruction of the market square in 
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jawor, and Maria and Igor tawryczewski, 
who designed the Kołłątaja and Gajowice es-
tates in Wrocław.
27 Quoted from Filip springer, Zaczyn. O 
Zofii i Oskarze Hansenach (‘From the germ. 
about Zofia and oskar hansen’) (Krakow/
Warsaw: Karakter, 2013), 103. In the 
book, the author recounts the hansens’ 
story and reveals the often difficult relation-
ship between them.
28 Izabella Wisłocka, Awangardowa Archi-
tektura Polska 1918-1939 (‘Polish avant-
garde architecture 1918-1939’) (Warsaw: 
arkady, 1968). Dom i miasto jutra (‘the 
house and city of tomorrow’) (Warsaw: 
arkady, 1971).
29 helena syrkus, Ku idei osiedla 
społecznego 1925-1975 (‘towards the 
concept of the social housing estate 
(1925-1975)’) (Warsaw: Państwowe 
Wydawnictwo naukowe, 1976). Społeczne 
cele urbanizacji. Człowiek i środowisko (‘the 
social objectives of urbanisation. Man and 
the environment’) (Warsaw: Państwowe 
Wydawnictwo naukowe, 1984). In 1955, 
h. syrkus was nominated a professor of the 
Faculty of architecture at the Warsaw uni-
versity of technology.
30 hanna adamczewska-Wejchert, 

Kształtowanie zespołów mieszkaniowych 
(‘the development of housing complexes’) 
(Warsaw: arkady, 1985). Domy atrialne 
(‘atrium houses’) (Warsaw: arkady, 1978). 
hanna adamczewska-Wejchert, Kazimi-
erz Wejchert, Małe miasta (‘small towns’) 
(Warsaw: arkady, 1985).
31 bożena Maliszowa, Śródmieście. 
Wybrane zagadnienia planowania (‘the 
downtown. selected Planning Questions’) 
(Warsaw: arkady, 1974). a chance for suc-
cess in both areas (theory and design) was 
a specific personal and professional situa-
tion which entailed collaborating with a pro-
fessionally active architect husband. Work-
ing in a spousal team made it possible to 
clearly divide responsibilities. also, it often 
happened that, after an intensive designing 
career, women decided to focus exclusively 
on research, a career path that gave them 
greater autonomy.
32 this, of course, was not always the 
case. an exception was, for instance, Iza-
bella Wisłocka, whose husband was an out-
standing conductor and composer, or jad-
wiga grabowska-hawrylak, whose husband 
was a professor and an expert in mining 
machinery construction.

5.2.4 Emancipated but Still accompanied

henrIeta MoravčíKovÁ
Slovenská akadémia vied, Slovak Republic

abstract

slovakia’s first architecture school opened in 1946, and the first slovak 
women architects, three graduates of this school, began working in 1950. 
In the 1950s, state ideology and the law guaranteed women equal rights. 
however, problems resulting from the nation’s poor economy and the hesita-
tion of slovak women, who had emancipation forced upon them by state pol-
icy, complicated women’s social status. Meanwhile, throughout the 1960s, 
other processes, including slovak emancipation, modernization and industri-
alization, combined with increased building production, the construction of 
national institutions, and the establishment of specialized planning institutes 
accelerated women’s entry into public life. 
although the building sector provided opportunities for women architects, 
their situation was far from easy. a woman on a building site could perform a 
laborer’s tasks but she was not expected to supervise construction. Women 
could move about only when accompanied by a man, such as a classmate, 
husband or superior officer. the situation in the state design offices was 
similar. strict professional discipline and the time-consuming nature of cre-
ative work combined with familial responsibilities placed enormous pressure 
on women architects. after a promising start, many left architecture and 
worked in supporting roles. In the 1960s, viera Mecková (1933-) and ol’ga 
ondreičková (1935-) managed to transcend these limitations. both were 
studio directors, designed important public buildings and received awards. 
Mecková worked in a regional centre that carried out state commissions 
and conceptual projects similar to the work of superstudio. When she was 
35 years old, ondreičková completed a structure for the World ski cham-
pionships in the high tatras, which insured her later success. this paper 
examines these women, their positions, the similarities and dissimilarities in 
their approaches to architecture, and their careers. It considers the situa-
tion of women architects in the former czechoslovakia and focuses on the 
strategies that they employed to gain recognition.

keywords

Women, architects, emancipation, Slovakia, design, recognition 
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It was only in 1946 that slovakia’s first school of architecture in bratislava 
opened its doors. until that date, no slovak woman had ever studied archi-
tecture. thus the first wave of female architects burst onto the scene half 
way through the century, in 1950; the first graduating class included four 
women. however, in the following years, the number of female graduates 
in architecture did not increase in proportion to the growing number of 
students at all slovak universities. even though no numerus clausus existed 
in the first decade of the school’s existence, the number of female students 
fluctuated between zero and thirteen.1 the ratio between male and female 
students only began to even out in the following decades. the first wave in 
the emancipation of women in the context of the profession of architecture, 
therefore, did not take place in the first half of the twentieth century, as 
occurred in several european countries, but only in the nineteen fifties. In 
slovakia, women architects earned their place in the profession over the 
course of decades, and even today they have not completely succeeded 
in righting the balance. despite the fact that the number of students in 
architecture schools now tilts slightly in favour of women, and that women 
have attained roughly equal status in the slovak chamber of architects, it 
is still for the most part male architects who achieve the higher positions 
and enjoy most significant roles. In fact, the only woman professor in the 
field of architecture was appointed in 2004, shortly before her retirement. 
the first woman dean of an architecture school was elected in 2010, and in 
2011 the chief architect of the capital city, bratislava, was, for the first time 
ever, a woman. this picture incidentally is not characteristic of the architec-
ture profession alone; it corresponds to the overall situation for women in 
managerial positions in slovakia.2

the marginalization of women in the architecture profession is also evident 
from the way in which women architects have perceived and continue to 
view their status. When in 1989 the editors of the slovak professional 
magazine Projekt prepared a special issue dedicated to the first women/
architects, several of them replied that they had no interest in discussing 
architecture ‘from a female perspective.’ nonetheless, the editors managed 
to compile data on the life and work of thirteen women. their presentation, 
however, revealed the continuing confusion around the understanding of 
‘woman’ in the context of architecture. biographical data did not include 
their dates of birth and, in the discussions, some referred to themselves in 
the masculine form (architect, creator) or in neutral terms (person). they 
distanced themselves from gender issues by explaining that they ‘have the 
right to evaluate their work in the same way the men do’3 they even saw the 
focus of a single magazine issue devoted to built work by women/architects 
‘not as its affirmation, but rather as its degradation.’4 Without exception, 

this magazine was dealing with those women who first appeared on the 
architecture scene at the end of the nineteen fifties and at the beginning 
of the nineteen sixties, and who managed to create autonomous works of 
architecture at this point in time.

the nineteen sixties: modernization and political, nationalist 
and Gender emancipation

In the czechoslovakia of 1948, ruled by the communist Party, both state 
ideology and legal measures guaranteed women equality. however, the true 
social and professional fulfilment of women ran into a host of problems 
related to the country’s economic situation, deeply embedded stereotypes 
as well as the prevailing attitudes of the majority of women, who often per-
ceived emancipation as a patronizing state policy. In the regions of Moravia 
and bohemia in the czechoslovak republic, emancipation movements had a 
solid tradition dating from the inter-war period, when many measures were 
enacted to support women‘s equality. slovakia always represented the more 
conservative part of the country, and emancipation movement only made 
modest inroads during the first half of the century. at this time slovak so-
ciety was inherently patriarchal and also influenced by fervent catholicism. 
For these reasons, female emancipation in slovakia was only able to take 
stronger steps forward in the post-war period, most emphatically in the 
1960s, when a number of emancipation processes culminated more or 
less simultaneously. these included the somewhat delayed process of mod-
ernization and industrialization, the distancing of czechoslovak politics from 
soviet power and the achievement of national emancipation for slovakia 
following the signing of the czechoslovak federative arrangement in 1969. 
at the same time, slovak society became more secularized, a phenomenon 
which had a direct effect on the process of women’s emancipation. It was 
precisely the parallel timing of these developments that influenced the suc-
cessful ascent of women not only into ‘constructive’ professions but also 
into positions as university-educated management and creative workers. 
all the aforementioned processes also directly impacted architecture. Mod-
ernization, industrialization, and national emancipation resulted in increased 
building production, the creation of national institutions, and the formation 
of special, state-run design offices. Increased demand for labour in the build-
ing trades opened up possibilities for women’s involvement as designers and 
architects. however, their position was far from straightforward. 
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workinG in desiGn offices

upon graduation from architecture school in 1952, Mária Krukovská began 
her design work at Stavoprojekt Bratislava. she remembers that almost the 
entire workforce came by to stare at her during her first few days at work.5 
Indeed, she was the first female architect to work for this enterprise. Kru-
kovská’s experience was confirmed by another pioneer, Irina Kedrová, who 
stated that

out of curiosity, the renowned male architects came to the quality 
commission, where a woman was presenting her work, to examine 
what such a creature would think up in an exclusively male branch and 
what such a creature actually looked like.6

at that time, women architects were beginning their careers in wholly male 
collectives, usually on the basis of a billet which determined their placement 
in a specific design institute. even though it was possible to avoid these as-
signments by a number of means, the conditions in the various institutes 
were basically interchangeable. the organization of work revolved around 
precisely defined working hours, including reporting to the workshops in 
the early hours of the morning, without regard to gender or position, even 
though women were still expected to look after their families. although pre-
school facilities and communal eating facilities existed, and household help 
was tacitly tolerated, the entire system principally operated under ‘a non-
understanding of the content of female emancipation’ wherein the woman’s 
new status was ‘subordinating’ rather than ‘liberating.’7

the situation on the building site was even more complicated. In accordance 
with communist ideology, a woman could theoretically perform the job of 
a labourer or site supervisor, but in reality it was assumed that she was 
incapable of managing construction work. this contradiction is revealed in 
a variety of accounts recalling how ‘a woman had to prove that she was up 
to competing with male architects.’8 several women architects agree that 
they won confrontations on the building site not only due to their convincing 
arguments, but also due to their courage or downright impudence.9

For women, it was easier to move in this environment when accompanied 
by a chaperon, such as a male colleague. It is noteworthy that almost all the 
female architects, who made a name for themselves in the profession, were 
the wives or life partners of male architects. these men probably had great-
er understanding for their partners’ professional ambitions. however, this 
was not always an advantage. double-career marriages were exceptions at 
that time, and the running of the household was generally subordinate to 
the man’s career. therefore the majority of professional women architects 

remained in the background. In the 
1960s, very few women were able 
to transcend this convention. their 
integration into the profession of 
architecture evolved into two basic 
types, which were conditioned by 
a woman architect’s work environ-
ment, her family background and, 
in particular, her personality.
the first type comprised of those 
women architects who naturally 
accepted the role of being ‘the 
second’. While they formed a sig-
nificant part of the work collective, 
they subordinated themselves to 
the authority of a strong masculine 
personality. deliberately or as a re-
sult of circumstances, they typified 
the woman architect during this dy-
namic time. as one critic observed, 
‘symbolically and factually women 
entered en masse the process of 
architectural creation, at the same 
time its scope expanded to include 
several objects that were unusual 
in the past, such as nurseries, 
dormitories, wedding halls, health 
facilities, services outlets...’.10 and 
in fact, Mária Krukovská, Štefánia 
Krumlová, gabriela cimmerman-

nová as well as lýdia titlová, Marta skočeková and several other women 
architects, designed a range of buildings for residential purposes, educa-
tion, and culture. they also often made a name for themselves through their 
involvement as members of professional organizations. at the same time, 
several of them formed couples with the male architects who worked along-
side them in the design offices. In their professional work the roles were di-
vided such that the men were responsible for the spatial and constructional 
aspects, while the women focused on the interior finishing touches.
a second, minority type is composed of women architects who established 
themselves as ‘the firsts.’ they worked in positions of head designers, de-
signing and building significant public structures, with their work gaining the 

Figure 1. alexander Mlynarčík and viera 
Mecková: Istroport, city on the danube river, 
1976. Source: viera Mecková, Architektúra, 
knižná väzba, šperk (bratislava: sas, 2003), 
39.
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highest professional acknowledgement. From that first generation of women 
architects in slovakia, viera Mecková and ol’ga ondreičková achieved this 
level of professional fulfilment. of interest is the fact that they both lived and 
worked together with their architect husbands while succeeding in carry-
ing out independent professional careers. their cooperation with their hus-
bands however worked in reverse order: the men looked after the interiors 
while the women undertook the constructions as a whole. both women mar-
ried during their time at university and, upon graduation, began to work in 
design offices where they were immediately assigned their first independent 
tasks. Further on, however, they developed their own individual professional 
careers and emancipation strategies.

the firsts

after completing her studies in bratislava, viera Mecková (1933) and her 
husband located to her native region of žilina, where in 1958 she joined the 
state design office, Stavoprojekt. her more significant contributions date 
from the beginning of the 1960s, when she and her husband were success-
ful in a number of architectural competitions. the first larger commissions, 
a culture centre in Púchov and a bank in liptovský Mikuláš, were built from 
1965 to 1970 according to her designs. at the beginning of the 1970s, 
her successful career continued with a series of large commissions for cul-

Figure 2. ol’ga ondrei čková: communications building, Štrbské Pleso, 1970. Source: ar-
chive of the department of architecture ustarch sav

tural centers, administrative buildings, a music conservatory and a house 
of mourning. From 1972, she also worked, in collaboration with the artist 
alexander Mlynarčík and the architect l’ubomír Kupkovi č, on an indepen-
dent project, Voies et aspects de lendemain (Ways and views of tomorrow). 
the utopian designs, straddling architecture and monumental fine art, de-
veloped in their spare time, corresponded with the contemporary european 
wave of visionary architecture represented by archigram, coop himmelblau 
and haus-rucker-co. (Figure 1) through this work Mecková became known 
in an international context. Paradoxically, she acquired her first, great pro-
fessional recognition for the building of the central committee of the com-
munist Party of slovakia in žilina, which she, a non-Party member, designed 
in 1984. here she brought her fondness for demanding surfaces to per-
fection; she covered the whole complex large building in a monochromatic 
ceramic façade with a distinctive texture. In 2003 viera Mecková, as the 
first and until now the only woman architect, was awarded the emil belluš 
Prize, the most significant professional award for lifetime achievement in 
architecture in slovakia.
ol’ga ondreičková (1935) began her working career in 1959 in an office 
which prepared construction documents for mining operations. In 1966, 
however, she managed to get transferred to Spojprojekt, where radio 
transmitters, communications buildings and post offices were designed. 
ondreičková, who had always been most interested in the constructional 
and operational side of a project, worked there for almost 40 years and de-
signed tens of buildings and radio transmitters. she embarked on her first 
major commission, the design for the communications building in Štrbské 
Pleso, in 1969. (Figure 2) at that time, the high tatras was preparing to 
host the classical ski disciplines World championships, to be held there in 
1970. accordingly, this was a prestigious and demanding assignment, re-
quiring space for postal operations, radio, amplification facilities and a trans-
mission tower. ondreičková not only completed the project in the course of 
three months, she also created highly functional and aesthetically pleasing 
architecture. the motif of the massive in fair-face concrete and the con-
trasting hung glass walls that she used here became a trademark of her 
later work. her master works, the post building in bratislava (1983) and 
the post building in Prague (1985) were further enhanced with another 
element, delicate aluminium and glass lamellas. It was this last-mentioned 
work which brought ol’ga ondreičková her greatest acknowledgement, the 
association of slovak architects award.
despite the fact that both these architects belonged to the elite of the pro-
fession, their success was never institutionalized; they were never appointed 
heads of studios or directors of design offices or chairs of professional orga-
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nizations. both however attribute the absence of such career culminations 
to their own lack of interest in these positions. It is debatable to what extent 
it all depended on the free decision of the architects and to what extent the 
legendary ‘glass ceiling expressing the invisible obstacles women run into in 
their professional advancement’ came into play.11

a further open question is the presence and readability of the female prin-
ciple in their work. the architectural works of both authors were to a large 
degree influenced by the restrictions of construction technologies, the lim-
ited selection of building materials, as well as the standardization and uni-
fication which impacted all areas of building in those times. In spite of this, 
we can discern in their creations a daringly strong gesture rather than light-
ness or softness. If we accept the precondition set by the czech feminist 
writer Mirek vodrážka that muliebris resides in ‘the movement of the lines 
whose trajectories are accentuated by a fold embracing the creative void’, 
then we could perhaps consider the motif of the entrance arms which are 
repeated in Mecková’s culture centres in dolný Kubín and dubnica, or the 
oval, egg-shaped and ringed  shapes of the visionary architecture as the 
expressions of her feminine creativity.12 the convex rounding of the façade 
of the communications building in Štrbske Pleso or the folds of the entrance 
façade of the bratislava post building could again reveal something of the 
female principle in the work of ol’ga ondreičková. however, both architects 
refuse such an interpretation of their works. It is in this case difficult to say 
whether they fear that ‘feminism will tarnish their architectonic career’ as 
debra coleman maintains on the basis of american experience, or whether 
they are ‘completely immune to such fears because as persons they must 
not reveal that they are women,’ as Mirek vodrážka assessed the situation 
in the czech republic.13 the basic question which everyone who engages in 
architecture in the czech and slovak environment asks themselves, whether 
it is at all possible and necessary to look on their creation from a gender 
standpoint, still remains unanswered.

1 among the first 65 graduates the women 
architects represent 6%. after 0% in 1951 
the number of women students increased 
to 11% in 1952 and even to 37% 1957, 
when 13 women graduated among 35 ar-
chitects.
2 according to research by the Focus 
centre for social and Marketing analysis, in 
l995 women made up only 28% of the total 
number of head and managing workers in 
large organizations and small businesses. 
Zora bútorová et al., Ona a on na Sloven-
sku. Ženský údel vo svetle verejnej mienky. 
(bratislava: Focus, l995).
3 Irina Kedrová, “Úvahy jednej zo skôr 
narodených architektiek,” Projekt 31, n. 2 
(1989), 3.
4 Ibidem.
5 Milan Moncol’, “o sínusoidách, rozhovor 
s architektkou Krukovskou,” Ibidem, 9.

6 the quality commission was a closed 
forum within the office where the projects 
delegated to individual architects within the 
design institute were discussed. Irina Ke-
drová, “Úvahy jednej zo skôr narodených 
architektiek,” Ibidem, 3.
7 Mirek vodrážka, “architektura a politika 
záhybu,” in jir̆í Ševčík and Monika Mitášová 
(eds.), Česká a slovenská architektura 
1971-2011 (Praha: vvP avu, 2014), 
485.
8 Milan Moncol’, “o sínusoidách,” 9.
9 according to the discussion with the ar-
chitect viera Mecková, 29 january 2014.
10 l’ubomír Mrňa, “vstúpili do dejín archi-
tektúry,” Projekt 31, n. 2 (1989), 2-3.
11 Mirek vodrážka, “architektura a politika 
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12 Ibidem, 488.
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5.2.5 Female Students of Jože Plečnik between 
tradition and Modernism
 

tIna PotočnIK
Raziskovalni inštitut za vizualno kulturo od 19. stoletja do sodobnosti, Slovenia 

abstract

after World War II, in the changed socio-political circumstances of the newly 
established socialist state of yugoslavia, in contrast to the pre-war period, 
almost exclusively female students studied under the leading slovene neo-
classicist architect jože Plečnik (1872-1957), who at that time still taught 
at the ljubljana Faculty of architecture. the present paper focuses on those 
women architects who were professionally active when the crucial period in 
slovene twentieth-century architecture began and reached its peak in the 
1960s. their professional position and the role of their work in the forma-
tion of the new socialist country and the new society will be discussed, 
with special regard to the following questions: how did Plečnik’s female 
students navigate between his architectural views (influenced/inspired by 
tradition), foreign influences and the needs and directions of a socialist 
state, such as solving the housing problem and building public facilities? 
Why did they, in the time of the socialist regime, study and work under 
Plečnik, known for his interlacing of architecture and religion? Were they 
because of their gender seen as less likely to succeed professionally and 
thus directed to him, since Plečnik’s work was not really appreciated at 
that time, or were they just not enticed by ideological conformity as some 
of their male colleagues were? Where did they find work after conclud-
ing their studies and on what kind of commissions? Furthermore, this pa-
per will shed light on professional as well as personal relationship between 
Plečnik and his female students. on the basis of archival research and 
interviews with Plečnik’s female students who are still alive the paper will 
deepen our understanding of the position of women architects in socialist  
europe. 

keywords

architects, women, socialism, Slovenia, Jože Plečnik

Women are only sporadically mentioned in the slovenian architectural-his-
torical compendiums. In one of the most essential overviews of the twenti-
eth century architecture, stane bernik mentions only two buildings designed 
by women architects.1 DOCOMOMO Slovenija_100 2 presenting 100 of the 
most important buildings of the twentieth century in slovenia, includes only 
two works by women architects. Furthermore, the work entitled 20. stoletje: 
arhitektura od moderne do sodobne (twentieth century: architecture from 
Modern to the contemporary),3 which deals with ‘the typical creations of past 
time, characteristic witnesses of space, mentality and architecture,’4 does 
not present any achievements by women architects. In addition, the rare 
presence of female architects in architectural-historical compendiums is lim-
ited mostly to the period after World War II, which coincides with the crucial 
shift of socio-political circumstances in the newly established socialist state of 
yugoslavia, of which slovenia was also a part at that time. 
thus research on the first slovenian women architects was launched in 2013 
in the frame of the rI19+ (research institute for visual culture from the nine-
teenth century to the present time in ljubljana, slovenia), in order to fill this 
gap in slovenian architectural historiography and deepen the understanding 
of the position of women architects in socialist europe. archival material is 
still being collected5 and analysed. consequently, this paper presents some of 
the conclusions of this ‘work in progress’, based on an analysis of the archival 
material and, what is of crucial importance, on interviews with some of the 
first slovenian women architects. 
In 1919 the university of ljubljana was founded, in the frame of which de-
partment of architecture was established at the technical Faculty in 1920, 
where Ivan vurnik and jože Plečnik played the leading role. the first woman 
to graduate with a degree in architecture, was dušana Šantel, who earned 
her degree in 1932 (in the seminar of Professor Ivan vurnik).6 before 
World War II there were only ten female students of architecture in slovenia 
(approximately 10% of all students). this paper focuses, however, on the 
women students of jože Plečnik (1872-1957), the leading slovenian neo-
classicist architect, in the immediate post-war years. these students found 
themselves in a special historical moment in slovenia. against the framework 
of the new socialist society, and due to the rise of post-war modernism and 
conceptions of new architecture, traditional approaches to architecture were 
fading out. this change culminated in the zenith of slovenian architectural 
creativity in the 1960s. 

female architects: ‘new’ society and new opportunities

similar to several countries in europe and beyond, also in yugoslavia both 



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

878 879

World Wars proved to be a turning point in both the improvement of wom-
en’s social status and in the breakdown of traditional gender segregation. 
during World War II women worked in a supporting role for the military, 
replaced male workforce at the ‘home front,’ and also actively engaged in 
the war effort in different ways. as barbara jancar mentions ‘official yu-
goslav sources set the total number of women involved on the side of the 
Partisans at 2 million.’7 Furthermore, women assumed the obligations and 
took on positions that were the domain of men in peacetime. after World 
War II yugoslav women gained the right to vote, and within the socialist 
society they were expected to educate themselves, work outside the home 
and participate in public and political life.8 beginning in 1945, the widely 
read bulletin of the Women’s antifascist Front of slovenia, Naša žena (‘our 
Woman’), explained and emphasized the newly acquired gender equality to 
its female readers. although slovenian political leaders did not approve of 
the rising feminist tendencies,9 addressing the so-called ‘female question’ 
was an important component of the new, equitable society and, as vida 
tomšič, a prominent slovenian politician noted, it contributed to solving the 
problem of the workers’ status: 

all questions that specifically concern women in the same way reveal 
the inappropriate status of most people of both genders in the society. 
thus, it is about including the aim to improve the status of women 
in the general tendency to gain a better status for the people in the 
society.10 

architecture played a crucial role in the creation of a new country and a new 
society. Women contributed to both this profession and nation building, too. 
after World War II, Plečnik,11 whose work was marked by an exceptional 
quality of realisation, an extraordinary level of originality and inventiveness in 
the use of historical, regional and local elements, still taught at the depart-
ment of architecture at the university of ljubljana. yet, in contrast to the 
pre-war period, more female than male students studied in his seminar. In 
the period from 1919 to 1943 there were only five female compared to 41 
male students in his seminar, yet, from 1944 to 1956, 22 female and only 
17 male students attended it. six female and five male students of Plečnik 
concluded their studies after his death.12 the question arises: considering 
there were more women studying in technical fields in the post-war period, 
why did female students prevail in Plečnik’s seminars after 1945?13 the 
research points to two answers. the first is that women were not success-
ful in acquiring places in other seminars, especially in the one directed by 
edvard ravnikar. as Zlata jeras Pohl has mentioned, many students desired 

to enrol in ravnikar’s seminar – she as well. ravnikar was a former Plečnik’s 
student, known as the most important slovenian architect of the second half 
of the twentieth century. In his seminar, both the needs of the new socialist 
state and the most contemporary architectural conceptions provided the 
framework for students to deal with architectural issues. 
the second answer involves Plečnik’s architectural pedagogy and the par-
ticular ‘attraction’ his position had for many women students. In the changed 
socio-political circumstances of the newly established socialist state, Plečnik, 
known for his interlacing of architecture and religion, was pushed to both 
the margins of the educational system and of society. on the occasion of his 
80th birthday and against the background of these conditions, he comment-
ed in a letter to a friend, anton suhadolc, dated 4 February 1952, that: 
‘die Tone sind verklungen, die Liechter ausgelöscht’ (‘the bells have rung, 
the lights have gone out’).14 henceforth Plečnik designed monuments (for 
example, those commemorating the national liberation struggle), several 
his commissions were from the church (adaptation of churches, furnishing 
for baptisteries and chapels etc.), which was then also marginalized in the 
society.15 In addition, the new generation of professors placed greater em-
phasis on contemporary architectural ideas, yet there was little possibility 
to participate in these international currents in Plečnik’s seminar. (Figures 
1 and 2) under his tutelage students were not dealing with the utilitarian 
architecture that was in the forefront in the seminars taught by edvard 
ravnikar and edvard Mihevc, another important architect of post-war mod-
ernism, as Plečnik was much more interested in architectural themes with 
symbolic meaning and creating monumental architecture.16 
socialist society’s proclaimed gender ‘equality’ notwithstanding, the main 
calling for women was still motherhood and the raising of the new genera-
tion. on the one hand, the prevalence of female students in Plečnik’s semi-
nar can perhaps be ascribed to the gender segregation, because female 
students were less effective in acquiring a place in the seminars taught by 
edvard ravnikar and edvard Mihevc. on the other hand, an observation 
made by alenka Kham Pičman should be considered, namely that female 
students actively chose Plečnik’s more contemplative, artistic environment, 
and rejected the ambitious, stressful seminars of ravnikar or Mihevc, who 
were acquiring all the major projects for the new socialist state, and work-
ing on them with their students. thus, the desire for a greater ‘artistic’ 
emphasis on the part of those female students who chose Plečnik should 
not be overlooked. as le corbusier noted, when taking on edvard ravnikar 
on in his studio, Plečnik’s students were excellent draftsmen. the research 
has shown that all of the women who were interviewed17 were either aware 
of their artistic abilities or wanted to enrol in the academy of Fine arts 
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in the first place, yet decided 
not to because of the poor 
professional prospects in the 
fine arts at that time. It is 
therefore possible that female 
(as well as male) students 
chose Plečnik because of his 
well-known ‘artistic’ percep-
tion of architecture and his 
traditional educational meth-
ods, which included a lot of 
drawing. several of Plečnik’s 
students later acquired a for-
mal education in the fine arts, 
such as the painters alenka 
Kham Pičman, Marija grafe-
nauer vogelnik, and vladimira 
bratuž, the latter of which is 
now known more for her work 
as a sculptor than as an archi-
tect. It seems that those who 
decided for Plečnik’s seminars 
were of a more artistic nature 
or at least were less opportu-
nistic and enticed by ideologi-
cal conformity than some of 
their male colleagues.
another interesting fact re-
veals itself when considering 
Plečnik’s students in regards 
to the first slovenian women 
architects. although informa-
tion about their backgrounds 
is not extensive, in a few in-
stances it does reveal that 
the situation is similar to the 
findings of svetic,18 who has 
investigated the first women 
architects in serbia, which 
was once a part of yugosla-
via. svetic concludes that the 

Figure 2. Milica detoni: the plan for prefabricated 
house. Source: city Museum of ljubljana, collection 
of jože Plečnik, identification number: eg0011407.

Figure 1. jakobina acceto: tuscan order. Source: 
city Museum of ljubljana, collection of jože Plečnik, 
identification number: eg0011416.

first women architects in serbia were either married to a more prominent 
architect or had a father, who was not necessarily an architect, but was 
certainly an ‘educated and respected citizen at a higher level of the then 
social scale’.19 the situation is similar in the case of Plečnik’s post-war wom-
en architecture students. Špela jurkovič valentinčič, for example, was the 
daughter of architect janez valentinčič, Plečnik’s assistant, and she had a 
successful career in the monument conservation field. Magda Fornazarič 
Kocmut, the spouse of architect Ivan Kocmut, was an employee in Komu-
naprojekt, one of the largest architecture offices in slovenia, and designed 
numerous utilitarian buildings. Marta ravnikar Ivanšek, the sister of edvard 
ravnikar, had an interesting career working in major slovenian architectural 
offices (Dom and Slovenijaprojekt), in architectural offices in stockholm and 
finally with her husband, France Ivanšek, also an architect, in their own of-
fice. Meanwhile, Mira ružič Kraigher was not married to an architect, but 
rather to one of the most important politicians of the time, boris Kraigher, 
the President of the executive council of the national assembly. until his 
death in 1967, she worked on the complex regional planning issues in the 
Kvarner region. thus, in spite of studying in a milieu influenced by tradition, 
religion (or as alenka Kham Pičman put it, by ‘cosmic sacrality’) and symboli-
cal monumentality, there were several women architects who were able to 
embrace contemporary foreign influences and have a successful career.  In 
doing so they designed housing and building public facilities to fulfil the archi-
tectural needs of the socialist state. 
besides these women architects, a few others should also be mentioned, 
although it cannot be determined at this time if they had a close relative 
who was either a male architect or had an influential position. these include 
Majda ner̆ima, who was the main architect of the town of Kamnik, and lidija 
Podbregar, who worked in major architecture companies (Slovenijaprojekt, 
Gradis, Giposs etc.) and created several utilitarian buildings (housing, of-
fices, and shopping centres). In addition to the interviews that have been 
conducted, these examples  do not support the assumption that women 
architects were not expected to have a successful professional career in 
architecture, and that women did not play an important role in twentieth 
century slovenian architecture. the interviews have revealed that if they had 
problems with their studies or in their career (especially at the beginning) 
those problems have to be ascribed not to the fact that they were female 
students, but rather to the fact that they were Plečnik’s students. the latter 
was clearly expressed in the interviews, and the question if those difficulties 
can be ascribed to the fact they were women was clearly negated. Kham 
Pičman and jurkovič valentinčič even stated that that students from other 
seminars and professors would make fun of them and other (also male) stu-
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dents from Plečnik’s seminar. Plečnik, tradition and religion were certainly 
not ‘fashionable’ at that revolutionary time and did not improve the chances 
of women who wanted to become architects in the new socialist state. Many 
of Plečnik’s students (although not exclusively) worked in fields of architec-
ture that might have appeared to be less significant (marginal) when com-
pared to other architectural tasks which were perceived as being crucial to 
the creation of a the socialist country: in design and especially in education 
in this field (Zlata vidmar Kališnik, Milena gerk jamšek, bogomila avčin 
Pogačnik, jakobina acetto, etc.), which was in an early stage in slovenia at 
this time; in monument conservation (staša blažic gjura, Špela valentinčič 
jurkovič, Zlata jeras Pohl, alenka lenarcic jeršek, nataša stupar Šumi 
etc.), which was traditionally associated with art history rather than archi-
tecture; or sacred architecture, which was marginalized due to the then 
political and ideological situation (erna tomšic).

a lack of notable women architects? 
nevertheless a number of Plečnik’s students20 became successful profes-
sionals, also in the previously mentioned fields of design, monument conser-
vation and sacred architecture. thus, the main problem seems not to be 
that no notable slovenian women architects existed, but that architectural 
historiography has ignored them, possibly also due to the still present posi-
tivism in the slovenian art history. thus, along with (opposite to the post-war 
years, in, again, changed socio-political situation) almost glorifying Plečnik 
and ravnikar, the forgotten women architects deserve just as much at-
tention and in-depth research as their male counterparts. only then can a 
relevant evaluation of the slovenian architecture of the twentieth century be 
complete. 

1 stane bernik, Slovenska arhitektura dvaj-
setega stoletja. Slovene architecture of the 
twentieth century (ljubljana: Mestna galeri-
ja, 2004).
2  nataša Koselj (ed.), DOCOMOMO Slo-
venija_100 (ljubljana: docomomo slovenija; 
ab, 2010).
3 damjana Prešeren (ed.), 20. stoletje: 
arhitektura od modern do sodobne (lju-
bljana: Zavod za varstvo kulturne dediščine 
slovenije, 2001).
4  gojko Zupan, “arhitektura dvajsetega 
stoletja,” in damjana Prešeren (ed.), 20. 
stoletje: arhitektura od modern do sodobne 
(ljubljana: Zavod za varstvo kulturne 
dediščine slovenije, 2001), 5.
5  of all in the here-discussed group of 
architects only the legacy of one female 
architect is presereved at the Museum of 
architecture and design in ljubljana. It is 
the legacy of gizela Šuklje, one of the five 
pre-war students of jože Pleˇcnik.
6  the archive of Faculty of architecture, 
university of ljubljana.
7  barbara jancar, “Women in the yugoslav 
national liberation Movement: an over-
view,” studies in comparative communism 
14, nn. 2-3 (1981), 144-64. barbara 
jancar-Webster, Women and Revolution in 
Yugoslavia 1941-1945 (denver, colorado: 
arden Press, 1990).
8  Martaverginella, Ženska obrobja. Vpis 
žensk v zgodovino Slovencev (ljubljana: del-
ta, 2006); Mateja jeraj, Slovenke na pre-
hodu v socializem (ljubljana: arhiv republike 
slovenije, 2005).

9  verginella, Ženska obrobja, 57.
10  vida tomšǐc, Ženska, delo, družina, 
družba (ljubljana: Komunist, 1978), 235.
11  Plečnik’s work, distributed between vi-
enna, Prague and ljubljana, ranges from 
monuments and buildings to major planning 
projects.
12  Marko Pozzetto, Plečnikova šola v Lju-
bljani (ljubljana: arhitekturni muzej, 1996), 
27.
13  before World War II there were only 
ten female students of architecture in slove-
nia (approximately 10% of all students). the 
archive of Faculty of architecture, university 
of ljubljana.
14  Peter Kreči č (ed.), Plečnik in jaz. 
Pisma Jožeta Plečnika Antonu Suhadolcu. 
Suhadolčevi spomini na Plečnika (trst: 
Založništvo tržaškega tiska, 1985), 127.
15  Peter Krečič, Jože Plečnik (ljubljana: 
dZs, 1992), 355-6.
16  Ibidem, 359. see also: damijan 
Prelovšek, Plečnikova sakralna umet-
nost (Koper: ognjišče, 1999); damijan 
Prelovšek, Josip Plečnik: an architect of 
Prague castle (Prague: Prague castle ad-
ministration, 1997).
17  alenka Kham Pičman, Zlata jeras Pohl 
and Špela valentinčič jurkovič were inter-
viewed in February 2014.
18  svetic, “building a room of one’s own: 
an Insight into the origins of Women ar-
chitects in serbia” (paper presented at the 
sixth annual Ias-sts conference, graz, aus-
tria, 24-25 May 2007). the discussion of 
svetic is based on linda nochlin’s theory 
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that female artists had artists for fathers or 
were in a relationship with more prominent 
architect. linda nochlin, “Why have there 
been no great Women artists?,” ARTnews 
69 (1971), 22-39, 67-71.
19  svetic, “building a room of one’s own,” 
6.
20  there is almost no data on some of 
Pleˇcnik’s female students, with the excep-

tion of the year of their birth and degree (for 
example Marjanca Kanc, Katarina grasseli, 
Marjeta Pirkmajer Kregar, Mira robič bo-
hinjec, sonja Mlakar Ivanc, nataša seršen, 
Majda novak bitenc, Mira lozej and Milica 
detoni). their sketches, drawings and plans 
from the time they were in the seminar of 
Pleˇcnik are preserved in city Museum of 
ljubljana (collection of jože Plečnik).

5.3 Missing histories: artistic 
dislocations of architecture in Socialist 
regimes

SESSION CHAIRS: 
srdjan jovanovIc WeIss
Columbia University, USA 
carMen PoPescu
Université Paris-Sorbonne, France

In both heavy and less rigid socialist regimes, architectural discourses were 
often the object of orchestrated tight control. Much design and comment 
on architectural thinking and production at the time followed a narrative that 
was approved – if not scripted – by the bureaucrats of ideology. however, in 
order to avoid control over architectural language in socialist regimes, the 
practice of architecture frequently found a new voice through semantics 
that veered away from the usual course of the discipline. a parallel approach 
that specifically addressed politics employed the appropriation of artistic me-
diums. art confronted unwritten rules in architectural discourse in a differ-
ent way, filling in the blanks with meaningful interpretations. various forms 
of visual arts – from videos, photography and performances, to fictionalized 
narratives used in movies and novels – allowed an introspection of crucial 
architectural issues which would have been difficult otherwise. even works 
which were considered at the time to be purely a reflection of propagandistic 
rhetoric (shostakovich’s cheriomushky, for example) raised questions about 
the limitations of the role that architecture could assume in socialist society. 
resituated in a different semantic realm by the artistic gaze, architectural 
discourse was not only distorted but also dislocated. this process of decon-
struction revealed architectural problems, allowing them to step into the 
public domain. art, therefore, not only questioned the nature and role of ar-
chitecture in those times, and the constraints shaping it, but also provided 
a space of (perhaps limited) freedom for debate.
We invite papers on art forms that challenged issues in architecture un-
der socialist regimes. We intend to extend the traditional limits of eastern 
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european regimes and include countries like china and cuba. We propose, 
at the same time, to extend the chronological frame and go beyond the 
fundamental moment of 1989, requesting papers that explore how the 
remains of socialist ideas of architecture are reciprocated by contemporary 
art practices engaged in recent history. how have art works, created before 
and after 1989 by both architects and artists, shaped a critical discourse 
on the architecture of the socialist regimes? What means were employed 
in this critical process?

5.3.1 Scene(s) for new heritage?

dubravKa seKulIć
ETH Zürich, Switzerland 

abstract

“scene for new heritage” is the title of a video trilogy by david Maljković, cro-
atian artist in whose work scenes from yugoslav modernism are featured 
prominently. the trilogy dislocates the famous partisan monument ‘Petrova 
gora’, the unfinished anti-fascist memorial complex authored by vojin bakić, 
into the future, as a place for new discovery for the future generations in 
the twenty-second century. similarly, aleksandra domanovic’s ‘Monument to 
revolution’ re-locates the anti-fascist monument of Ivan sabolic Bubanj to 
the new setting of Morocco, as part of a work commissioned for the fourth 
Marrakesh biennale. these are just two examples of the many artists’ proj-
ects that appeared in recent years that take the visual heritage of yugoslav 
socialism as a starting point for artistic work. anti-fascist memorials from 
the period especially became a continuous inspiration for artists, either as 
photographic objects, or as ready-mades. additionally, the new word, spo-
menik, meaning monument in serbian and croatian, was introduced in the 
interpretation and text in english, as a certain linguistic ready-made. In the 
paper “scene(s) for new heritage?” I will look more closely into how the 
contemporary artistic practice today takes anti-fascist yugoslav memorials 
as starting points for its work in order to analyze how their legacy is being 
interpreted, and whether this new reading can open a new way of under-
standing memorial production during the time of yugoslavia, and a way out 
of the current revisionist practices that have seen many of those monu-
ments destroyed, neglected or even reshaped. 
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5.3.2 radical Space for radical time: the Intersections 
of architecture and Performance art in Estonia,  
1986-91

IngrId ruudI
Eesti Kunstiakadeemia, Estonia 

abstract

the proposed talk will focus on the possibility of radical space in the intersec-
tion of architecture and performance art, and the search for analytical tools 
to tackle the critical architecture and art practices of 1986-1994, the ‘tran-
sition’ period that does not readily fit into existing interpretative models of 
either late socialist or democratic-neoliberalist reindependent state(s). the 
case is illustrated by group t – the first intentionally interdisciplinary group 
in estonia intitated by architects raoul Kurvitz and urmas Muru in the mid-
1980s, inviting artists, poets, musicians and a philosopher to collaborate 
on artistic production ranging from conceptual architecture to neoexpres-
sionist paintings, performances, and music events. the group’s creative 
inspiration was drawn from sources as diverse as bataille, nietzsche and 
freshly arrived poststructuralist theories on the one hand, and relations to 
the local alternative music scene on the other. the semi-violent mystical-rit-
ualistic performances – the events among group t’s activities that attracted 
the most public interest – have usually been interpreted as turning one’s 
back to social issues in the turbulent times. however, regarding these in 
interaction with their conceptual architecture and manifestoes, their artistic 
production reveals itself as utterly socially aware but displaying an idiosyn-
cratically critical position. group t’s impulse to go against the (physical) body 
is parallel with their going against the social body, as personified by architec-
ture, essentially a productive and thus controlling agent. this anarchism-in-
formed position does not comply with late socialism’s performative gestures 
as described by alexei yurchak, nor do they share the national romanticist 
sentiment of the 1990s. group t’s efforts at creating an alternative space 
reveal the antagonisms of the period between two social formations, at the 
same time questioning architecture itself.

keywords

1980s, Estonia, Socialism, performance, conceptual, drawings

In the context of artistic dislocations of architectural practice, the aim of 
this article is to bring to focus a lesser researched episode of estonian 
architecture and art history – the activities of group t (rühm t), an interdis-
ciplinary creative grouping active from 1986 until 1991. as a group with a 
wide range of creative output spanning from architecture projects and con-
ceptual architectural drawings to neo-expressionist paintings, spatial instal-
lations, performances, and music events, it offers a possibility to examine 
the relationship of performed space to architectural space. how can the 
understanding and conception of architecture and architectural space be 
informed by performance art practice, a completely different and seemingly 
discrete form of artistic production? the case of group t also brings out the 
problem of the social position of architecture at the very end of the 1980s 
and the beginning of 1990s – and, for that matter, the problem of address-
ing the position of any critical cultural practice during this in-between era. 
What might constitute a critical architecture at this point of time between 
the crumbling soviet power and the reinstatement of the longed-for indepen-
dence? We do not seem to have any readily applicable frameworks or mod-
els for that short but certainly crucial period of time. the interpretational 
frameworks of the period commonly termed ‘late soviet’, meaning 1970s 
and the first half of the 1980s, do not seem to be fully viable any more. 
neither can the practices in question be related to the fiercely neoliberalist 
social context of the 1990s when laissez-faire policies were considered the 
fastest way to improve the near catastrophic economic situation inherited 
from the soviet collapse, and regained independence fuelled nationalistic at-
titudes. this article certainly does not have a fully-fledged answer in a form 
of a comprehensive model, but the example of group t may be useful to 
pose some questions for further examination. 

Group t – a ‘curated’ affiliation

group t was formed at the initiative of two core members – raoul Kurvitz 
and urmas Muru, who had graduated as architects from the estonian state 
Institute of art at the beginning of 1980s. soviet planning policy meant that 
all graduates were assigned a workplace, in their case jobs widely consid-
ered as the least creative for an architect – respectively, at the estonian 
Industrial Project office (Kurvitz), and the estonian branch of tsentroso-
juzprojekt (Muru). both were large state designing offices specializing in 
infrastructure and industrial buildings. the design process was slow, the as-
signments – boiler houses, railroad infrastructure, electricity subplants, etc 
– highly preordained and restricted in nature, and more often than not the 
laborious design work did not lead even to an actual building but remained 
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on paper as evidence of five-year plan accomplished, its actual implementa-
tion postponed to an unforeseeable future.1 but the young architects had 
a different vision of architect’s role and scope before their eyes. after the 
pragmatism and rather technocratic official modernization policies of the 
1960s, the avant-garde generation of the following decade – the so-called 
tallinn school – had rebelled, establishing the role of architect not only as 
an intellectual but also as an artist with their exhibitions of conceptual ar-
chitecture and artworks, and polemical articles in the media. by 1981 they 
had managed to push through a small revolution in the institutional sphere 
as well with some of them being elected to the architects’ union board.2 
one of the leaders of the tallinn school, vilen Künnapu was of particularly 
important influence to young raoul Kurvitz, who had practiced as his assis-
tant during the studies, and later credited him as the one who had opened 
his eyes toward arts.3 
so after a couple of years of unimaginative office work, Kurvitz set out to 
form a grouping of his own. but the aim was to move beyond the realm of 
architecture, to form an interdisciplinary arts group for renewal of the whole 
sphere of visual culture. In this purpose he set out to consciously search 
for likeminded people from the other cultural fields, devising his role more 
or less as a curator of the group.4 the closest collaborator in this initial 
conceptualization was urmas Muru with whom he had already submitted a 
couple of competition entries during their architecture studies. the launch 
of group t was an outdoor exhibition in the back yard of adamson-eric Mu-
seum in the winter of 1986 with architects Peeter Pere and urmas Mikk, 
painter lilian Mosolainen, and poet Max harnoon (philosopher hasso Krull’s 
alter ego). the second exhibition a year later at the tammsaare Museum 
saw the group expanded to include musicians ariel lagle and Margo Kõlar, 
graphic artist anu Kalm, painters tiina tammetalu and valev sein, and the 
poet andres allan. For the third exhibition, painter ove büttner joined, and 
audio was produced by members of an indie rock band röövel Ööbik, formed 
in the same year of 1987 to achieve some noticeable if brief international 
recognition at the beginning of the 1990s. In the following years, group t 
came to be defined as a loose, fluctuating collective of creative individuals, 
occasionally stressing the openness of the membersip to the extent that any 
interested passer-by who had the will and ideas was welcomed to contribute 
to an ongoing performance.5 In practice however, while this could perhaps 
be true of the “guide to Intronomadism” exhibition of 1991, devised as a 
continuous two-week series of performances in the tallinn art hall, in most 
cases, the scenarios were quite prescribed and the activities self-contained 
enough to draw a clear line between participants and onlookers. neverthe-
less, over time the importance of paintings and installations as object-based 

art diminished and process-based works took centre stage, with painters 
receding from the activities, being replaced by actor Maria avdjushko, stage 
designer ene-liis semper, and photographer tarvo hanno varres. at the 
same time, the architect members continued their design practice, with 
raoul Kurvitz and urmas Muru winning the competition for tallinn fashion 
house in 1985 and completing the design in 1988.6 Kurvitz, Muru and Pere 
were also submitting proposals for numerous other design competitions, 
and advancing architectural drawing as a genre in its own right. at the very 
beginning of the 1990s the three formed a joint design office KMP, later to 
be reformed to architects Muru & Pere. 

performinG space, subvertinG places

the easy explanation for turning away from architecture and towards visual 
art and performance was surely the frustration with normal architectural 
practice, a desire to achieve a more instantaneous communication: Kur-
vitz claimed that architecture, under the circumstances, was an ineffective 
means of communicating ideas about space,7 and Muru has retrospectively 
admitted the same, stating that art was simply a swifter way towards self-
realization.8 but the essence of the ideas to be communicated was of no 
lesser importance. the central, recurring elements in group t’s perfor-
mances were often so overloaded with disparate and obscure citations and 
references as to be decidedly illegible, with violence and (self)destruction, 
and negation of possibility of meaning. this has mainly been interpreted 
from the point of view of the performer, the subject, relating the content to 
jungian subconscious, sadomasochism, feelings of guilt, and the like.9 yet 
this commonly held interpretation has overlooked the aspect of space and 
the performing subjects’ relationship to their location. roselee goldberg 
who collaborated with bernard tschumi in 1974-5 with the latter’s diploma 
unit at the architectural association,10 leading to an exhibition “space: a 
thousand Words” investigating the relationship of architecture and perfor-
mance art, has conceptualized ‘space as praxis’, claiming that spatially-
informed performance art enters simultaneously into physical and discursive 
relationships.11 the pieces of group t similarly had a very physical, sensual 
level – ‘the space of the nomad is rather sonorous and tactile than visual, 
that is why the exhibition consists of intensive events instead of objects,’ 
as hasso Krull explained12 – but they nevertheless engage in discourses 
informed by the chosen locations that tended to be culturally highly loaded. 

the very first exhibition, mounted literally in snow in the yard of the adam-
son-eric museum, was both the young rebels’ triumphant admission directly 
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to institutional premises as well as a violation of all normal conventions 
about exhibition-making and handling art – a markedly sadomasochistic in-
difference towards their own oeuvre but also latently violent towards the 
institution and its spatial premises. the second exhibition took a step fur-
ther: the home environment of the house-museum of tammsaare, author 
of some of the core novels of estonian national identity, was taken over 
by an industrial wasteland of rusted metal, found wood, and barbed wire. 
the opening performance involved running head-wise against the wall. the 
third exhibition took place at the indoor premises of song festival grounds. 
In 1988, the year of the ‘singing revolution,’13 the location could not have 
been more symbolic. Whereas the grounds of the song festival are a spatial 
setting that takes on its actual significance when the tens of thousands of 
singers gather under its canopy, in the opening performance of group t’s 
exhibition this normal usage was countered by a sole performer on the back 
side of the building, whose violin playing was, furthermore, disrupted by his 
suit suddenly catching fire. later the same year there was a performance 
event in the Writers’ union, in the so-called hall of the black ceiling – again 
a highly symbolically loaded location in terms of estonian intellectual culture 
since 1960s. In order to clash and short-circuit meaningful references, the 
event entitled “Meeting the black lady” referred to a painting of rené Mag-
ritte as well as to a local myth of a lady walled into the castle of haapsalu. 
but it again, once more, tried to undo the space, this time by complete 
blackout, whereas the performance effectively consisted of a chaotic aural 
mix of female screams and recitals in german and english, with four bright 
flashes of light meanwhile. 

blacking out the black ceiling hall found a parallel four years later when 
urmas Muru, acting as a curator of the second annual exhibition of the so-
ros centre for contemporary arts – significantly entitled non-existent art –, 
exhibited the main hall of the tallinn art hall as empty and painted in black. 
this may be read as the culmination of a series of interventions to this most 
important local art space designed by edgar johan Kuusik and anton soans 
in 1934 – a space that may be read as sacred both in its form – with an 
apse at the end of the main top-lit hall – and its position in local art world. 
two major performance events took place here – “a guide to Intronomad-
ism”, a nonstop performance programme lasting for two weeks in February 
1991, and “eleonora” in 1992, an event that involved also local and interna-
tional invited artists. the various performances included a number of violent 
acts towards the space, such as covering one floor in gritstone, to bury 
urmas Muru underneath it; piling up prefab industrial elements and starting 
a fire on top; dismounting the glass ceiling panels to enable descent from 

the ceiling; smashing some water-filled buckets to release the water; not to 
mention an accidental pickaxe hole in the wall.14 such direct architectural 
violence fits in with the overall scripts that could sometimes be read as ritu-
als of sacrifice and purging with a cathartic outcome but sometimes as a 
general losing of solid ground, disintegration of the structural, and overcom-
ing by the amorphous, meaningless, and discoordinated. the latter may be 
illustrated by one of the performances at the “eleonora” event, where firstly, 
in a darkened room with flashing lights two men were hurrying around with 
large orthogonal metal structures on wheels15 with no clearly discernible 
aim or direction, often colliding. then the whole floor space was taken over 
by large black plastic sheet, amorphously waving and somehow threatening. 
at the same time, urmas Muru was hanging on a rope from the ceiling, 
and hasso Krull was reciting verses from comte de lautréamont’s Les 
Chants de Maldoror.16 the pristine modernist temple of art was effectively 
conquered by a completely different configuration of time-space, conceptual-
ized in deleuzian terms as ‘a slippery space devoid of horizon, where heaven 
and earth merge into one endlessly continuous field, its folds full of air – an 
absolutely continuous, historically unarticulate interiority’.17

technodelic expressionism to counter neo-national romanticism

the performances were driven by discontent with physical architectural 
space in its rational articulation but they also worked on discursive level, 
against architecture as productive and symbolising agent. thus they ex-
pressed a certain criticism towards late soviet reality as well as towards the 
previous generation’s engaging yet nationalist-nostalgic resistant position. 
‘We express the sentiment of our generation – our attitude is rather cool 
and devoid of pathos,’ exclaimed Muru in one of the earliest interviews.18 
they called the dissent of the previous generation ‘fruitless’ and their ideals 
an imaginary ‘pure, bright, uncompromising realm of harmony that is thor-
oughly different than the actual world they are producing – a discrepancy 
that could only increase estrangement.’19 their “Manifesto for technodelic 
expressionism” – the name coined by merging ‘technology’ and ‘psychedelic’ 
–, published in the peak of the national awakening in 1988, shows both criti-
cism of local architectural tradition, and willingness to embrace the actual 
changing reality without any illusions, in all of its contemporary industrialist 
forms. they diagnose the local tradition as an outcome of the national sub-
conscious:

the indifferent and harsh nature that has conditioned the estonian 
temperament and biological code, has resulted in a static, inward-
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looking architecture. yet, this austerity is not our permanent feature: 
the same energy may be turned outwards instead, to unleash the 
stern movements.20

Instead they call for architecture that would express individual conscious-
ness, erotic passions, desires and hallucinations, at the same time juxta-
posing the subjectivity with awareness of the inevitable prevalence of the 
technological.21 

the architecture accompanying the manifesto took passionate and rather 
diverse forms. glorifying ‘space as a state of consciousness,’22 group t ar-
chitects preferred to present sketches and drawings instead of actual eleva-
tions, let alone plans or sections.23 the sketches of raoul Kurvitz but even 
more those of Peeter Pere demonstrate passion or rather rage against 
architecture comparable to the sentiments of some of their performances. 
Pere’s use of newspapers instead of tracing paper is a sign of banalizing the 
dignified profession as well as adding the level of urgent social issues of the 
turbulent times. the buildings are rendered in thick lines of black or colourful 
gouache, ignoring precision and making the forms practically illegible. the 
drawings of Muru are much more elaborate – dynamic technicist black build-
ings seem to be caught speeding through some inarticulate space-time. the 
lines are fine, calculated and cool, and the buildings seem thin, or somehow 
devoid of spatiality. these are not much more than empty shells belonging 
to a posthumanist era, and no wonder they have been described as memo-
ries,24 residue,25 or ruins.26 Muru has claimed growing unimportance of the 
actual properties of any architectural shell, conceiving architecture as pure 
facilitator of the action taking place in it27 – but it is hard to imagine any 
activities in these buildings. 

a critical attitude in times of radical indeterminacy

could this kind of radical, self-destructive architecture be interpreted as 
somehow characteristic of the era of radical social change, a moment be-
tween two societal formations? to be sure, this was by no means a main-
stream position. the expectations of the general public, and those of a 
significant part of the cultural sphere too, were fuelled by national senti-
ments,28 and a restitutive attitude aiming at reinstating the independent 
republic all together with its previous legislative order and social relation-
ships. the architectural mainstream took a decisive turn towards a sober, 
no-nonsense attitude, eager to build a new society – indeed, Mart Kalm 
has characterized it as the era of the ‘good practitioner.’29 still, whereas 

internationally deconstructivist impulses in architecture have been seen as 
elitist and self-referential stepping away of societal concerns,30 could it be 
that in late and post-socialist setting the similar impulses actually served a 
purpose, namely that of keeping the possibilities open and resisting a too 
swift and unproblematized change of gear from one ideological setting to 
another, no less clear-cut one? In most post-socialist countries, collapsing 
totalitarianism was swiftly replaced with nationalism as the new ‘ideological 
cement;’31 the peculiarity of estonia was the pairing of national sovereignity 
with radically liberal right-wing economy politics, presented as a combination 
so self-evident that one merged seamlessly into another.32 the in-between 
space of the two formations was deliberately diminished, out of a desire 
to overcome the transitional period of entropy as fast as possible. yet it is 
this in-between period that presents the greatest possibilities of negotiation 
and constitutes a true democracy, conceptualized by claude lefort as a 
radical emptiness, a space for constant negotiations where power belongs 
to no one. For lefort, democracy is instituted and sustained by the dissolu-
tion of the markers of certainty. 33 It inaugurates a history in which people 
experience a fundamental indeterminacy as to the basis of power, law and 
knowledge, and as to the basis of relations between self and other. this es-
sence of democracy as an empty space is clearly visible in the post-socialist 
transition34 although according to a number of commentators, this produc-
tive gap closed fairly quickly.35 In this light, the activities of group t, aimed 
at destabilizing architecture as a productive agent of power relations and 
symbolic order – architecture as an activity that in its ‘normal mode’ would 
tend to be rather orientated towards closing of this radical emptiness – can 
be read as sharp dialogue with its time. the artistic means employed cer-
tainly enabled a more intense, more effective, and at the same time more 
ambivalent critique than architectural production would have offered. but 
it also seems that the potential for interaction of artistic and architectural 
activities was not fully realized, the relationship was not fully conceptualized, 
and the two spheres informed each other indirectly. the decision to disband 
in 1991 may be seen as testifying to the core members’ diverging visions 
about fruitful strategies under the new, altered circumstances. raoul Kur-
vitz continued a career as solo artist, creating some of the most remarkable 
spatially-informed installative works of the 1990s. urmas Muru and Peeter 
Pere went on to pursue a ‘normal’ architecture practice, occasionally man-
aging to find clients with tastes unconventional enough for some critical and 
experimental projects in dwellings and public buildings. nevertheless, the 
practices of group t point out the necessity to address the cultural produc-
tion in-between two social formations in their own right, and problematize 
the conventional chronological division around the single year 1989. 



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

896 897

1 conversation with urmas Muru and 
Peeter Pere, 21 november 2012. 
2 see andres Kurg, “the turning point in 
1978. architects of the tallinn school and 
their late socialist public,” in Ines Weiz-
man (ed.), Architecture and the Paradox 
of Dissidence (london: taylor and Francis, 
2013), 19-32. For a comprehensive over-
view of the tallinn school, see andres Kurg 
and Mari laanemets (eds.), Environments, 
Projects, Concepts. Architects of the Tallinn 
School 1972-1985 (tallinn: Museum of es-
tonian architecture, 2008). 
3 Kärt hellerma, “Kunst on tunne,” Noorus 
10 (1988), 40-1.
4 raoul Kurvitz (tallinn: eesti Kunstimuu-
seum, 2013). video interview on dvd ac-
companying the catalogue.
5 conversation with raoul Kurvitz, 6 de-
cember 2012.
6 see Arhitektuurikroonika 1988 (tallinn: 
ehituse tuI, 1991), 86-7. 
7 Kärt hellerma, “Kunst on tunne”.
8 ants juske, “rühm t juubel Kunstimuu-
seumis,” Eesti Päevaleht, october 19, 
1996.
9 see hanno soans, “Peegel ja piits. Mina 
köidikud uuemas eesti kunstis,” Kunstitea-
duslikke uurimusi 10 (tallinn: eesti Kunstite-
adlaste Ühing, 2000) 309-53.
10 elena crippa and tom vandeputte, 
“space as Praxis,” Log 21 (2011).
11 roselee goldberg, “space as Praxis,” 
Studio International 190, n. 977, (1975). 
12 hasso Krull, “nomadistlikud rituaalid,” 
Eesti Ekspress, February 15, 1991. 

13 this term for the baltics’ non-violent up-
rising was coined by artist and activist heinz 
valk in an article published a week after the 
june 10-11 spontaneous mass night-sing-
ing demonstrations at the tallinn song Fes-
tival grounds, see heinz valk, “laulev revo-
lutsioon,” Sirp ja Vasar, june 17, 1988. 
14 conversation with urmas Muru and 
Peeter Pere, 21 november 2012.
15 actually, these were standard bread 
racks from the groceries – a creative reuse 
characteristic of the general deficit era. 
16 this nihilistic prose poem has been re-
peatedly used by the surrealists, and was 
also recited in jean-luc godard’s 1967. 
apocalyptic film le Week-end. 
17 hasso Krull, “nomadistlikud rituaalid.”
18 heie treier, “a. h. tammsaare ma-
jamuuseumis. Interview with raoul Kurvits 
and urmas Muru,” Sirp ja Vasar, 3 july 
1987.
19 urmas Muru, “rühm t,” Noorus 12 
(1987).
20 the manifesto was published in a leaflet 
Eesti ekspressionistlik arhitektuur 1985-
1988 (tallinn: rPI eesti tööstusprojekt, 
1988), unpaginated.
21 Ibidem.
22 Ibidem.
23 curiously enough, the same drawings, in 
spite of their near-illegibility, got presented 
as parts of official design documentation 
and were being published as such in issues 
of arhitektuurikroonika, an annual chronicle 
of projects waiting for implementation in the 
various state design offices.

24 urmas Muru, “Mälestused tunnetest,” 
Kunst 2 (1989), 22-3. 
25 Eesti ekspressionistlik arhitektuur.
26 hasso Krull, “androgüünsed varemed: 
tekst,” Vikerkaar 10 (1989), 35-40. 
27 vappu vabar, “urmas Muru. jutua-
jamine näituse “olematu kunst” kuraatori-
ga,” Kultuurileht, december 9, 1994.
28 It has been pointed out that the desire 
for national romanticist cultural production 
and nationalist narratives was stronger 
on the side of art and literature crticism 
than in actual artistic production, see jo-
hannes saar, “võistlevad maastikud: kultu-
uripanoraamide ja kontekstide vaheldumine 
1980. aastate kunstitekstides,” in andreas 
trossek and sirje helme (eds.), Kadunud 
kaheksakümnendad. The Lost Eighties 
(tallinn: Kaasaegse Kunsti eesti Keskus, 
2010), and epp annus, “Postmodernism. 
the cultural logic of late socialism,” in jo-
hannes angermüller, Katharina bunzmann, 
and christina rauch (eds.), Hybrid Spaces: 
Theory, Culture, Economy (hamburg: lit-
verlag, 2000), 25-36.
29 Mart Kalm, Eesti 20. sajandi arhitektu-
ur. Estonian 20th Century Architecture (tal-
linn: Prisma Prindi Kirjastus, 2001), 420.

30 Mary Mcleod, “architecture and Poli-
tics in the reagan era: From Postmodern-
ism to deconstructivism,” Assemblage 8 
(1989). 
31 aleš erjavec, Postmodernism and the 
Postsocialist Condition. Politicized Art Un-
der Late Socialism (university of california 
Press, 2003), 13. 
32 hasso Krull, “Mõõk merepõhjas. eesti 
poliitiline alateadvus,” Eesti Ekspress, sep-
tember 3, 1993. 
33 Martin Plot (ed), Claude Lefort: Thinker 
of the Political (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 
5. 
34 andrew arato, “lefort, the Philosopher 
of 1989,” Constellations 19, n. 1 (2012), 
23-9. 
35 In 1994, hasso Krull published an al-
legorical description of estonia as the land 
where breeding unicorns is no longer pos-
sible, see hasso Krull, “Ükssarvede lah-
kumine,” Eesti Ekspress, december 30, 
1994. lately, a radical cultural commenta-
tor anders härm has also claimed that esto-
nia was democratic only in 1988 – 91/92, 
see anders härm, “eesti oligarhia,” Eesti 
Päevaleht , november 30, 2012.
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5.3.3 appropriation, Commemoration, and resistance: 
a Shifting discourse on Political Space in Socialist China

yan geng
University of Connecticut, USA

abstract

this paper explores the construction of political discourse and its subse-
quent deconstruction in socialist china, through the practice of architecture 
as well as the different forms of visual arts that centered on architectural 
discourse. appropriating the previous imperial capital, Mao Zedong and the 
Party leaders engineered the reconstruction of beijing’s urban space into 
a revolutionary centre. tiananmen, the gate of the imperial city from the 
Qing dynasty (1644-1911), became a sacred monument to commemorate 
the birth of the communist china. In front of the gate, an open space was 
expanded to emulate its rival, red square, and to recreate china spatially. 
While celebrating the making of a new political centre, propagandistic art 
reformulated the architectural narrative in visual forms, addressing politics 
at the expense of distorting the actual site. after Mao’s death in 1976, the 
monumental architectural construction that was intended as a triumphant 
statement of the communist regime became a combat zone in the political 
life of the reform era: the Party insisted on its revolutionary legacy, while 
dissident intelligentsia challenged the ideological discourse through re-ap-
propriating the political space. their conceptual works activated possibilities 
for critical reflection upon the conventions and protocols inherent to the 
construction of china’s socialist life. Focusing on the interaction between 
architectural practice and visual representation, this paper underlines the 
hybridity of old and new architectural narratives as well as the shifting pro-
cess from formulating the revolutionary discourse to resisting its dominance 
in the public domain. 

keywords

tiananmen, Socialism, performance, people, citizenship

between 1995 and 2003, chinese artist ai Weiwei (born 1957) creat-
ed his Study of Perspective photograph series, one of which features ai’s 
middle finger directed at the beijing’s landmark of tiananmen.1 tiananmen, 
which literally means ‘gate of heavenly Peace’, had been the main entrance 
to the imperial city during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) and was trans-
formed into a sacred site of socialist china after 1949. For his picture, ai 
Weiwei did not stand directly opposite the gate but to the west of tianan-
men square, indicating a position on the side of the great hall of the People, 
home of the national People’s congress. the picture focuses on his pro-
vocative hand gesture, forming a dramatic contrast to the once formidable 
gate with the obscured portrait of Mao Zedong. ai Weiwei’s gesture is more 
directly expressed in the chinese title of his work, ‘Wo gan Beijing Tianan-
men’ (I fuck beijing tiananmen). those familiar with the cultural revolution 
(1966-76) easily recognize this title as a parody of the popular song ‘Wo ai 
Beijing Tiananmen’ (I love beijing tiananmen)” that schoolchildren performed 
as part of their daily ritual embracing the cult of Mao.
Illustrating a powerful statement that challenges the official political dis-
course, ai Weiwei’s black-and-white re-presentation of tiananmen also 
stands in telling contrast to its once awe-inspiring image as an imperial gate 
and subsequently a communist icon. In his sixteenth-century painting The 
Forbidden City, Zhu bang portrayed tiananmen amid a mysterious cloud 
with a pair of ornamental pillars (huabiao) and made it the most prominent 
among a series of gates that mediated the transition from the sacred em-
peror’s court to the mundane space of his subjects. In contrast, to glorify 
china’s socialist revolution, sun Zixi’s 1964 painting In Front of Tiananmen 
isolates the gate from the imperial complex and turns it into a stage, with 
joyful people posing in front of Mao’s giant portrait. 
this paper begins with a set of simple questions elicited in the juxtaposition 
of the works of Zhu bang, sun Zixi, and ai Weiwei. how was a historical 
site appropriated for different political discourses? What made it possible 
to redefine the political character of that material environment? how did 
the artistic intervention shape the public expression of architectural space? 
Focusing on beijing’s history after 1949, this paper recognizes the connec-
tion between architectural practices and various forms of visual arts and 
explores the construction and subsequent deconstruction of political dis-
course in socialist china. It argues that embedded in the converging artistic 
practices is a critical change in the discourse, from one centered on people 
to one centered on citizenship. 
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appropriation: makinG socialist space 
soon after the communists took over beijing in early 1949, an urban plan-
ning committee was established in charge of the reconstruction of the old 
imperial capital.2 led by the major and vice major, the committee also in-
vited architects, including american-trained liang sicheng, to participate in 
redesigning beijing. emphasizing the city as china’s new cultural and political 
center, the committee proposed to preserve its historical sites and build a 
new urban center in beijing’s western suburbs.3 however, this plan was later 
rejected; the Party decided to appropriate tiananmen for the new revolu-
tionary center and build its headquarters in Zhongnanhai (central and south 
sea), part of the former imperial garden xiyuan (West garden). 

the Party’s final decision was influenced in part by its soviet advisers, who 
arrived in beijing in the early 1950s and suggested the city be modeled 
on Moscow.4 chen gan, the chief architect of beijing’s Municipal Institute 
of urban Planning, also found justification for the decision in Friedrich en-
gels’s discussion of the significance of zero in his Dialectics of Nature. chen 
argued, ‘everything in the city will have to divorce itself from the old zero 
and align itself with the new zero. to be sure, at the very moment when 
the national flag rose in tiananmen square for the first time, history had 
determined that this locale should be the center of the capital of new china, 
and had predicted beijing’s subsequent transformation and its rise in asia.’ 5 
tiananmen square has certainly become the most significant political center 
in china since 1949, and the government paid close attention to the archi-
tectural reconstruction of the place.6 however, the communists were not 
the first regime that appropriated the historical site. after the fall of the Qing 
dynasty in 1911, the republican government had taken Zhongnanhai as the 
Presidential Palace and the state council before moving the governmental 
seat south to nanjing. yuan shikai, the republican President, had reviewed 
military parades on top of tiananmen, and later the portraits of sun yat-sen 
and chiang Kai-shek had been displayed on the gate. after taking control 
of the city, the communist authority attached Mao’s portrait to the gate 
and staged parades on national day. the historical site was charged with 
socialist ideology through architectural reconstruction and renewed spatial 
practices. 

mise-en-scène: political ideoloGy and the representation 
of historical site

apart from appropriating the old imperial capital for its own political cen-
ter, the communist government also commissioned artists to register the 
transition of this politically charged site. these propagandistic works often 

deviated from topographical accuracy to highlight the political change. sun 
Zixi’s painting In Front of tiananmen, mentioned in the beginning of the es-
say, deliberately omits the ornamental pillars but adds a pair of streetlights 
to demonstrate the modern transformation of the site. another example 
is dong xiwen’s the Founding of the nation, originally produced between 
1952 and 1953, to commemorate the founding ceremony of the People’s 
republic of china (Prc).7 taking as its viewpoint the top of tiananmen gate, 
dong’s painting removes a column from the balcony the better to place 
Mao’s authority center stage.
though architecturally inaccurate, dong xiwen’s painting reveals the com-
munist Party’s observance of political convention and its reconfiguration of 
the former imperial space. his depiction of Mao reading the announcement 
from the Prc’s central government recalls the issuing of the emperor’s 
edict and evokes the aura of centuries-old imperial power.8 during the Ming 
and Qing dynasties, the grandest of all ceremonies held on tiananmen was 
the issuing of imperial edicts when a new emperor was enthroned or a royal 
heir born.9 as illustrated in a woodblock print from 1802, an imperial envoy 
would first read the edict aloud on tiananmen’s balcony, and after officials 
and commoners kowtowed nine times in response, the imperial document 
would then be lowered in the mouth of a gilded phoenix to a cloud tray, to be 
brought to the Ministry of rites for its announcement to the entire country. 
coincidentally, in an interview with the artist about his painting The Founding 
of the Nation, dong xiwen said that it was not sunny on 1 october 1949, 
but he still filled his canvas with auspicious blue sky and fair-weather clouds.
despite its allusions to imperial ritual, dong’s painting of the ceremony 
founding communist china also demonstrates significant changes from an-
cient rites. Instead of including the golden phoenix and cloud tray as ritual 
agents, dong’s work represents Mao directly, situating him in the center of 
the composition and turning the public square in front of the gate into the 
architecturally bounded theatre of his speech.10

Focusing as it does on the political leaders on the balcony, dong xiwen’s rep-
resentation is rather exceptional. Many paintings, such as gu Qun’s 1950 
new year’s Picture Celebration of the Founding of the People’s Republic of 
China (Figure 1), represent this event from a standpoint on the square.11 
highlighting the people’s support for the new communist regime, gu Qun 
shifts attention to the crowd that is anonymous and obscured in dong’s 
painting and shows in the foreground the commoners cheering and gather-
ing around the new national flag. Indeed, the performance of such political 
ceremony acquires its real power ‘only in relationship to the audience.’12 the 
audience of Mao’s speech and the subsequent military parade constitutes a 
public assembly that reorganizes the ancient imperial architecture. as ju-
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dith butler writes, ‘space and location are created through plural action.’13 
It was not only Mao but also his audience that played a pivotal role in recon-
figuring the political space.
representing mass gathering on the square, gu Qun’s new year’s Picture 
illustrates the political term ‘people,’ a key concept for the newly founded 
socialist china. the constitution stipulates in explicit terms that all powers 
in the Prc belong to the people, who exercise state power in a unified way 
through the organs of the national People’s congress and the local people’s 
congress at various levels. 14 no longer bowing from afar, as Zhu bang had 
depicted earlier, the crowd in front of the tiananmen gate in gu Qun’s work 
as well as later sun Zixi’s later painting In Front of tiananmen is still imper-
sonal and conceptual. they are stereotyped individuals who serve as index 
of larger social categories and enact the mass support for Mao’s power. 
they collectively illustrate the ‘People-as-one,’ a constructed social body that 
claude lefort considers the foundation of totalitarianism.15

Figure 1. gu Qun, Celebration of the Founding of the People’s Republic of China, 1950, 
new year’s Picture. Source: Zhonghua quanguo meishu gongzuozhe xiehui (ed.), Xinnianhua 
xuanji (selected collection of new years Print) (beijing: rongbaozhai, 1950).

art and the politics of space: from renmin (people) 
to gongmin (citizen)
While the ritual of issuing imperial edicts and the ceremony of founding 
communist china exemplify the performance of political power, the protests 
and demonstrations that also took place in front of the tiananmen gate re-
veal the conflicting engagement with the same location, reflecting the power 
of performance through public assembly. the open space in front of the gate 
had become a prime site for public gathering and demonstration before 
1949, most famously in the May Fourth Movement of 1919. angered by 
the verdict of the versailles Peace conference after the First World War, lib-
eral intellectuals from beijing’s colleges organized the public protest, which 
then spread throughout the country. this event was later recognized as a 
landmark in Mao’s vision of china’s revolutionary history, a shift from the 
old democratic revolution of the world bourgeoisie to the new democratic 
revolution of the world proletariat.16 on the Monument of People’s heroes 
erected on the central axis of tiananmen square, one relief on the lower 
plinth was dedicated to the May Fourth Movement.17 
the marble relief of the May Fourth Movement was created by a group 
of artists headed by the French-trained sculptor hua tianyou.18 although 
it focuses on the protesters in front of the gate, the individual figures are 
again impersonal and artificially constructed to stand for a collective body 
of people.19 the relief takes as its backdrop the old imperial gate and an or-
namental pillar that signifies the communication between the human world 
and the divine power.20 In its original design, the tiananmen gate appears 
in the center right of the background, and an ornamental pillar serves as 
the stage on which a young man and woman stand to lead the protest. In a 
later design, the tiananmen gate moves to the left border of the frame. one 
pillar is excluded from the composition and the other moved backward to 
the right side. standing on a stool instead, only the young man remains at 
the center of the attention among the assembled people, while the woman 
descends among them, distributing leaflets.21 through the fragmentation of 
tiananmen and the pillar, the revision indicates the political intention to de-
construct the imperial architecture as well as to disentangle the interaction 
between the imperial site and the revolutionary act of the people. 
different from the May Fourth Movement canonized in official communist 
history, the tiananmen square protest of 1989 remains a highly sensi-
tive subject for the communist regime. contemporary chinese artist yang 
jiechang created a giant ink painting of the event without representing a 
single protester (Figure 2). Instead, yang made a sketch of the space along 
with short captions. he painted the tiananmen gate without a balcony in the 
upper center of the composition, indicating the monument below through 
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the characters Renmin jinianbei (People’s Monument) within three concen-
tric circles. on the left edge of the painting is an arrow, above which the 
artist has written ‘bullets coming from the west;’ in the upper right corner 
another arrow shows the direction in which the artist escaped. the artist’s 
personal experience of the protest animates this maplike depiction of the po-
litical space and creates a powerful statement that challenges the chinese 
official account of the event. 
both the May Fourth Movement and the 1989 protest were staged in front 
of tiananmen, rivaling the show of political power at the same site. yet hua 
tianyou’s relief and yang jiechang’s painting registered the demonstrations 
in opposite ways: the relief, focusing on the protesters, uses the May Fourth 
Movement to legitimize the communist regime, while yang’s painting, show-
ing no images of protesters, calls the regime’s legitimacy into question. the 
political space is reconfigured through the performance of demonstration 
and also rearticulated through the representation of the public assembly.
yang jiechang’s painting represents a new direction of contemporary chi-
nese art during the post-Mao era that has developed outside the framework 
of official art and revisited china’s socialist past.22 rather than representing 
the collective body of ‘the people,’ artists act as citizens, claiming their right 
to oppose the institutionalized discourse determined by the state.23 their 
experimental works of art have reframed the political space and registered 
alternative voices.

the transformation of political space in socialist china, then, is manifested 
not only in architectural reconstruction but also in the performance of po-

Figure 2. yang jiechang, Massacre, 2012, ink and acrylic on paper, 245 x 495 cm. 
Source: courtesy of the artist.

litical power, the collective action of public assembly, and artists’ individual 
projects that represent and engage the process of spatial reconfiguration. 
the communist regime appropriated the historical site and associated ritual 
practice to claim its authority, while contemporary chinese avant-garde art-
ists used the public space to reflect critically upon the conventions and pro-
tocols inherent in the construction of china’s socialist life. Focusing on the 
interaction between space and visual representation, this study is the first 
step in a larger project on chinese socialist art and architecture that under-
lines the hybridity of old and new architectural narratives as well as the shift 
from formulating revolutionary discourse to resisting it in the public domain. 

1 the title here follows that in the collec-
tion of the Museum of the Modern art, 
new york. In other places the picture is 
called study of Perspective – Forbidden city, 
which creates greater ambivalence of the 
image. Meridian gate, or wumen, is the 
formal entrance to the Forbidden city, and 
tiananmen is one of a series of gates that 
constitutes the liminal space leading to the 
Forbidden city.
2 chaoqi, “jianshe renmin de xin beiping” 
(building people’s new beiping), Renmin 
ribao (People’s daily), May 23, 1949.
3 liang sicheng published an article about 
beijing’s new urban plan. see liang sicheng, 
“chengshi de tixing jiqi jihua (urban Form 
and Plan),” Renmin ribao, june 11, 1949. 
4 see Wang jun, Chengji (the story of a 
city) (beijing: sanlian shudian, 2003), 37-
96.
5 engels writes, ‘the zero point has not only 
just as much as significance as any point 
denoted by a positive or negative magni-
tude, but a much greater significance than 
all of them: it is the point on which they are 
all dependent, to which they are all related, 
and by which they are all determined.’ For 
the discussion of chen gan and Friedrich 

engels’s theory, see Wu hung, Remaking 
Beijing: Tiananmen Square and the Creation 
of a Political Space (chicago: university of 
chicago Press, 2005), 7-8. 
6 a series of new building, including the 
Monument of People’s heroes, the great 
hall of the People, the national Museum 
of revolution, the national Museum of his-
tory as well as the later Mao’s Mausoleum, 
transformed tiananmen’s spatial structure. 
yet the communist reconstruction of bei-
jing was certainly not limited to the city cen-
ter. the eastern and southern parts of the 
city were designated as the new industrial 
district along with living quarters for work-
ers and urban residents. the northwest-
ern part was reserved for the cultural and 
educational district. the goal of reconstruc-
tion was to transform beijing from a city of 
consumption into a city of production. see 
liang sicheng, Renmin shoudu de shizheng 
jianshe (Urban Construction of the People’s 
Capital) (beijing: Zhenghua quanguo kexue 
puji xiehui, 1952).
7 the painting was commissioned for the 
national Museum of revolution, which was 
located to the east of tiananmen square 
and is now merged with the history Muse-
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um as the national Museum of china.
8 the gate was originally known as cheng-
tianmen (gate of receiving heaven’s [Man-
date]) during the Ming dynasty (1368-
1644). the design and construction of 
the gate follow a long tradition of imperial 
architecture in china. during the tang dy-
nasty (618-907), the prince was crowned 
at chengtianmen. this practice may be 
another reason why the communist Party 
chose the gate as the site for the founding 
ceremony of the Prc.
9  hung, Remaking Beijing, 59. 
10 hung has an insightful analysis of a subtle 
manipulation of perspective in dong’s paint-
ing: ‘he painted Mao’s head and upper body 
from a slightly lower angle to emphasize the 
loftiness of the founder of new china. but 
he ran into a difficulty: from this angle it 
would be impossible to see the space under 
tiananmen; what could be seen would be 
only Mao’s silhouette against an empty sky. 
to solve this problem, dong xiwen artificial-
ly raised the horizon, so the entire square 
could come into view. to make this manipu-
lation less obvious, he also intensified the 
foreshortening of the balcony, making the 
floor’s perspective consistent with that of 
the square.’ see hung, Remaking Beijing, 
173.
11 dong xiwen witnessed the ceremony as 
did other artists who painted the same sub-
ject, but he deliberately moved his perspec-
tive to the balcony and rearranged the politi-
cal leaders on top of the gate to accentuate 
the authority of Mao. 
12 see ngugi wa thiong’o, “enactments of 
Power: the Politics of Performance space,” 
TDR 41 (1997), 12. this analysis of per-
formance space can be applied to political 
ceremony.
13 judith butler, “bodies in alliance and the 
Politics of the street,” european Institute for 
Progressive culture Policies, http://www.
eipcp.net/transversal/1011/butler/en
14 already in his celebrated essay from 
mid-1949, Mao spelled out the idea of ‘peo-
ple’s democratic dictatorship’ that would 
permeate the governmental policies of the 
new chinese state. the definition of people 

excluded the ‘running dogs of imperialism’, 
‘the landlord class and bureaucrat-bourgeoi-
sie’ as well as ‘the guomindang reactionar-
ies and their accomplices’.
15 hung, Remaking Beijing, 176.
16 according to Mao, the May Fourth Move-
ment was an anti-imperialist as well as an 
anti-feudal movement and a chief landmark 
of chinese revolutionary history. as timo-
thy cheek notes, ‘Prior to the May Fourth 
Movement, china’s new culture was a cul-
ture of the old-democratic kind and part of 
the capitalist cultural revolution of the world 
bourgeoisie. since the May Fourth Move-
ment, it has become new-democratic and 
part of the socialist cultural revolution of the 
world proletariat.’ see timothy cheek, Mao 
Zedong and China’s Revolutions: A Brief 
History with Documents (boston: bedford, 
2002), 102-5
17 the monument was planned already 
in 1949, at the moment of the founding 
of the Prc, and was completed in 1958 
for the tenth anniversary of the nation. 
the relief commemorating the May Fourth 
Movement, as the second most important 
theme, is on the south side of the monu-
ment, while the crossing of the yangzi river 
in 1949, marking Mao’s final victory over 
the nationalist Party, or Kuomintang, is 
represented on the north side. For more 
see Wu hung, Remaking Beijing, 24-36; 
and yin shuangxi, Yongheng de xiangzheng: 
Renmin yingxiong jinianbei yanjiu (the eter-
nal emblem: a research on the Monument 
of the People’s heroes) (shijiazhuang: hebei 
meishu chubanshe, 2006).
18 there are varying accounts about the 
creators of the relief. according to yan 
han, it was designed by the painter Feng 
Fasi and sculpted by hua tianyou with the 
assistance of Wang hongwen, Wu ruzhao, 
and xia xiaomin. according to the construc-
tion project archive, hua tianyou and Feng 
Fasi were in charge of the relief, with the 
assistance of gu hao and chen tian. later, 
when the original ten reliefs were reduced 
to eight, hua tianyou remained in charge, 
but with the assistance of chen tian, xia 
xiaomin and Wu ruzhao. see shuangxi, 

Yongheng de xiangzheng, 55-61.
19 about the ten reliefs on the monu-
ment, Wu hung writes, “the artists” ma-
jor task became to cast a single idealized 
archetype… a single actor appears both 
synchronically and diachronically 170 times 
across ten acts of a lengthy drama. no 
matter how busy he is, however, his face 
remains expressionless and his gesture(s) 
and movement(s) highly disciplined.’ see 
hung, Remaking Beijing, 32. 
however, according to yin shuangxi’s inter-
view with Wang Zhuoyu, the relief figures 
were made after life models. the artists 
went to beijing’s labor service market 
(laowu shichang) to hire one or two persons 
per day. they created a draft of the relief 
with all figures nude and then another with 
the figures wearing clothes. see shuangxi, 
Yongheng de xiangzheng, 175-6.
20 For more see nancy schatzman stein-

hardt, Chinese Imperial City Planning (ho-
nolulu: university of hawaii Press, 1999).
21 In the final design, the number of figures 
is further reduced, but the drapery lines are 
accentuated to emphasize the motion of the 
figures.
22 Wu hung wrote about contemporary 
chinese artists’ three basic strategies in 
producing ‘counter images:’ (1) rational-
izing or objectifying Mao and tiananmen; 
(2) reframing Mao and tiananmen with 
contemporary references and/or the art-
ist’s personal experience; and (3) emptying 
Mao and tiananmen for perpetuity. see Wu 
hung, Remaking Beijing, 190.
23 as Margaret somers maintains, citi-
zenship is centered on ‘the right to have 
rights.’ see Margaret somers, Genealogies 
of Citizenship: Markets, Statelessness, and 
the Right to Have Rights (cambridge: cam-
bridge university Press, 2002).
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5.3.4 ‘our house’: the Socialist Block of Flats as 
artistic Subject-Matter

julIana MaxIM
University of San Diego, USA

abstract

two distinct groups of artworks produced in romania in the late 1960s 
and 1970s took as explicit subject matter bucharest’s changing urban 
landscape. a first, large family of paintings aimed to represent in a favor-
able light the increasingly present modernist mass housing block, and 
scores of established painters (such as Marius bunescu, dumitru ghiǎ, 
gheorghe spiridon) contributed to it, punctually or repeatedly; against this 
pictorial approach, which turned socialist bucharest into a barbizon of 
sorts, I pose the work of romanian artist Ion grigorescu who, during 
the 1970s, produced a series of photographs and videos that offered a 
radically different sense of spatial experience under socialism. the photo-
graphic work ‘casa noastrǎ’, for instance, in which grigorescu portrays 
himself as a naked, satyr-like figure, investigated the new, standardized 
apartment interior through troubled forms of privacy and voyeurism. 
these two artistic approaches to the new built environment of socialism 
seem to occupy extreme ends of aesthetic practice: in the first case, the 
conventional traces of the hand on the canvas, but used to convey exteri-
ors made out of bare, factory-produced panels; in the second, cool obser-
vation and mechanical recordings, but deployed on an interior covered in 
intimate bric-a-brac. the works also appear to enact the poles of official 
and dissident art: on one hand, enthusiastic and often large-scale repre-
sentations of an official architectural culture, disseminated through publi-
cations and exhibitions to a large audience; on the other hand, blurred and 
difficult images that corroded architecture’s cheerful modernism, viewed 
only by a handful of trusted friends.
In pitting grigorescu’s little-known work against state-sanctioned artifacts, 
my intent is to open a terrain in which the conventional dualities of artistic 
practice under a socialist regime can be tactically weighed against each 
other, on each side of the fulcrum that architecture – and more specifi-
cally the modernist block of flats – provided. a series of questions emerge: 
what happens when serially designed, industrially produced, colorless and 
texture-less buildings intersect with the picturesque needs of figurative 
representation, such as socialist realist painting and documentary pho-

tography, and how is each side of the encounter transformed? What ten-
sions (or dislocations) arise when state-mandated architecture becomes 
the purview of subjective, personal artistic expression? how impermeable 
(and ultimately, how useful) is the art historical distinction between official 
and subversive art?
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5.4 the third life of Cities: rediscovering 
the Post-Industrial City Centre

ROUNDTABLE CHAIRS: 
davIde cutolo
Independent scholar, Germany 
sergIo Pace
Politecnico di Torino, Italy

For many western cities the end of the industrial era brought about a sig-
nificant rediscovery of the centre. this phenomenon is most pronounced in 
those cities which experienced pre-industrial growth, such as small and mid-
size capital cities, centres of an ancien regime society. turin epitomizes this 
three-step evolution: pre-industrial, industrial and post-industrial. From the 
late sixteenth century turin was the capital of a small european state and its 
baroque city centre was an artistic expression of political power and cultural 
traditions. the climax of this pre-industrial life came in the mid-nineteenth 
century, when the history of the city and that of the emerging Italian nation 
became intertwined and the city centre gained importance as the setting for 
the risorgimento (Italian unification). turin remained the capital city of Italy 
for only four years, from 1861 to 1865.
the second life of the historic centre of turin was characterized by a decline 
in status, signalled by the departure of crucial urban activities and functions. 
at the end of the nineteenth century new settlements around the old centre 
became production hubs, mixing workers’ dwellings and workshops. never-
theless, it was not until the 1900s that industrial production took off on a 
large scale, shifting the urban balance over the course of the next century.
the third life of the city centre of turin began very slowly at the end of the 
1970s, in parallel with the industrial crisis. the last thirty years have seen a 
search for alternative urban identities and changes in the emphasis given to 
particular periods of the city’s development. Public redevelopment programs 
have focused on the roman and medieval core; through a broad policy of 
‘big events’ the municipality has tried to recover the old baroque center, with 

its growing tourist appeal. the idea of the city centre itself has changed, as 
the celebrations for the 150th anniversary of the unification (2011) have 
underlined, by focusing not only on the old town, but also on the surrounding 
industrial areas, with their empty factories ripe for reinvention.
this round table aims to explore the relationships, shared issues and main 
differences between the case of turin and other cities. Which actors have 
led the rediscovery of the centre? What qualities of the city centre have 
been prioritized: historic value? tourist appeal? real estate potential? how 
has the social and demographic structure changed? how does architecture 
and urban planning react to these issues? What is the role played by indus-
trial heritage in this process?
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5.4.1 When turin lost Its Myths

crIstIna accornero
Società Italiana per l’Organizzazione Internazionale,  
Sezione Piemonte-Valle d’Aosta, Italy

abstract

this presentation aims at questioning the image of the ‘city (centre)-muse-
um’ as a factor of tourist attractiveness. In turin the public and political use 
of the local artistic and architectural heritage, as materialized in those city’s 
spaces that are specifically connected to the history of the savoy dynasty, 
shows a distorted interpretation of the local history often accompanied by 
the tendency to forget the city’s industrial and social past. the absence, in 
this city, of a museum of industry and technology dedicated to the culture of 
labour (and to its conservation) well epitomizes this paradox. 
between the 1990s and the first decade of the 21st century, a number of 
urban renovation projects were promoted whose main aim was to neglect 
the history of the territory and erase the memory of labour, especially when 
the latter corresponded to a specific space in the city. often this act of 
voluntary amnesia happened in the name of purely speculative economic 
interests. 
criticisms and protests have recently arisen among different sectors of the 
civic society claiming that everyone should be free to exercise the right to 
use the city’s space. these protests have made clear that a radical recon-
sideration of the public policies concerning the use of the urban space is 
urgently needed. 

Keywords
democracy, neo-liberalism, modernization, globalization, FIat, 
memory

can the future of democracy influence the future of cities? to what extent 
can political evolution determine urban changes? these may seem obvious 
questions, but the issue brings us face to face with an aspect of the crisis 
of democracy, concerning above all the question of political representation.
one aspect of this crisis is evident in the limitations of rights in cities where 
the question of appropriate representation and the weakening of the deci-
sional process has tended to eliminate any kind of participation from below.
the crisis of democracy reveals itself in urban politics where private inter-
ests have prevailed, sustained by neo-liberalism. Public space is subject to 
ideological and speculative operations and the collectivity is excluded from 
decision-making. From this point of view, turin’s post-industrial situation offers 
numerous insights. the city can be seen as a combination of problems and of 
resources: on the one hand, the city is considered to be the terminus of social 
problems, while on the other hand it is an opportunity, if well-run, for eco-
nomic development and social integration within the process of globalization.
In the last twenty years the three successive mayors were promoters of 
urban modernization projects, aimed at keeping the memory of the capital 
of the dukes of savoy alive, both in the legacies of 1861 and of twentieth 
century Italian industrialisation. With the decision of the FIat company to 
move its production abroad, turin became the centre of a heated economic 
and political debate about its future and its identity.
the post-industrial era in northwest Italy began in the 1980s, transformat-
ing the landscape and the urban territory. the dismantling of factories in 
industrial areas in turin and Piedmont promoted interest in industrial ar-
chaeology, and prompted in the field of historiography new studies into the 
traditions of working-class culture. Wherever production flourished, there 
has developed a tertiary sector with the purpose of bringing about the rede-
velopment of abandoned areas.
this brings us back to the methods of urban intervention of the mid 1980s, 
a time when the haussmann model was being promoted throughout europe. 
over the last thirty years, misguided attempts to restore a strong identity to 
turin, have produced a variety of illusory images: olympic city, tertiary city 
or innovative city. In essence, the city-laboratory, invented by social scien-
tists in the first half of the 1990s, already empty of contents, found itself 
dealing with that abstract concept full of unknowns called the globalization 
of the twenty-first century. the FIat question is thus the final act of this long 
road towards the end of a myth. as history has often shown, many things 
can overturn the intentions and projects of humankind. Faced with this new 
element of globalization, FIat has been transforming its image, by erasing 
memories of 100 years of cohabitation with the city, and adopting instead 
a wholly multinational character, putting into action a strategy planned a 
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long time go, when the gradual transfer of the productive automobile sector 
abroad was foreseen.
the contradictions of the city - industry relationship have been brought into 
the open through public debate. It has been the ambition of the local leader-
ship to broaden the horizons of renewal by fading out the myth of the compa-
ny town. the political and administrative sectors choose new urban models 
for the remastering of the city: on one hand, the rhetoric of the celebrations 
of 150 years of unification as the continuity of a political tradition, and on the 
other hand experiment with models of globalization like the great events of 
the Winter olympics, internationalization, the smart city. the administration 
implements a program of intervention that makes public and political use of 
artistic heritage and also of the urban spaces, including reconnection with 
or even recovery of the past, in particular with that of the savoy dynasty. 
It is an operation that falsifies history, with a tendency to forget the history 
of work of the city of turin, of the industrial production and of the world of 
labour (gramsci’s city) in the populous outskirts, and of southern migra-
tion. no museum of industry, technique, culture of labour and labourers or 
immigration exists. the lingotto factory project, not by chance born in the 
1980s, is a testimony to this absence and also marks a turn in the history 
of the planning of turin. the late eighties marked the end of the season of 
city planning involving plans and public projects, and was succeeded by an 
era of the contraction of city planning, with new developments directly run by 
private funds, outside democratic control and no longer with the participa-
tion of the city. urban projects for abandoned industrial areas rely upon the 
capitalisation of land values. between the nineties and the first decade of the 
twenty-first century numerous urban transformations were started without 
consideration for the history of the region, erasing the memory of labour 
and of industry, that in torino were closely identified with well defined spaces 
and places. as a consequence, the city’s factories no longer formed part of 
its image. the centre of the city became home to a new identity, different 
from the suburbs, which are filled with shopping malls.
as in every other western metropolis, the authorities in turin are obsessed 
with problems of urban security, public order, and with the freedom of move-
ment, of expression, of nightlife in the centre of the city, which become so 
problematic that the only solution is often the removal of these activities to out-
lying districts or the indiscriminate use of cameras located everywhere, so as 
to differentiate between what is legal, and what is deemed illegal. the outskirts 
of turin therefore, continue to be receptors for all those situations considered 
abnormal, with more and more sub-standard building producing slums occu-
pied by nomads, resulting in conflict between the residents of the neighbour-
hoods and the world of the marginalized. this model of modernisation excludes 

the active and spontaneous participation of many people, who have had to join 
groups or movements in order to make their voice heard on decisions affect-
ing urban turin. the basic forms of democracy, such as open public debate, 
have been suppressed. to make economies in the municipal budget and public 
debt, the administration is selling off its real estate assets, to the advantage of 
manufacturers and speculators. a recent example of memory suppression oc-
curred in the san Paolo neighbourhood, a well-known industrial neighbourhood 
in turin from the 1900s, where the authorities used the military to occupy 
an abandoned industrial area, the diatto automotive factory, to implement 
its immediate demolition without first warning the inhabitants of the adjoining 
neighbourhood. considered an important example of the city’s industrial ar-
chaeological heritage, a committee of citizens in the neighbourhood protested 
to protect the work and to avoid another building speculation, proposing in-
stead a public area with green spaces. this important site, whose memory 
deserves protection, could constitute an inheritance useful for re-launching an 
alternative model of the city in the twenty-first century.
Memory is the central theme of contemporary urban politics. think of the 
recent events in taksim Park in turkey, a point of focus for the great trans-
formation of Istanbul and the re-launch of the city in economic and aesthetic 
terms. In this case as well, the administration justified its modernising policy 
by appealing to safety, the risk of earthquakes, to crime reduction and to 
insanitariness. Istanbul provides more material for the analysis of the democ-
racy-city relationship. not only is there the link between capitalism and urbani-
zation, but it also reveals three fundamental aspects of this correlation: public 
space transformed into private, and reconfigured according to the standards 
of globalization (shopping malls, anonymous residential areas, commoditized 
ways of life); the erasure of the historical memory of a neighbourhood and 
its social life; civil protests against the unexpected changes, for which the 
authorities were unprepared.
can one think of a solution to these global crises in urban territories? one 
lesson is the importance of retaining the significance and the memory of 
underlying differences and discontinuities in the uses of the city: the rules/
regulations and institutions, the conventions of social groups but also the 
tactics and strategies of individuals, who settle in parts of territory and write 
their biographies or leave traces of their existence. as mentioned at the be-
ginning, urban political neoliberalism collapses this interaction between past 
and present, because in order to change a city it is necessary to destroy the 
previous city.
history and urban planning are inseparable and to balance this relationship 
there needs to be permeability between the contemporary and the historical 
contexts.
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5.4.2 the Case of Paris

josePh heathcott
The New School – New York, USA

abstract

despite its stature as a great capital city, Paris entered a period of significant 
decline in the 1970s. this decline was the result of a convergence of factors, 
including economic recession, population loss, and capital flight. Indeed, since 
the early 1960s the Prefect of the seine and his planning staff had explicitly 
pursued a policy of decentralization and metropolitan expansion in order to 
spread out the city’s dense populace. by the late 1970s, however, the nega-
tive consequences of such a policy were becoming evident as manufacturers 
decamped for new industrial parks and old neighbourhoods grew gaptoothed 
from the loss of families to peri-urban new towns.
With the resurrection of the mayoralty of Paris (abolished during the second 
empire) and the election of jacques chirac in 1976, renewed attention to the 
urban core resulted in a burgeoning campaign for historic preservation, par-
ticularly in the wake of the demolition of les halles. but it was the election of 
François Mitterrand to the presidency that would ultimately lead to the largest 
transformations of Paris since the time of haussmann. Paris planners and ar-
chitects were soon busy on Mitterrand’s Grands Projets, an ensemble of eight 
major works that included the Pyramid at the louvre, the opera-bastille, and 
the massive Parc de la villette. While scattered, most of these projects, and 
indeed the redevelopment energies of the state, were concentrated in the east 
of Paris in an effort to redress the long historic imbalance of public investment.
the large-scale transformation of Paris in the 1980s and 1990s was as 
much about the rise of new forms of politics and new economic imperatives 
than it was about the search for urban authenticity or sense of history. still, 
these latter factors drove the politics and economics of Paris in crucial ways, 
particularly as the city came increasingly to rely on tourism as a source of 
exogenous capital, and as Parisians confronted the range of temporalities 
and histories embedded in (and lost from) their urban fabric. amid the mas-
sive dislocations and transformations underway since the 1970s, the efforts 
to define a post-industrial Paris is not so much a return to some timeless 
principles of urbanism, but rather a projection of new urban imaginaries in an 
increasingly globalized world. 

keywords

Post-industrial, Paris, redevelopment

the ‘rediscovery’ of the urban core in europe since the 1970s reflects pro-
cesses that are at once common to most cities, but at the same time play 
out in widely divergent circumstances. a comparison of the case of Paris to 
that of turin illustrates the varied conditions, histories, and circumstances 
that refract otherwise similar processes. It is a useful comparison because 
it enables an examination of the ways in which the political, cultural, and 
economic patterns of post-industrial redevelopment unfold in distinctly dif-
ferent kinds of cities.
this rediscovery of the city centre is often described by architects, plan-
ners, and journalists as a renewed commitment to principles of urbanism 
that were lost in the post-war decades of slum clearance, reconstruction, 
highway building, and metropolitan sprawl. this search for a seemingly au-
thentic mode of urban living has indeed pushed cities to invest large sums 
in heritage conservation, rehabilitation, and adaptive reuse with the hope of 
salvaging their urban cores. 
at the same time, throughout the 1970s and 1980s european cities such 
as turin experienced massive dislocations from the loss of capital, indus-
try, and well-paying manufacturing jobs, which in turn damaged the mu-
nicipality’s fiscal capacity. a simultaneous crisis of overaccumulation led fi-
nancial institutions and speculators on a global quest for new investment 
opportunities, which they found partially in devalued real estate of aging 
industrial cities. drawing on, and sometimes leading, the production of new 
consumer desires around possession of the urban core, private financial in-
stitutions joined municipal governments in recapitalizing city centre buildings 
and properties, converting vacant warehouses into luxury apartments and 
abandoned factories into museums. these reconfigurations have primed an 
urban-oriented consumer economy, driving much of the tourism and real 
estate activity over the past three decades.

the case of Paris bears out this general outline, but with important differ-
ences. like turin, Paris evinced the classic three-stage evolution of pre-
industrial, industrial, and post-industrial development (however complex the 
particularities). as with turin, Paris came to full-blown industrialism later 
than cities such as Manchester, england or lowell, Massachusetts, with 
massive factories replacing cottage industries only by the late nineteenth 
century. Paris also made attempts to curate its ancient and medieval past 
through archaeological digs, legal safeguards, new monuments and muse-
ums, though perhaps with less success than turin. 
unlike turin, however, Paris’s urban core did not need to be rediscovered--it 
has long stood as the epitome of the great city centre. rather, Parisian of-
ficials and investors have intervened in the urban fabric since the 1970s for 
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a wide variety of reasons, only some of which were related to deindustrializa-
tion. Indeed, for Paris, the term ‘post-industrial’ is less a general condition 
than a spatial descriptor for particular locations within the metropolis that 
suffered the stresses of disinvestment. after all, by the 1940s, turin’s in-
dustrial capacity was far more concentrated and intense than that of Paris, 
although Paris’s plant was not subject to the same massive bombing cam-
paigns during World War II as that of turin.
despite its stature as a great capital city, however, Paris entered a period 
of significant decline in the 1970s. this decline was the result of a conver-
gence of factors, including economic recession, population loss, and capital 
flight. Indeed, since the early 1960s the Prefect of the seine and his plan-
ning staff had explicitly pursued a policy of decentralization and metropolitan 
expansion in order to spread out the city’s dense populace. by the late 
1970s, however, the negative consequences of such a policy were becom-
ing evident as manufacturers decamped for new industrial parks and old 
neighbourhoods grew gap-toothed from the loss of families to periurban 
new towns. While the challenges of decline were felt across the metropolis, 
they were nevertheless unevenly distributed, and it was in the working class 
districts of eastern Paris where the effects were most dramatic. 
With the resurrection of the mayoralty of Paris (abolished during the second 
empire) and the election of jacques chirac in 1976, renewed attention to 
the urban core resulted in a burgeoning campaign for historic preservation, 
particularly in the wake of the demolition of les halles. but it was the elec-
tion of François Mitterrand to the presidency that would ultimately lead to 
the largest transformations of Paris since the time of haussmann. Paris 
planners and architects were soon busy on Mitterrand’s Grands Projets, an 
ensemble of eight major works that included the Pyramid at the louvre, the 
opera-bastille, and the massive Parc de la villette. While scattered, most of 
these projects, and indeed the redevelopment energies of the state, were 
concentrated in the east of Paris in an effort to redress the long historic 
imbalance of public investment.
Within this context, Parisian planners and architects began to re-imagine 
the city’s industrial spaces and structures. three of the Grands Projets 
were themselves created at sites associated with the industrial revolution: 
the Parc de la villette was built atop a complex of old slaughterhouses, 
the Musée d’orsay was adapted from a train station, and the bibliothèque 
nationale de France (bnF) replaced a river port. Moreover, many redevelop-
ment projects emerged over the course of the 1980s and 1990s either 
to compliment the Grands Projets or as part of the overall spirit of urban 
rehabilitation. to make way for the opera-bastille, planners had to demol-
ish the old gare de bastille, and in turn rethink the viaduct and train yards 

associated with the station. these became the viaduc des artes and Parc 
de reuilly respectively. Meanwhile, large-scale warehousing and production 
facilities on the seine were condemned and vacated to make way for new 
uses: the Quai de bercy, long associated with the wine trade in Paris, be-
came the Parc de bercy, and the old Porte de tolbiac became the site for 
the bnF. 
In the end, the large scale transformation of Paris in the 1980s and 1990s 
was as much about the rise of new forms of politics (chirac’s neoliberalism, 
Mitterrand’s accommodationist socialism) and new economic imperatives 
(the desperate need for new investment streams) than it was about the 
search for urban authenticity or sense of history. still, these latter factors 
drove the politics and economics of Paris in crucial ways, particularly as the 
city came increasingly to rely on tourism as a source of exogenous capital, 
and as Parisians confronted the range of temporalities and histories em-
bedded in (and lost from) their urban fabric. amid the massive dislocations 
and transformations underway since the 1970s, the efforts to define a 
post-industrial Paris is not so much a return to some timeless principles of 
urbanism, but rather a projection of new urban imaginaries in an increas-
ingly globalized world.
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5.4.3 Prague – Buildings, Spaces and People in Its  
re-discovered Centre

Petr Kratochvíl
Akademie vĕd České Republiky, Czech Republic

abstract

Prague has become a post-industrial city only recently. though its position 
as the capital of the country was always connected with a broad spectrum 
of activities, the share of people employed in industry was before 1989 rela-
tively high and – beside that – the role of the working class was emphasized 
for political reasons. after the fall of communist regime the situation has 
changed rapidly: many factories have been closed leaving large industrial 
areas abandoned. More than 80% of employees work now in services. the 
historic core of Prague has become an attractive destination of internation-
al tourism and has accommodated to its needs. this development, which 
took place in similar Western cities over the decades, was accomplished 
in Prague over several years and moreover it was accompanied by a deep 
reorientation from a centrally controlled to a free market economy.
no wonder that this hectic transformation has had a strong impact on the 
role and character of the city centre – both positive and problematic. From 
the point of view of architectural history, two interconnected issues are 
important.
(1) the conflict between the efforts to protect the historic values of Prague 
city centre (that is listed as a site of cultural heritage of unesco) on one 
side and the pressure for its modernisation on the other.
(2) the changing character of public spaces in the city centre of Prague, 
which is a visible manifestation of deeper social changes. dealing with the 
first theme the paper will analyse the opposing arguments of preservation-
ists and architects and will also interpret some realized works that suc-
cessfully harmonize creativity and respect for the historical context. Public 
spaces will be then surveyed as the stage of city life with its new orientation. 

keywords

Contemporary architecture, monuments protection, public space, 
Prague historic core

Prague has only recently become a post-industrial city. although its standing 
as the capital of the country was always connected with a broad spectrum 
of activities, the share of people employed in industry before 1989 was 
relatively high. after the fall of the communist regime, the situation changed 
rapidly: many factories were closed, leaving large industrial areas aban-
doned. More than 80% of employees now work in the service sector. the 
historic core of Prague has become an attractive destination for interna-
tional tourism and has been accommodated to its needs. this development 
which took place in similar Western cities over the course of decades was 
accomplished in Prague in just several years and was accompanied by a 
deep reorientation from a centrally-controlled to free market economy.
It is hardly surprising that this hectic transformation has had a strong im-
pact on the role and character of the city centre – both positive and prob-
lematic. From the point of view of architectural history, two interconnected 
issues are important and will therefore be the subject of this presentation. 
(1) the conflict between efforts to protect the historic values of the Prague 
city centre on one hand and the pressure to modernise the city on the 
other. (2) the changing character of public spaces in the city centre of 
Prague, which is a visible manifestation of deeper social changes. First of 
all, we need to define what the city centre is in the case of Prague. the 
historical centre of Prague is today conservation area of 8.63 sqkm, which 
corresponds to the fourteenth century boundaries of Prague. until the early 
nineteenth century, Prague developed within these medieval walls, a terri-
tory that now represents only 1.74% of the city area. however, when we 
talk about the heart or broader centre of Prague today, the districts from 
the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth centuries are also included. 
their character and the traditional urban structure clearly set them apart 
from the outer ring of large housing estates from the communist era. the 
city centre is therefore varied, with diverse development potential and is-
sues. When the previous regime collapsed, the historic centre of Prague, 
our principal theme, was in a poor conditionFor several decades, construc-
tion activities had focused on housing development on the outskirts of the 
city, neglecting routine maintenance of the existing buildings in the centre. 
a positive – albeit unintended – side effect of this development was that at 
the end of the communist era, despite being dilapidated, the historic centre 
of Prague was extraordinarily intact. this was because Prague escaped un-
touched from both World Wars as well as the waves of modernization that 
had passed through Western cities.
the post-1989 return to democracy and a market economy, and the open-
ing up to the world led to rapid changes that also affected the Prague city 
centre. historic buildings, or at least their exterior shells, underwent reno-
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vation within an incredibly short period of time. the formerly gray city with 
flaking plaster suddenly came to life. soon there were concerns that the 
process might jeopardize the preserved historic character of Prague, its 
genius loci. the freshly liberated society had no experience or mechanisms 
for harmonising the protection of public interests, which the protection of 
cultural heritage undoubtedly is, with private initiative and capital, which 
represented a new driving force in the city’s renewal, but also a potential 
threat. having become a unesco heritage site, Prague hosted a large 
international conference in 1991 entitled “Prague – Future of the historic 
city,”1 which was attended by jacques derrida, Francoise choay, and oriol 
bohigas, among others. In its final declaration, the conference recommend-
ed that construction in the most valuable parts of Prague be suspended 
until clear rules were set and binding regulatory plans created. such a delay, 
nevertheless, proved to be unrealistic. and so, new projects in the historical 
centre of Prague provoked endless discussions about issues that I believe 
are relevant to today’s topic: 
What is the natural development of a historically unique city? should we 
live in a protected ‘open-air museum’, or do we have the right to accom-
modate the city to our present-day needs, plans and aesthetic taste? the 
discussions sometimes escalated into a conflict between preservationists 
and architects, and the following arguments were used: ‘the historical cen-
tre is a completed piece of art that cannot be reworked. contemporary 
architects are obsessed with their efforts to make themselves visible.’ and 
the arguments on the architects’ part claimed: ‘the preservationists are 
not competent, they decide without clear rules. revoke the system of monu-
ment preservation. only due to the non-existence of such a system in past 
centuries could Prague have grown into such a beautiful place.’ 
urban development was accompanied by such disputes throughout the 
whole twentieth century. as cities are transforming into post-industrial con-
glomerations, their centres are faced with new pressures and problems. 
Prague had to cope with them very quickly after 1989. I would not want to 
make conclusions on the extent to which it has succeeded. Instead, I have 
two successful examples, which to me represent a harmonious blend of 
architectural creativity and respect for the historic setting. the first is the 
completion of the ‘langhans’ Palace (architect ladislav lábus, 2000) in the 
centre of Prague near Wenceslas square. the building from the turn of the 
twentieth century was constructed on a narrow and long gothic parcel, and 
it was extended several times in the past. the current intensive pressure to 
use up the space as much as possible often causes a complete change of 
the interior into one volume at the expense of the former segmentation. only 
the facade remains. the architect lábus chose a different approach. he 

followed the principle of additive growth and respected the existing scope. 
his additions look like a natural extension of the building development. there 
were new flats constructed on the upper floors and a photo gallery at the 
rear part. his design interconnects two strategies: careful renovation that 
is not to reconstruct the past into an ideal form and new self-confident ar-
chitecture that is not to suppress the past.
another strategy is embodied in the new ‘euro’ building (architects Kotík – 
Malinský – doležal, 2002) on Wenceslas square. the first project for this 
plot provoked a strong negative reaction. the volume of the construction 
was originally clearly divided into two parts – a tower and a horizontal con-
necting part. there was serious fear that the tower could interfere with 
the so-far respected height of buildings on Wenceslas square. the conflict 
did not concern only the height but also the possibility of building a tower 
building there at all. It would be a new reality in the Prague city centre and 
could open the door for skyscrapers in the centre. the second transformed 
project came up with a very good solution, in my opinion. the architects 
wrapped the entire building in a glass façade. the tower part is now visible 
through the glass only in the second (rear) plan and with a different intensity 
depending on the lighting and the position of the blinds. It now looks like a 
roof turret, a typical motif of Prague street corners.
to me, these examples show that even a historically valuable location can 
handle new architecture and secondly, that for old and new architecture to 
coexist in harmony, it is more important to comply with the measure than fo-
cus on the materials or formal style. this principle was in essence respected 
in the historical centre of Prague, and the few new structures added were 
generally of good quality. If, nevertheless, the historic core of the city some-
times resembles a museum, it is not because of the conservatism of the 
monuments care office but the result of the requirements of contemporary 
tourism. the current tourist business is an ‘industry’ of the post-industrial 
era. While the industrial invasion into cities in the nineteenth century often 
brought about demolitions this new soft industry entails the transformation 
of the historic setting into scenic props devoid of autonomous life. the result 
is especially apparent in changes of public urban spaces and their function. 
after 1989 the historical centre of Prague suffered a dramatic drop in the 
number of permanent residents. although it remains an important place 
where Prague citizens come for work, study, and services, many locations 
have been fully adapted to the needs of the crowds of tourists, who only 
bump into each other here. the basic social functions of the public spaces 
have thus been severely narrowed. this makes efforts to shape public space 
not only toward embellishment but also toward enriching the social atmo-
sphere of the area all the more important than tourism-oriented initiatives. 
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I will end my presentation with one such positive example. President václav 
havel decided to reopen the Prague castle gardens that had been closed to 
the public during the communist regime. architect Pleskot, who designed 
a new tunnel connecting two parts of deer Moat, not only managed to pre-
serve the subtle atmosphere of this natural site in the heart of the city but 
also purposefully made the paths very narrow, which is ideal for thoughtful 
walks and not so much for mass tourism. When you do run into someone 
else here, at some point you even need to step aside and let them pass, 
which creates – as architect Pleskot says – an opportunity to make some 
sort of contact.
even a post-industrial historic city centre may provide spaces not only for 
mass entertainment but also for real life and its needs.

note: the presentation is part of the research project “architecture and Public space,” ga 
čr P409/11/2220.

1 alena novotná galard, Petr Kratochvíl (eds.), Prague – Avenir d´une ville historique capi-
tale (la tour d´aigues: Éditions de l‘aube, 1992).

5.4.4 turin to naples, Stopping in Milan: urban 
transformations between  heritage and theme Parks

guIdo MontanarI
Politecnico di Torino, Italy

abstract

In the last decades, the crisis of Fordism and the relocation of large manu-
facturing sectors have caused radical transformations in the major Italian 
urban centres. turin, Milan and naples are among the most significant 
examples of this transformation, characterized by two distinct phenomena: 
the reuse of large areas left over by the manufacturing industry and – in 
parallel – the rediscovery of historic centres as places of culture and events. 
this paper’s aim is to show how this process escaped the local authorities’ 
control, especially when these were strangled by debts and financial cuts 
from the central government. In accordance with an ultra-liberal ideology, 
local authorities left a free hand to private initiative in exchange for ‘building 
rights’, which were often used to heal the financial crisis. owners and en-
trepreneurs guided the preparation of plans and zoning variations designed 
to maximize rents, largely forfeited by private capitalists. the result was the 
creation of high-density residential and commercial districts, not sufficiently 
connected to the urban context and poorly equipped. to the contrary, the 
central urban areas reached a further increase in values also as a con-
sequence of the choice to redirect the old industrial uses towards scien-
tific innovation and cultural heritage, with the risk of creating amusement 
parks. the result was contradictory: new processes of gentrification were 
accompanied by regeneration of urban centres (Milan and turin), projects of 
transformations of industrial areas which neglected the historical memory 
of the place (turin) and difficult processes of re-appropriation of public de-
graded areas (naples). starting with a comparative analysis of three appar-
ently unrelated cases, this paper aims to draw an initial assessment of the 
outcomes of these transformations considering as the main standard of 
evaluation the notion of urban quality seen in social as well as environmental 
terms.

keywords

torino-turin, Milano-Milan, napoli-naples, post-industrial 
transformation, urban regeneration
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at the beginning of the twentieth century turin became known all over 
the world for the production of cars. during the fascist regime it grew to 
600,000 inhabitants and developed building and public services favourable 
to architecture and urban renewal in accord with the new ideas of Modern 
Movement. after the heavy destruction of World War II turin’s industrial 
activity resumed. new capital came from the usa and the presence of a 
large working class were some of the principal elements of the economic 
‘boom’ that soon took off. Population increased from 700,000 in 1945 to 
1,200,000 by 1971. the extensive area occupied by industry reflected the 
importance of industry’s role in the social and economic organization of the 
city. In the 1970’s, turin was the perfect model of the ‘one company town’: 
150,000 employees worked in the Fiat factory, where there are now less 
than 15,000. city life was strongly conditioned by rhythms and culture of 
Fordism.1

after the strike of 1980 against a massive wave of dismissals by Fiat, 
the role of the factory in the city completely changed. a lot of areas were 
abandoned by industry, which dispersed production to other countries with 
cheaper labour costs. the policy was also to avoid the massive concentra-
tion of working people in great factories, and make new profits out of land 
rent. the symbol of this new vision was the end of production at the gigantic 
lingotto building (giacomo Mattè trucco, 1914-21) and the international 
competition (1982),2 to decide how to reuse it. renzo Piano’s winning proj-
ect was carried out independently of any public plan, marking the beginning 
of the end of the second leftist government (1975-85) under Mayor diego 
novelli, who had tried to take control of public services and to approve a new 
city plan without success.3

at the end of the 1980s, the city was in a deep crisis with massive redun-
dancies in the automotive industries, strikes, social conflicts, and terrorism. 
about 10 million square meters of abandoned industrialized areas were to 
be considered either as a problem or as a resource.4 the new city plan (vit-
torio gregotti and augusto cagnardi, 1995) tried to find a solution and fo-
cused on three principal guidelines: to expand the tertiary sector, to improve 
the value of real estate, to market the urban image. the success of the plan 
was linked to some important factors: Winter olympics (2006), new infra-
structures (subway, railway bypass), private bank and central government 
financing. the most important realization was the ’central back bone‘, a new 
boulevard over the railway line, that links four different industrial sectors 
called spina-1-2-3-4. 
spina-1 is characterized by the almost complete obliteration of the exist-
ing factories (ex Materferro) and the construction of new residential and 
commercial buildings. spina-2 is devoted to research and to knowledge: it 

concerns the expansion of the Polytechnic, new residences, the conserva-
tion of the ex ogr factory and the old prison, spaces intended for exhi-
bitions, the new railway station of Porta susa and the san Paolo Intesa 
tower, a skyscraper designed by renzo Piano without any prior studies of 
its social effects or visual impact on the city skyline. spina-3 is the largest 
of the processing areas, mostly occupied by the former teksid, Michelin 
and savigliano. the transformation has retained only some parts of the old 
factories (a chimney, the cooling tower and a facade), but has created a 
’post-industrial park‘ of 450,000 square meters designed by Peter latz.5 
spina-4 is intended for residences, offices and malls designed to please big 
stakeholders and contractors. 
this urban transformation has been generally featured banal construction 
and urban layout and lack of attention to public spaces and to historic visual 
connections between city and nature (rivers, hills and mountains). Moreover 
the improvement of buildings, without solving the social housing problem, 
has added to an overstocked market a large quantity of new constructions 
that risk aggravating the economic crisis. In contrast with this reconstruc-
tion, the artistic beauty and quality of life of the city centre was enhanced 
by the reservation of some streets to pedestrian circulation, by the opening 
of new museums and by the renovation of numerous monuments.6 turin 
has achieved a new international appeal as a city of events, culture, art, re-
search, proposed as new opportunities for economic development, despite 
the limited attention to the conservation of industrial heritage.7 
the urban impact of turin’s post-industrial transformation is comparable 
with other cases in europe and in the world,8 for example barcelona, 
glasgow, bilbao, lion, detroit. In Italy surely we can remember genoa and 
Milano that with turin composed the ’industry triangle‘ and also Florence, 
rome, naples and taranto. the cases of Milano and naples are the most 
comparable to turin.9 
Milan is the most significant case of a huge post-industrial transformation 
still in progress, with the conversion of many important companies into 
tertiary sector and the creation of more than 5 million square meters of 
covered area.10 this process has not been stopped by the current centre-
left administration led by giuliano Pisapia that tried to downsize the general 
plan of the previous city government led by the centre-right mayor letizia 
Moratti (2011).11 as part of this urban process, the transformation of ex 
agip Petroleum refinery, which occupied an area of about two million square 
meters in the northwest, is an example comparable to spina-3 in turin.
the area was industrialized in the post-war period, and reached its maxi-
mum extent towards the end of the 1960s, but had heavy environmental 
problems in the mid 1970s. the refinery closed in 1992 and the conver-



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

928 929

sion initiated only in the early 2000s, was to make it one of the two poles 
of development of the exhibition system of lombardy, able to accommodate 
great events. the second pole of the Milan Fair has been confirmed in the 
town where it was located since 1923 on an area of   440,000 square me-
ters dedicated to events more closely linked to the city. In 2002 the general 
redevelopment started as hub for the regeneration of the entire northwest 
city.12 the original factory was completely demolished with a complex opera-
tion to clean-up contaminated soil, completed in 2003. In March 2005 the 
new Milan exhibition centre designed by Massimiliano Fuksas was inaugu-
rated. the new complex includes eight exhibition halls of 40,000 square 
meters, the convention centre, a system of green spaces, restaurants, 
bars, stores, offices, services and parking. under construction is a trans-
portation network of roads and railways with the extension of line 1 of the 
subway and a new stop as an important interchange station between public 
and private transport. In the area of the International exhibition of 2015 will 
be a further expansion of settlements and occupation of natural land, in a 
way not entirely controllable.13 

the post-industrial transformation of naples is more complex and involves 
two main areas with different characteristics.14 the western area of bag-
noli, mainly characterized by the presence of the former factories of the 
Ilva-Italsider steelworks, Federconsorzi, cementir and eternit, has about 
2.5 million square meters,15 and in the eastern area, in the neighbour-
hoods of barra, san giovanni a teduccio, Ponticelli e Poggioreale there are 
approximately 8.2 million sqm.16 here there are about 35 brownfield sites 
with a plurality of abandoned industries, including some historic buildings 
such as the cirio plant for the production of canned food, the corradini, the 
gas tanks of the neapolitan lighting company, the tobacco factory, the textile 
factory snIa viscosa and the complex of petrochemical plants.
the western area is the object of a great transformation program, still in 
progress, starting with the preservation of 16 main industrial buildings. the 
ex Federconsorzi is being converted into a science Museum,17 the cooling 
tower into ‘turtle Point,’ the mechanical sector into film studios. a large 
green area is also planned, and the reconstitution of the coastline will give 
back to neapolitans the historic beach of coroglio. a new subway line and 
the extension of an existing one will provide the main links to the area.
In the eastern part, the transformation has not been able to redevelop an 
area of neglected and deteriorating suburbs.18 the city master plan propos-
es the relocation of the oil depots, the construction of a new avenue, from 
Piazza garibaldi station to the historic centre of Ponticelli, the restatement 
of the historic north-south connection, the creation of an urban park and the 
restoration of the main water channels. little attention has been given to in-

dustrial heritage. the ex cirio plant, as a new university, has lost its original 
character, the ex corradini plant will be converted to provide the services for 
the new harbour for 700 boats, and the conversion of the tobacco factory 
by Mario cucinella has a specific focus on environmental sustainability, but 
almost completely demolishes the industrial complex.
It is difficult and may be too early to take stock of the urban transformations 
in the cases described. From the point of view of urban quality it is neces-
sary to examine different approaches, for example: the homogeneity of the 
proposals compared to the surrounding tissue (Masons); the recognition of 
new objects able to offer a vigorous urban image (lynch); the reading of the 
space as a function of the movement through which it is normally perceived 
(cullen); the attraction generated by the new volumes and the existing proj-
ect (arnheim).19 but empirically, it is possible to agree on the poor quality of 
the new settlements in relation with the city centre. 
the main problem of the urban post-industrial transformations is the inca-
pacity of public administrations to control the economic dynamics and their 
effects on land. this is the consequence of a political problem, but is also 
due to a cultural approach that sees modernity, or global architecture, as 
an international trend beyond discussion. the protection of local architec-
ture, with its relation to its specific culture and landscape, can be the only 
antidote to the international sprawl of ‘non-places’20. the ‘genius loci’ has to 
be defended to increase the appeal cities of knowledge and research against 
the attempt to globalize their landscapes and souls.
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one delle aree industriali dismesse (Phd 
diss., università degli studi di napoli Fed-
erico II, Facoltà di Ingegneria, 2007). 
20 Marc augè, Nonluoghi, introduzione a 
una antropologia della surmodernità (Paris 
1992, Milan: eleuthera, 1996).
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5.4.5 rediscovering a Port-city: genoa’s new 
Waterfront 

luca orlandI
İstanbul Teknik Üniversitesi, Turkey

abstract

as part of the session on the rediscovery of the post-industrial city centre, 
the aim of this paper is to offer an outline of the recent renovation projects 
of old genoa’s harbour and waterfront.
these interventions and changes, promoted by public and private enter-
prises in the last twenty years, can be seen as examples of successful goals 
in the urban regeneration of a harbour-city along the coast of the Mediter-
ranean. genoa is one of the Italian cities whose centre is exactly coincident 
with the harbour itself and the life around it, concentrated mostly in the 
historic centre, and within this frame this paper’s intent is to highlight how 
the genoese citizens have re-appropriated and re-identified the city’s historic 
values as well as its touristic potential. Moreover the study-cases that will 
be presented will clarify how this transformation resulted into a re-launch 
of the waterfront as a suitable area for commercial purposes as well as for 
entertainment, tourism, real estate and cultural events.
after a brief introduction focussing on the port-city of genoa from the com-
mercial/industrial era, through the recession of the 1970’s and 1980’s to 
the recent development as a post-industrial maritime and liveable centre, 
the paper will examine other examples, both urban and architectural in 
scale, located in Italy and in other Mediterranean port-cities. 

keywords

genova-genoa, harbour, waterfront, redevelopment, rPBW

‘Chi guarda Genova sappia che Genova si vede solo dal mare’
Ivano Fossati, “chi guarda genova”1

this presentation offers an overview of the recent transformations and 
renovations of the harbour waterfront of genoa, seen as a good example 
of regeneration in a post-industrial society. 
since ancient times, the harbour of genoa was considered among the 
most important in the Mediterranean;2 its position as an important com-
mercial centre was already established during the Middle ages, when ge-
noa contended for supremacy with other important Italian harbour cities 
like venice, Pisa and amalfi.3 the harbour grew fast and made the fortune 
of the city in the following centuries and through its business policy and 
strength, genoa, known as La Superba, the Proud, became, in the renais-
sance and baroque times a very powerful, rich and wealthy city.4

In the rush of industrialization, occurring during the last two centuries, 
genoa turned out to be one of the protagonists of the modernization of 
Italy, revealing a new aptitude for naval engineering, steel production and 
heavy industries. In the 1930s, the city became the main centre for state 
industry, connected through modern infrastructures to other important 
cities of north Italy like Milan and turin, establishing the so-called ‘Indus-
trial triangle.’ Furthermore, genoa maintained its ruling position as a gate 
to the seas, commercial harbour and crossroad for emigration towards 
americas. today, even with the  transformation of global  sea routes, the 
harbour of genoa leads all other Italian harbours in volume of cruise line 
passengers and goods traffic, and remains the main source of income for 
the city.5

the harbour cannot be separated from the rest of the city; what is known 
today as the centro storico, or historic centre, was in the past an inte-
grated part of the harbour life itself. as nicoletta artuso states in a re-
cent research: ’a strong relation between the city and the spaces of the 
harbour is understandable in the richness and complexity of a series of 
connecting systems, alternating urban, nautical, industrial and commer-
cial functions.’6

the crisis generated in the large state-controlled industries7 was among 
the reasons that brought genoa into a slow but inevitable decline. genoa 
suffered long term effects from post-industrialization in Italy; the city had 
to reconvert all the previous industrial activities into a competitive market, 
looking for new sources and incomes in order to survive and to become a 
more profitable pole of attraction. according to a study conducted by chito 
guala, the same condition involved many old harbours that have been re-
converted after the crisis in those years:
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the processes of recovery and improvement of the values of the old 
harbours are also the requirements of redevelopment of cities in in-
ternational competition: the competition, not only at national level, in-
volves more and more metropolitan areas and the macro-region as 
well. a competition that aims to different goals, sometimes distant 
from each other; to obtain productive investment through localized 
marketing actions, to integrate public and private sectors with new 
approaches to governance, enhance social capital, start a new local 
model, join forces towards shared goals, and reunify local society and 
economic factors.8 

after the collapse of the industrial and harbour activities, genoa needed also 
to solve problems related to urban transformation; the historic centre was 
even more hit and damaged by the crisis, creating unemployment and social 
malaise among the local population.9 
Finally, in the nineties, the harbour of genoa was renamed as the Porto 
antico, the historic harbour, emphasizing its purposes as a new centre 
for culture and entertainment as well as tourism, without losing its primary 
functions [Figure 1]. the Porto antico now brings income to the city follow-
ing a more global trend, an experience visible in the case of other harbours’ 
transformation, like baltimore, valencia or barcelona.10 the harbour of ge-
noa has been developed to maintain several different functions, related to 
a heterogeneous urban region and to promote alternative, productive and 
autonomous spaces. guala analyzed these specific stratifications of the har-
bour of genoa, asserting that:

Figure 1. the Porto Antico. Source: photograph by the author.

In many cases, as happened in genoa, the old port areas have main-
tained at least in part a mix of traditional functions, for example, re-
serving a few piers for cruise ships, navy or coastguard, or the har-
bour authority, together with entirely new functions, related to spare 
time, cultural events, etc.11

several international institutions have chosen the case of the urban regen-
eration of the harbour of genoa to highlight the value of such interventions 
in a historic area. luda project made a research, showing the benefit origi-
nated by that regeneration process:

the regeneration of the city of genoa is already having results. apart 
from the successful staging of international events over the last 15 
years, many individual projects have been successfully implemented. 
Parts of the centro storico are now free from traffic, and many of the 
most important buildings have been renovated and upgraded. these 
actions have helped to improve the quality of life for the local residents 
and make the area more accessible.12

 
Many projects in the last years have been part of an effort to regenerate 
the waterfront; some have been realized, like the galata Museum of the sea 
and the navigation, [Figure 2] while others instead rejected or left still in a 
‘stand-by’ phase, like the Ponte Parodi multipurpose centre.13

the world-reknowned genoese architect renzo Piano first started the re-
development of the old harbour designing a huge project for expo ‘92, an 
international fair organized to celebrate the 500th anniversary of columbus’ 
discovery of america. this project reopened the city and the historic centre 
to the harbour, the sea and to the genoese population as well. expo ‘92 
transformed the old wharves, piers and berths into a new tourist attraction 
and multipurpose cultural area by restoring and converting buildings like I 
Magazzini del Cotone, the old cotton Warehouses, I Palazzi della Dogana, 
the customs’ buildings dated from the 17th century, Ponte Millo and by 
building new structures like the aquarium, the nave blu or opening piazze, 
like Piazza delle Feste, and pedestrian areas as well. 
the main landmark of redevelopment in the old harbour is the Bigo, a sort 
of industrial maritime sculpture shaped like a ship’s derrick, but its main 
function is to support a panoramic lift on the quayside - to admire the entire 
basin of the harbour - and to provide a sort of tent to cover the Piazza delle 
Feste. 
the aquarium is a linear structure designed as a cargo ship, which holds 
over 5 million liters of water and authentic Mediterranean and ocean envi-
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ronments. the nave Italia, (now renamed nave blu) is a continuation of the 
same concept; a sort of ship-shaped aquarium. during the g8 summit in 
2001, renzo Piano added La Bolla, the bubble, a glass structure on a float-
ing platform close to the aquarium, a spherical greenhouse for rain forest 
plants. More recently, in the summer 2013, a new pool for the dolphins 
has been added to the complex, between the aquarium and the nave blu.
on the other side, towards east, the Millo docks have been converted in a 
multipurpose structure, with restaurants and retail activities as well as the 
antarctic Museum; the 16th century Porta siberia became a museum dedi-
cated to the works of the genoese artist emanuele luzzati; the navy har-
bour authority and the multi cinemas structure were planned from ‘zero,’ 
while the Magazzini del Cotone dock was converted into a new congress 
centre of 8500 square meters and 18 conference rooms with restaurants, 
bars, shops related to marine and sports activities, a children’s library, and 
a huge playground.

today, genoa’s waterfront gives the impression that the city itself is ready 
to sail somewhere at any time. the re-designed waterfront now extends the 
entire length of the harbour areas, from the Malapaga old walls towards the 

Figure 2. the galata Museum. Source: photograph by the author.

lighthouse cape, a precedent for future interventions in other coastal cities 
needing to be renovated.
however, there are many problems still to be solved;14 the regeneration of 
the harbour of genoa was possible only thanks to national or international 
events like the FIFa World cup – Italy 1990; the columbus celebration in 
october 1992; the g8 summit during the summer of 2001; and the euro-
pean capital of culture in 2004. In almost twenty-five years of regeneration 
in the historic centre as well as in the old harbour, public and private inves-
tors supported several projects and the transformation of genoa from an 
industrial harbour city to an advanced service centre is quite visible today.
despite all these important changes, especially as regards tourism and cul-
tural offerings, the city is still struggling to get rid of its image as an unpleas-
ant and dirty industrial city, as noted also in the luda research. Moreover, 
the renovation of the city waterfront is going very slowly and it seems that 
interventions from ‘above’ or injections of capital for big projects are unlikely 
to be successful unless they are supported by an effective local policy in the 
medium and long term.
a new project by the renzo Piano building Workshop in 2004, ‘a vision for 
the Port of genoa,’ opened again a debate on the future of the city. after 
some initial enthusiastic reactions from the Municipality, the Port author-
ity and several private investors, the project has unfortunately been aban-
doned, on account of financial problems and difficulties in find management 
able to carry out such a big initiative.15

Will genoa, in the next years, be able to change its mentality to reproduce, 
in macro scale, the successes obtained within the waterfront harbour expe-
rience? and even more, will the city be able to generate a real awareness 
of the possibilities given by such transformations ,and establish an interna-
tional reputation as  a tourist destination, redefining its image and identity 
abroad?
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1 the genoese singer and songwriter Iva-
no Fossati wrote this lyric for a song that 
means that genoa is a city that shows its 
best just seen from the sea; the whole great-
ness of the city with all its contradictions is 
more clear and visible approaching the city 
by the sea.
2 For further and more detailed informa-
tion about the geography and the history of 
genoa see: Paolo cevini and ennio Poleggi, 
Genova. Le città d’Italia (bari-rome: laterza, 
1998); ennio Poleggi and luciano grossi bi-
anchi, Genova. Una città portuale del Medio-
evo (genoa: sagep, 1976) and ennio Poleggi, 
Ripa porta di Genova (genoa: sagep, 1993).
3 the four cities were known as the ‘Four 
Maritime republics.’ genoa continued to 
flourish as a commercial harbour, reach-
ing its peak in the 13th and 14th centuries 
when the genoese, the lords of the seas, 
controlled trades throughout the entire Med-
iterranean, along the coast of north africa, 
in the black sea region and in the aegean 
sea. Its supremacy and strength is still vis-
ible through many traces and ruins of their 
ancient fortifications, citadels and towns in 
places like tabarka (tunisia), chios and les-
bos (greece), galata district in Istanbul (tur-
key) or teodosia and sudak (crimea).
4 the grandeur and the magnificent of the 
city are still visible in the beautiful examples 
of artistic expressions, architecture and ur-
ban design left in those years.
5 about the harbour of genoa, the Inde-
pendent Institute for analysis and research 
(IIar) presented some years ago a study: 

scenari Immobiliari (Indipendent Institute for 
analysis and research) (ed.), “the Property 
Market in genoa,” (2007).
6 nicoletta artuso, “the harbour and the 
city,” in simona gabrielli (ed.), Genova. Ar-
chitettura, città, paesaggio, (rome: Man-
cosu editore, 2008), 43.
7 In the de-industrialization process, that 
started in the seventies and completed in 
the eighties, the crisis effects where visible 
globally, not only in Italy but also in the other 
industrialized countries.
8 chito guala, “Waterfront e rigenerazione 
urbana,” (2007), 1, found in date 15 March 
2014 in: http://www.economia.unical.it/
test/sturistiche/collegamenti/56.pdf.
9 For instance, a gap between the histori-
cal centre and the harbour was even more 
emphasized by the construction in the early 
1960s of the ‘sopraelevata,’ an elevated mo-
torway on pillars, that became an unpleas-
ant barrier dividing the city in two parts: the 
harbour and its functions on one side and 
the historic centre on the opposite one. the 
integration of the two parts is still in the 
agenda of the city administrators and many 
intervention projects and competitions have 
been developed in the recent years.
10 the Porto antico is currently used as 
a multipurpose area, including a residential 
neighbourhood, a tourist and cultural activi-
ties and other services. It is divided into two 
main areas given in concession by the state 
to the Porto antico di genova s.p.a. and Ma-
rina Porto antico s.p.a. and an area directly 
managed by the Municipality of genoa.

11 guala, “Waterfront e rigenerazione ur-
bana”, 3.
12 luda Project (ed.), “centro storico & 
Porto antico, genoa, Italy. e-compendium: 
good Practice case studies,” (school of the 
built environment at napier university, edin-
burgh and department of geography and ge-
ology at university of salzburg, 2005). For 
more information about the luda Project 
see: http://www.luda-project.net.
13 the following list provides some basic in-
formation about the name of the projects, 
the architects, years of construction, loca-
tion and the present day status: 
(1) the expo ‘92 project by renzo Piano 
building Workshop including the cotton 
Warehouse, the harbour authority, the Por-
ta siberia Museum, the Millo docks, the Pal-
aces of the customs, the bigo, the ‘Piazza 
delle Feste,’ the aquarium, the nave Italia, 
the bubble and the dolphins Pool. years of 
construction: 1987-2014 (realized in dis-
tinct phases, as described in the main text). 
(2) the galata Museum of the sea and navi-
gation by guillermo vazquez de consuegra at 
Ponte galata in 2004. 
(3) the design docks ‘Il bacinetto’ by studio 
gaP associati in darsena area in 2004 (not 
realized).
(4) the Marina Porto antico and the jolly 
hotel Marina by Piero gambacciani at Ponte 
Morosini between 1993 and 2000. 
(5) the small promenade by studio 5+1aa in 
a pedestrian area between the Porto antico 
and galata area, completed in 2007. 
(6) the Ponte Parodi multi-purpose centre by 
un studio at Ponte Parodi; project between 
2000 and 2015 (not yet completed); 
(7) the Faculty of economy by a. l. rizzo in 
cembalo, after 2001. 
(8) the residential buildings and primary 
school by studio Patrocchi in cembalo area, 
between 2001 and 2004. 
(9) the reconversion of the hennebique silo 
by studio boeri associati in Ponte Parodi 
area (designed after 2004 but not yet real-
ized). 
(10) the renovation of Ponte dei Mille termi-
nal, the Maritime station and Ponte andrea 
doria Maritime terminal by the technical of-

fice of the Municipality in existing buildings 
back to 1930; first phase 1991-92 and 
completed in 2001-2004. 
(11) the stazioni Marittime spa–sIt, includ-
ing the Ferry terminal in calata chiappella, 
the ‘docks light box’ and the renovation of 
Ponte colombo Passenger terminal (dated 
1920) by a. l. rizzo and studio 4; year of 
construction: 1999-2015 (in phase of imple-
mentation); 
(12) the lighthouse Promenade by andrea 
Marenco, architettiriuniti and studio 4, real-
ized in 2001.
14 In 1999 several projects were designed 
by the urban Planning office of the Munici-
pality of genoa like the reconversion of hotel 
colombia into an university library; the stu-
dent’s lodgings in old houses throughout the 
historical centre and the restoration of the 
old docks inside the darsena area. see: an-
tida gazzola, “la città policentrica: il caso di 
genova,” in angelo detragiache (ed.), Dalla 
città diffusa alla città diramata (Milan: Fran-
co angeli, 2003), 165-84.
15 the first version of the project for the en-
tire waterfront of genoa, also known as ‘the 
Fresco’, was presented on 25th may 2004, 
during the european capital of culture genoa 
2004 events. the project was intended as a 
‘harbour landscape’, involving the entire city; 
it was the result of a six months intensive 
work, an overall view of the city of genoa in 
the future, an accurate master plan for the 
city, composed by twenty specific sections. 
In each section it was possible to see the 
feasibility of several distinct projects, includ-
ing some artificial islands like the one for the 
new airport, a series of new docks for the 
sea ‘motorways’, a fishing harbour and a 
tourist marina in voltri, the ‘city of the sea’ 
as exhibition and Fair centre at la Foce dis-
trict providing an extension of the waterfront 
from the harbour towards the seaside prom-
enade corso Italia, redefining new pedestri-
an walkways and green urban areas as well. 
renzo Piano donated the project to the city 
of genoa and today the panels are exhibited 
inside the spaces of the galata Museum. 
see: “genoa’s Waterfront Project,” in B2L – 
Business to Liguria 1, n. 3 (2004).
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5.4.6 a return to growth

ted sandstra
Independent scholar, Canada

abstract

despite its strong system of food markets, turin relies on its rural surround-
ings, peri-urban area, and global exchange for production and delivery of its 
food supply. can a renovation of turin’s food supply system strengthen its 
redefinition of its centre while at the same time reducing its dependence 
on fossil fuels in its food system? If a shift towards the centre took place 
in which the abandoned factories became hubs of food production, might 
turin’s historical strength as a capital of labour, productivity and innova-
tion resurface? there are historical realities to consider and address: the 
industrial heritage leaves a toxic legacy and the existing means of produc-
tion, largely globalised, are entrenched and its managers reticent to see it 
replaced.
Imagine a turin fed from within its urban and peri-urban boundaries. People 
no longer have to import goods from their homeland or region because 
they now grow these foods of within turin’s city limits. Prior to any design 
exercise or at least at the very start of it, though, a thorough consideration 
of historical turin’s means of agricultural production must take place. can 
torinites rediscover and reinterpret the layers of the city’s rich history while 
unearthing the districts of former and future food security?
the heart of turin’s future, as described in a document by the città di to-
rino, is in the city’s thriving markets. Porta Palazzo and smaller markets 
attract the attention of delegates and dignitaries looking for keys to modern 
food security and urban revitalization. equally, its citizens look to urban ag-
riculture for employment and a deeper connection with their daily food and 
the city around them. a design for a new, culturally rich and multi-layered tu-
rin, illuminated by its past and promising of a bright future, must begin with 
research into turin’s industrial heritage as a stage for feeding its people.

5.5 Strategies and Politics of 
architecture and urbanism after WWII

OPEN SESSION CHAIR: 
adrIan Forty
The Bartlett School of Architecture, UK



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

942 943

5.5.1 From Visual Planning to outrage: townscape and 
the art of Environment

MatheW aItchIson
University of Queensland, Australia

abstract

after the second World War, many in britain felt that an army of diligent 
architects and planners might still wipe out what the bombs had initially 
missed. Post-war reconstruction, urban expansion and the ongoing mod-
ernisation of the britain’s towns, cities and countryside, all contributed to a 
growing sense of discontentment with what would only later become known 
as ‘the built environment’. Ian nairn’s popular campaigns ‘outrage’ (1955) 
and ‘counter-attack’ (1956) are among the most well-known examples la-
menting the resultant blight, visual pollution, sprawl, visual decay and deg-
radation of britain’s town and country in the decade since the war’s end.
nairn’s work was part of the broader townscape campaign run out of the 
leading magazine of the day, The Architectural Review (ar). although town-
scape was first launched in name in 1949, it had a long series of precursors 
at the magazine. Known variously through the 1940s as ‘visual Planning’ 
and ‘sharawaggi’, the AR had been highlighting the effects of unchecked ur-
ban development and creeping modernisation since the late 1920s. Indeed, 
this line of critique was not new in britain, extending back to the early twen-
tieth century and beyond with such notable examples as clough Williams 
ellis, arthur trystan edwards and William Morris earlier still. underlying the 
AR’s townscape project, was what gordon cullen termed ‘the art of environ-
ment,’ which rather than excluding the miscellany thrown up by modernisa-
tion, tried to artfully incorporate it within the remit of those charged with 
designing the built environment – the ‘visual planner’.
this paper seeks to illustrate how townscape anticipated many aspects of 
the environmentalist critique that later became part of the mainstream of 
architectural and urban design culture in the 1960s and 70s.

keywords

urban design, townscape, environmentalism, urban planning

the environmentalism of the 1960s and 1970s is often held as one of 
the key battle lines in the wider rejection of modernism in architecture and 
planning. this paper discusses the townscape movement in britain as a 
precursor to these environmentalist debates and as a major contributor 
to the architectural discourse in the post-war period.
between 1930 and 1980 The Architectural Review (AR) published over 
1400 articles, studies, projects and editorials, on ‘townscape’, many of 
them little known. some of these anticipate aspects of the environmental-
ist critique that later became part of the mainstream of architectural and 
urban design culture in the 1960s and 1970s. throughout this period, 
the townscape circle set about drawing attention to a particular form of 
degeneracy and debasement of what would later become known as ‘the 
built environment’. In contrast to the mainstream of environmentalism, 
which was aligned with broader issues such as anti-nuclear energy pro-
test, atmospheric pollution or the preservation of natural landscapes and 
ecologies, townscape’s interest was in particular subset of environmental-
ism: visual pollution, blight, visual decay, sprawl and general urban deg-
radation brought about by the effects of urbanisation and modernisation.

a history of bliGht

the interests pursued by townscape throughout its campaign were not new, 
but drew on a strain of architectural and urban writing that had a long tra-
dition in britain extending back to the nineteenth century. at a lecture at 
oxford in 1883, William Morris set the tone of deep discontent with urban-
isation – of his contemporary cities, Morris noted:

not only are london and our other great commercial cities mere 
masses of sordidness, filth, and squalor, embroidered with patches 
of pompous and vulgar hideousness, no less revolting to the eye and 
the mind when one knows what it means: not only have whole coun-
ties of england, and the heavens that hang over them, disappeared 
beneath a crust of unutterable grime, but the disease, which, to 
a visitor coming from the times of art, reason, and order, would 
seem to be a love of dirt and ugliness for its own sake, spreads all 
over the country, and every little market town seizes the opportunity 
to imitate, as far as it can, the majesty of the hell of london and 
Manchester […] our civilisation is passing like a blight, daily growing 
heavier and more poisonous, over the whole face of the country, so 
that every change is sure to be a change for the worse in its outward 
aspect. so then it comes to this, […] the very food on which both the 
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greater and the lesser art subsists is being destroyed; the well of art 
is poisoned at its spring.2

the degenerative effects of industrialisation and modernisation on cities 
was a familiar theme in nineteenth century social criticism, and Morris had 
many antecedents. out of this line of thought, which was characterised by 
a combination of political radicalism with an essential conservatism, there 
developed a strong tradition of anti-urbanism, best exemplified by Peter Kro-
potkin and by ebenezer howard’s Garden Cities of To-Morrow (1898).3 In 
britain, these traditions were kept alive by the town and country Planning 
association, and were officially sanctioned with the post-war new towns 
programme.4 
a parallel development at the beginning of the twentieth century was a shift 
towards the validation of natural sites, in addition to buildings of historical 
significance. the AR and townscape offered a refinement of these genres 
of writing, lamenting the visual degradation of cities. 
this discourse increased throughout the 1950s, achieving broad reso-
nance by the 1960s. From the 1960s onwards, a variety of authors trans-
lated the critique of the negative effects of urbanisation and modernisation 
into a broader criticism of post-war architecture and urbanism. Well-known 
examples from the united states include jane jacobs’s The Death and Life 
of Great American Cities (1961),5 christopher tunnard and boris Push-
karev’s Man-Made America (1963)6 and Peter blake’s well-known God’s 
Own Junkyard (1964).7 In australia, these studies were complemented 
by robin boyd’s The Australian Ugliness (1960)8 and donald gazzard’s 
Australian Outrage (1966).9 twentieth century histories, such as nan el-
lin’s Postmodern Urbanism (1996) or the various urbanism and urban 
design readers which emerged from the 1990s onwards, generally point 
to these texts as the foundational documents of post-war urban critique, 
all of which focussed on the degradation and poor planning and design of 
the urban environment.

the oriGins of townscape’s environmentalism

townscape has rarely been considered as part of this reformist tendency 
within modernism. When it has been remembered at all, it has been elided 
with later, conservative movements in architecture, and its part in the de-
velopment of this reformist theme within modernism has often been over-
looked. 
townscape’s foundational moment was in the 1930s where the AR’s editors 
and writers problematised the effects of inter-war expansion and moderni-

sation in british cities, towns, and countryside. In doing so, they drew on 
a tradition stretching back to arthur trystan edwards (1884-1973) and 
clough Williams-ellis (1883-1978), both frequent contributors at the AR 
in the 1920s. edwards’s Good and Bad Manners in Architecture (1924)10 
had advocated a sympathetic approach to inserting new building into exist-
ing contexts, and Williams-ellis’s England and the Octopus (1928)11 was a 
biting and humorous critique of the perils of urban expansion – in which the 
octopus was none other than london. 
Williams-ellis’s work is of particular interest as it embodies the tipping point 
where pure conservationism turns into a fascination with – or least artistic 
stimulation by – the effects of modernisation and urbanisation. In 1937, Wil-
liams-ellis went on to edit Britain and the Beast, a collection of essays from 
prominent british intellectuals and writers pleading the sensitive handling 
of historical buildings, planning and scenery.12 today, he is perhaps more 
remembered for Portmeirion, the faux historic Welsh town modelled on an 
Italian seaside village. begun in 1925, Portmeirion displays an outspoken 
historicism and is an early example for those groups who would later posit 
that the only sensible approach to dealing with contemporary building and 
planning issues was a return to the past.13 townscape shares a common 
heritage with this 1930s moment, and it is for this reason that it has mis-
takenly been grouped with subsequent reactionary movements.
In 1929, and coinciding with the new editorship of hubert de cronin hast-
ings, the AR began a monthly column entitled “rural and urban england”.14 
these articles documented insensitive advertisements and buildings, much 
in the manner of Williams-ellis. In 1931, john betjeman, then assistant 
editor of the AR, began a series that spotlighted the effects of urbanisation 
and modernisation in england, and in the process began to reveal the divide 
between the conservative and progressive elements of townscape. betje-
man’s particular attitude was antiquarian but not revivalist.15 In a 1932 
article, he explained: 

We have created a machine age and we should not be afraid of it, but 
rather become accustomed to it and control it. […] two hundred years 
ago england was a park dotted here and there with mellow towns; now 
it is a town dotted here and there with derelict parks.16 

out of these early articles, betjeman wrote Ghastly Good Taste, or, A De-
pressing Story of the Rise and Fall of English Architecture (1933),17 which, 
minus the pomp, can be seen as a forerunner to many subsequent satirical 
histories.18 other authors such as W. a. eden sought to recover an ‘english’ 
disposition towards the design of cities that would soften the blow of the 
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rampant inter-war modernisation. eden found an explicit tradition in eigh-
teenth century landscape gardening (a theme that would take an increasing 
role in townscape’s theoretical bases) that evidenced a ‘desire of man to 
improve his environment, either economically or aesthetically, and that we 
may justly claim that the tradition of the english countryside is a tradition of 
improvement rather than of preservation.’19

after the war, townscape became more international in its scope. this inter-
national diffusion of townscape’s message, and its incipient environmental-
ism, was encouraged by the fact that many of the authors formerly associ-
ated with the AR were by then working in other countries. tunnard in the 
united states and boyd in australia had both had been contributors to the 
AR and were wholly familiar with hastings’s ideas. In an address to the new 
south Wales chapter of the royal australian Institute of architects in 1948, 
clough Williams-ellis took some time to explain a context that was already 
very well understood in britain. he stated:

our monstrous towns have been choked by their own waste products. 
they no longer function very efficiently. they never did function very 
efficiently, and now their inefficiency is grotesque. they become, most 
of them, little better than nurseries for barbarians, from which the dis-
gusted and more enterprising people sought to escape into what we 
had considered our country and inevitably brought that barbarity with 
them and so spoiled the countryside. It was my despair in seeing the 
shrivelling, the dishonouring of our lovely countryside by little patches 
of buildings or individual buildings that did not understand the country 
in the least – thoroughly urban and shoddy – that drove me to get a 
real and passionate interest in town planning […].20

townscape and the postwar campaiGns

throughout the 1940s, the split between the nostalgic revivalism of conser-
vationist groups, and townscape’s advocacy of moderate modernism and 
‘compromised’ town planning, widened. by the 1950s townscape’s mes-
sage had become a matter of wider public debate, and began to dominate 
the pages of the AR. From the 1940s, gordon cullen’s memorable illus-
trations, studies and design projects appeared with increasing frequency, 
eventually becoming synonymous with townscape. later, Kenneth browne’s 
voluminous output from the 1950s onwards served to cement the public 
perception of townscape. but it was Ian nairn, a twenty-five-year-old ex-
airforce pilot with no formal architectural or planning education, who was 

to produce some of the most influential polemical pieces of the post-war 
period. 
nairn’s major works Outrage (june 1955)21 and its follow-up, Counter-At-
tack (december 1956)22 (both published as special issues of the AR) mark 
the beginning of a paradigm of built environment writing that, on the one 
hand, targeted the objects of Morris’s nineteenth century fury, but, on the 
other hand, (and in contrast to the revivalism of Portmeirion), followed betje-
man’s call for the mastery of modernisation, seeking instead to transform 
the mess of the everyday into the new materials of urban design. specifi-
cally, nairn’s work focussed on sprawl and the visual and physical pollution 
that rapid and ad-hoc urbanisation has brought about. using a car and his 
flying skills, he documented places which evidenced the process of vulgar 
modernisation: electricity pylons and telegraph wires, signage, advertising 
billboards, street furniture, lighting, road markings, badly hacked-up trees, 
coarse tasteless buildings and insensitive infrastructure. today, nairn’s ob-
servations seem commonplace, so total has been their acceptance, but in 
the 1950s nairn termed this phenomenon ‘subtopia’: 

the doom of an england reduced to universal subtopia, a mean and 
middle state, neither town nor country, an even spread of abandoned 
aerodromes and fake rusticity, wire fences, traffic roundabouts, gra-
tuitous notice-boards, car-parks and things in Fields. It is a morbid 
condition which spread both ways from suburbia, out into the country, 
and back into the devitalized hearts of towns, so that the most sub-
lime backgrounds, urban or rural, english or foreign, are now to be 
seen only over a foreground of casual and unconsidered equipment, 
litter and lettered admonitions – subtopia is the world of universal low-
density mess.23 

nairn was the editor of Outrage, but hastings’s editorial influence was never 
far away. earlier, in august 1948, an anonymous editorial (most likely by 
hastings) termed the AR’s subject of interest, ‘the submerged third’; the 
third of the built environment that had escaped the attention of design pro-
fessionals but which needed to be brought back within the fold: floorscapes, 
roofscapes, wirescapes etc. Much later, hastings developed another term, 
sloaP (i.e. space left over after Planning), to describe this same phenom-
enon. throughout the 1950s and into the 1960s, the AR – supported by its 
parent publishing house the architectural Press – became the main organ 
for the english speaking world’s fascination with the issue. In december 
1950, christopher tunnard, a regular contributor to the AR in the 1930s, 
edited a special edition, titled “Man-Made america”.24 after relocating to 



5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

5
. 
tW

E
n

tI
E
th

 C
E
n

tu
r

y

948 949

the us, tunnard published The City of Man (1953) with the architectural 
Press as a plea for a more human approach to urban planning and design.25 
landscape architect sylvia crowe contributed a series of articles in the AR 
on the effects of urbanisation and published two notable books on the sub-
ject with the architectural Press: Tomorrow’s Landscape (1956),26 and The 
Landscape of Roads (1960).27 elisabeth beazley’s appropriately named, De-
sign and Detail of the Space between Buildings (1960),28 dealt with one of 
townscape’s enduring preoccupations, and in 1965, lionel brett, another 
early townscape contributor, published his own ode to blight, again with the 
architectural Press, Landscape in Distress (1965).29

by the end of the 1950s, the neglect of everyday environments was a 
theme that was being debated beyond britain. In the united states, j. b. 
jackson’s publication Landscape during the 1950s presented a parallel 
fascination with the deleterious effects of modernisation. like hastings’s 
townscape, jackson’s point of view was not restricted to attacks on vulgar 
commercialism, but proposed a more catholic and synthetic approach to 
the emerging car-based landscape of 1950s usa.30 jacobs’s landmark The 
Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), although more social in na-
ture, is clearly a lament on the impoverishment of the urban environment.31 
In 1957, jacobs had collaborated with both gordon cullen and Ian nairn 
on their ground-breaking essay “downtown is for People” as a part in The 
Exploding Metropolis collection which combines townscape’s post-war visual 
critique, with jacobs’s social reform agenda; a message wholly familiar to 
the readers of both the AR and Architectural Forum magazines by the end 
of the 1950s.32 
nairn continued on the lines originally laid down in Outrage with two books 
in the 1960s: Your England Revisited (1964),33 and The American Land-
scape. A Critical View (1965).34 the latter appeared one year after the 
most famous book in this genre, Peter blake’s God’s Own Junkyard: The 
Planned Deterioration of America’s Landscape (1964), and although it had 
been researched and written several years before, is virtually identical in its 
scope and style.35

beyond townscape

by the 1960s, a realisation was emerging that damage to the natural envi-
ronment, unchecked urbanisation and the creeping effects of modernisation 
were not unconnected. less clear is how townscape intended to combat 
such problems. townscape’s most insightful observation was to widen the 
scope of design in the built environment, to include the other ‘two-thirds’ 
of visible matter that had been routinely neglected by design profession-

als previsously. the other major conceptual innovation was the move away 
from the perceived modernist austerity of ideal forms, repetition without 
difference and stand-alone objects, towards a more synthetic and sceno-
graphic approach to urban design. In his landmark “exterior Furnishing or 
sharawaggi: the art of Making urban landscape” from january 1944, 
hastings had called for a comprehensive picture of planning, intended to 
include all the miscellany thrown up by modernisation, which, he proposed, 
could be brought back within the design remit. ‘english cities’, wrote hast-
ings in 1944,

will always be an extraordinary hotchpotch of competing elements; […] 
the visual problem is to coax these competitors into a larger harmony. 
yet surely it is clear by now that the real as opposed to the ideal city, 
far from being all crystal towers and tennis courts, will be a thing of 
infinite variety, where for instance the victorian dolls-house must be 
politely encouraged to lie down with Mr. Frederick gibberd’s flats.36

For townscape and other allied projects, the blight and deterioration of the 
urban environment was a battle-cry, a summons to engage more closely 
with the built environment.  but for other groups the problems of urban 
degradation were met with reactionary solutions – aesthetic control and 
urban beautification projects, as proposed by Williams-ellis and practised by 
many municipal councils, and subsequently, new urbanists, Prince charles 
and his followers. In contrast, townscape’s proponents saw ugliness, sprawl 
and blight as symptomatic of the general collapse of the design professions’ 
ability to engage with real-world problems. hastings summarised the situa-
tion in “exterior Furnishing” as being a three-way battle between (Figure 1), 
the anti-urbanism of the garden city movement and the then budding new 
towns movement (Figure 2) the historical revivalism of the british architec-
tural establishment, typified by what hastings termed ‘bankers georgian, 
and (3) the utopianism of international modernism, termed by hastings, 
the ‘bauhausians’.37 ‘exterior Furnishing’, wrote hastings, ‘is sympathetic 
to all three; […] it lends itself to compromise, which is the english form 
of synthesis.’38 to carry out this ‘synthesis’ hastings invented the role of 
‘visual Planner’, a recommendation elaborated upon by nikolaus Pevsner 
throughout the 1940s and 1950s in a series of AR articles in preparation 
of a book, which was ultimately published posthumously as Visual Planning 
and the Picturesque (2010).
It is easily forgotten how modern the townscape’s proposed architecture 
was intended to be. unlike subsequent movements associated with post-
modernism where the ‘enemy’ was modernism, for hastings and townscape 
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it was ‘modernisation’ – a distinction often passed over in twentieth century 
histories. nevertheless, it is also clear that townscape failed to articulate 
a satisfactory design methodology – a failure which is the most likely cause 
for the loss of interest in townscape and its subsequent mistaken alignment 
with the culturally conservative and historicist approaches to urban design 
that emerged in the 1980s.
the fate of gordon cullen’s most famous book, Townscape of 1961, played 
no small part in the misinterpretation of townscape. the original edition of 
Townscape was a collection of design studies and projects that had been 
published in the AR over the two previous decades. Many of them demon-
strated townscape’s particular approach of fusing modernist architecture 
within traditional european urban settings. In 1971 the book was abridged 
and reissued as The Concise Townscape, but minus these modernist ex-
amples. The Concise Townscape is still in print, and has become a reference 
book for ‘sensitive’ urban design. It retains nothing of Pevsner’s historical 
framework in Visual Planning, nor of nairn’s biting polemic in Outrage, nor 
of hastings’s eclectic sharawaggi. Perhaps sensing a disappointment and 
confusion already palpable in the early 1970s, cullen’s preface to The Con-
cise Townscape is also a kind of eulogy to townscape:

there is an art of environment. this is the central fact of townscape 
but it has got lost on the way, the environment gladiators have cast 
lots for it and parted it amongst them. on the one hand is has de-
volved into cobbles and conservation, and on the other it has hived off 
into outrage and visual pollution. neither of these, if I may be allowed 
to breathe it, is germane to the art of environment. and consequently, 
ten years later, it becomes necessary to start again. now is the time 
to fashion a more realistic tool.39
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5.5.2 germany’s ‘grey architecture’ and its Forgotten 
Protagonists

benedIKt boucseIn
ETH Zürich, Switzerland

abstract

the reconstruction of germany’s cities from 1945 to the mid-1960s was 
the biggest collective building effort in twentieth-century europe. It is one 
of the findings of the author’s Phd study on the everyday architecture of 
this period – its grey architecture – that it was mainly the achievement 
of inconspicuous architectural practices and municipal departments largely 
forgotten today. In the first part of the paper, these protagonists, their way 
of working, their building tasks and conceptual approaches are introduced. 
the second part of the paper deals with the limited availability of primary 
and secondary sources from which the work of these architects can be 
reconstructed, as their records are not usually found in archives, and their 
lives and careers are today largely invisible. In the third part, the architect 
hans engels is introduced as a typical case study. engels started his prac-
tice shortly after the war in the city of essen and subsequently built up a 
large body of work throughout Western germany, focusing on administra-
tive buildings and parking garages. although he had a great impact on the 
appearance of many cities and was well known while alive, he has been 
forgotten today, as he left no written accounts and only a single printed in-
ventory of his work. the paper concludes with a call for an increased effort 
to document these architects’ output: because this inconspicuous form of 
architecture forms large parts of West germany’s cities and was central 
for the new identity of these cities after the war, and because an increasing 
number of these buildings needs to be repaired or replaced, attention to 
the everyday post-war architecture of western germany represents an im-
mensely important task for the coming decades, as the limited sources for 
its understanding are fast disappearing.

keywords

grey architecture, post-war architecture, mode, architectural 
biographies, Western germany
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introduction

the immense destruction of the second World War caused by aerial bomb-
ing, sieges and other acts of war left their marks on many of europe’s cities. 
germany, the originator and main aggressor of the war, was overall probably 
the most severely affected. to destabilize the country’s industry and the mo-
rale of its population, the allied forces bombed almost every larger city heav-
ily between 1939 and 1945, to which must be added the immense ‘second 
destruction’ that took place in the post-war years, during which much of the 
pre-war building stock was torn down.1 the subsequent reconstruction of 
germany’s urban structure is ‘probably the greatest collective building effort 
of the twentieth century.’2 the results are decisive for the appearance of 
most present-day german cities. 
today, the post-war buildings are reaching the end of their life and pose an 
increasing challenge for authorities, architects and owners. decisions have 
to be made about restoration or replacement. conservators, especially in 
economically less vibrant cities, struggle to decide how to deal with this 
architecture. viewed as individual buildings, the stock is normally not deserv-
ing of preservation. but the question remains how to treat it, especially in 
the case of building ensembles.
For Western germany, this question is particularly difficult. the country 
experienced a strong surge of development starting with the introduction 
of the deutsche Mark as a currency in 1948, and most of the new de-
velopment was undertaken by private investors supported by state loans 
and subsidies. the fragmented pre-war ownership structures as well as 
divergent regulations and plans largely remained intact.3 While larger settle-
ments were built outside existing cities, private reconstruction remained 
small-scale and piecemeal. In contrast to the german democratic republic, 
where reconstruction largely took place along the lines of large-scale, top-
down building, most of the West german development cannot be assigned 
to centrally-determined policies or methods.

Grey architecture as the fulfilment of modernity

In West germany, the architecture that replaced bombed and demolished 
buildings was erected very economically. time and money were short. strict 
control of construction limited possibilities for architectural expression, and 
until the early 1950s West germany’s future seemed insecure. the popu-
lace was largely in favour of reconstructing the cities without major innova-
tions, but there was opposition to the Wilhelminian style of building, as it 
was a reminder of the pre-war era.4

as a result, the overwhelming majority of the built structure of this time is, 

at first glance, architecturally unremarkable. up to now, it has largely been 
ignored by historians and architects, although the discussion of more promi-
nent post-war buildings has been gaining traction.5

Most of these everyday post-war buildings employ an architectural mix that 
refers to both modernism and classicism. simple window reveals are conven-
tionally arranged in plaster facades and freely combined with elements such 
as shallow pitched roofs and projecting bays. references to existing buildings 
are made directly. some buildings look like the aggregation of separate ideas, 
but without any ironical purpose. elements like garages, entry doors and shop 
windows are often not integrated into the composition but rather merged with 
the rest of the buildings in an additive fashion. this additive way of working 
contrasts to the synthesis usually aspired to in ‘high’ architecture.6

Its characteristic mix between modernism – the architecture of the victors 
– and a more classical form, as well as an indeterminacy in many aspects 
of the design, make the term ‘grey architecture’ fitting for these buildings, 
also because it forms a quiet, inconspicuous background of the city, framing 
the more prominent buildings.7  this was the result of a conscious choice by 
its builders. they identified themselves with an evolutionary, as opposed to a 
revolutionary, strand of modernism. Modern building technology was to en-
hance existing ways of building in order to serve society, but not to change it.8

the grey architecture of the West german post-war years was not an antith-
esis to modern architecture and it would be a more fitting approach to see 
it as a ‘modern vernacular’, implying all of the positive connotations usually 
associated with the term.9 With – and through – grey architecture, modern 
ideals were introduced and accepted on a large scale. they became part of 
a new normality being constructed in the post-war cities of germany:10 light 
and rationally designed buildings were now affordable for everyone, narrow, 
dark streets were replaced with wider streets easily accessible by car, sani-
tation was implemented throughout the urban structure, standardized build-
ing techniques took hold, and all of this was accepted by the population. In a 
way the modernists never anticipated, grey architecture – together with an 
extensive infrastructure that connects and supplies it – was the realization 
of their ambitions and it has considerable architectural and urban qualities. 
but until now it has been largely ignored as a field for research.11

the available tools of architectural criticism are unsuited to describing and 
understanding grey architecture. the usual critical response is to see it as 
characterized by compromise and inconsequence, and by ‘arbitrariness’ on 
the part of architects.12 It is regarded as a weak solution to problems that 
could have been solved better – but this is a perspective reached too quickly 
for it overestimates the control architect had over their designs. compro-
mises can often only be avoided by resignation in mid-project, not an option 
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for practitioners who depended upon their commissions for their living. and 
in any case, many of these architects never aspired to be avant-garde, but 
were concerned purely with earning a living or serving their client’s needs. 
and many viewed the results of their work as temporary, not permanent, 
especially so with the buildings of the ‘modest reconstruction’ up to the 
middle of the 1950s. they were often meant as a first, quick alleviation of 
housing shortage.13 an ex negativo description of grey architecture as one 
of compromise thus seems unsatisfactory.

a Generation of builders?
looking at the architects of grey architecture, oral history as well as archi-
val research show that the first wave of reconstruction of West germany’s 
cities was mainly carried out by architect-builders – and not by academically 
educated architects, who dominate today’s perception of architectural history 
and its discourse. the ‘architect-builder’ represents a type of architect that, 
although still existent today, and with a continuing and considerable influence 
on the built environment, is underrepresented in historical discussion.
the ‘grey architect’s’ approach towards architecture came from a practical, 
artisan point of view. usually, architect-builders went through an architec-
tural education of around two years after having learned a skilled trade such 
as mason or carpenter. they focused on practical skills that included financ-
ing and the obtaining of subsidies. With the architect-builder, the client could 
rely on somebody who offered the entire package of planning, regulatory 
approval, financing and building. From their education and with the limited 
building technologies of the time, the ‘grey architects’ could oversee the 
whole building process with the knowledge of a craftsman.
looking at the buildings and talking to contemporary witnesses, the grey 
architecture of this period appears mainly as the outcome of a certain gen-
eration and of its approach towards architecture. this generation seems to 
have been subsequently overtaken by younger architects by the 1960s, who 
built in a much more modernistic way, partly maybe because this younger 
generation often lacked connections to potential clients, while their educa-
tion had been interrupted or delayed by the war.

hans enGels, a protaGonist of the west German 
reconstruction

the career of hans engels (1918-80), who came from the world of the 
‘architect-builder’ but was of a younger generation and only emerged after 
the war, somewhat complicates this picture. the records of the municipal 

building archive of essen 
and a surviving monograph 
– apparently meant for his 
clients and not for profil-
ing himself before other 
members of his profession, 
or critics – show that he 
produced a large number 
of buildings typical of the 
grey architecture of post-
war western germany dur-
ing the 1950s, but later 
on also built architectural 
works that deviate from this 
style of building.14 his exam-
ple suggests that the char-
acteristic grey architecture 
was not entirely generation-
al, as it was also produced 
by younger architects. but 
it confirms that this archi-
tecture was connected to a 
certain form of education.
It is not entirely clear how 

and where this education took place in engels’ case. apparently he enjoyed 
no formal training as an architect. In 1939, when the war started, he was 
21 years old and had probably learned and executed a craft. during the 
war, amongst other things he learned to build flak shelters and coordinated 
building sites all over germany. after the war, he served an apprenticeship 
at a local architect’s office for about one year, and started his own business 
in 1946.15

engels established his office in a very insecure situation. at this time it was 
not clear if germany and especially essen would recover economically.16 but 
engels had good contacts with local shop owners, his main clients for the 
first years of his career. as their stores were their main source of revenue, 
these clients had a strong incentive to rebuild their shops, despite the inse-
curity of the situation. engels subsequently built, amongst other projects, 
around 70% of the buildings on essen’s most important shopping street, 
the limbecker strasse, which had been severely destroyed during the war. 
engels built very quickly, sometimes even before requesting a permit, and 
sometimes so fast that stairs had to be redone later on. he also aimed at 

Figure 1. Page from hans engels, Bauen in 25 
Jahren, 1971, showing reconstruction projects by 
engels in the limbecker strasse in essen
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maximizing the profit of his cli-
ent – in one case engels built, 
despite objections from the 
authorities, a building higher 
than initially permitted. he at-
tributed this to a ‘misunder-
standing’ between himself and 
his staff.17

these small commercial build-
ings, as well as a number of 
social housing projects in es-
sen, were the base for the 
expansion of engel’s practice 
throughout Western ger-
many. two main strands of 
assignments emerged in the 
following decades: adminis-
trative buildings for breweries 
and insurance companies as 
well as inner-city parking ga-
rages, for which engels devel-
oped a specialization. 
according to his daughters, 

engels was neither a ‘networker’, nor did he participate in local politics. 
though he maintained good relations with his clients, he was not interested 
in building private residences, as they did not pay off financially. For similar 
reasons, he normally declined to join architectural competitions. he seems 
to have worked constantly, reading architectural magazines until late at night 
and getting up at six o’clock in the morning to go to the building site, moving 
on at seven o’clock from there to his office. always travelling and working, 
engels paid the price for his stressful life at quite a young age. he suffered his 
first stroke at the age of 58 and passed away at 62.
hans engels’ projects have no discernible architectural handwriting. Instead, 
they reveal a great flexibility in terms of formal expression, although all strictly 
within a modern style. thus, they do not read like a tour of a single architect’s 
oeuvre, but rather that of an entire everyday West german city: a heteroge-
neous collection of apartment and shop buildings, administrative buildings, 
insurance headquarters, hotels, industrial buildings, and parking garages. 
some of his buildings, especially from the 1950s, are typical of the grey ar-
chitecture of that time. later on, engels also realized projects that speak a 
much more consequential modernistic language. his work thus mirrors the 

Figure 2. Page from hans engels, Bauen in 25 
Jahren, 1971, showing postwar social housing 
projects by engels in essen

way in which modernism established itself in all strata of West german archi-
tecture during and after the 1960s.
unfortunately, his methods can only be gleaned through the recollections of 
his daughters, who were also active in his practice. statements like the fol-
lowing give hints of his approach: asked whether there were architects whose 
example he aspired to, such as le corbusier, his daughter answered that 
engels ‘did not regard himself as an artist’ – with artist being clearly negative 
– ‘but as a functionalist. For him, function was the most important thing. and 
a punctual and orderly execution on the building site.’18

In formal terms, hans engels’ architecture cannot be read as a single body of 
work. engels did not follow a distinct style. rather, his way of working can bet-
ter be described as pragmatically following different architectural modes.19 
during the first era of the West german reconstruction, engels, like many 
architects, worked in the mode of the grey architecture of that time, cor-
responding to his training. but this experience also provided him with a good 
base from which to develop his reputation and his career and move on to 
other building tasks. as a result, the work he produced during his lifetime 
documents the changing conditions of everyday architectural production in 
Western germany. thus, if we are to understand how modern architecture 
became an important part of normality in Western germany, the work of 
these architects and the modal conditions they worked in need to be taken 
into consideration just as much as the careers and works of the better known 
architects. 

traces of Grey architects

evidence of grey architecture should be plentiful, as for the architects of 
engels’ generation, high productivity was not the exception, but the rule. 
While the pioneers of modern architecture in germany, born before 1915, 
had either to emigrate, cooperate or cease practising during the rule of the 
national socialists, the generation of hans engels (born between 1915 and 
1930) did not face such an interruption.20 typically, they had just finished or 
were in the middle of their architectural education when the second World 
War started in 1939. their productive period began around 1950, when 
the first wave of reconstruction began. Many of these architects worked for 
the whole of the second half of the twentieth century, when around 60% of 
the built structure of today’s cities was produced.21

accordingly, some of the most prominent members of this generation of 
West german architects turned out a very extensive oeuvre. In terms of the 
number of buildings, probably the most productive architect of this genera-
tion was harald deilmann (1920-2008). deilmann’s work can best be de-
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scribed as following the modal conditions of the respective periods, though 
featuring more prominent buildings than those characteristically undertaken 
by grey architects. deilmann’s output is strangely devoid of stylistic consis-
tency, although many of his projects are conceptually very distinctive. his 
buildings conform to the standards of contemporary, well-executed schools 
and other public buildings, as well as private residences.  like engel’s work, 
an overview of his buildings evokes a strong impression of striding across a 
typical West german city – although through other parts of it, the world of 
public buildings and single-family houses.
When looking at the work of more prominent contemporaries of engels and 
deilmann such as oswald Matthias ungers (1926-2007), Paul schneider-
esleben (1915-2005) and günther behnisch (1922-2010), or less produc-
tive but very influential architects like gottfried böhm (born 1920), ludwig 
leo (1924-2012), Frei otto (born 1925) and eckhard schulze-Fielitz (born 
1929), a different impression is gained. each had a clear idea of their own 
architectural identity, and aspired to transform architecture in one way or 
the other, but had no desire to traverse architectural modes.22

to draw a compelling portrait of this generation and its influence on how the 
West german cities look today – and to understand them better – architects 
such as ungers need to be considered in relation to their contemporaries 
like deilmann, as well as to grey architects like hans engels. but while the 
archives are well stocked with records of the more prominent architects of 
this generation, material on people like engels, who worked below the radar 
of ‘high’ architecture, is sparse and fading quickly. often, there is no incen-
tive to keep material, either on the part of descendants or of archivists. 
Furthermore, due to their practical orientation and the restraints of their 
practice, these architects usually left no written testimonials. their buildings 
were normally not published, and their records, if they have been kept at 
all, not transferred to archives. thus, the main sources that can be em-
ployed today to gather information on these architects are the building files 
in the city archives and interviews with surviving witnesses. other records 
of these architects’ work are much harder to find.23 they never aspired to 
be remembered by posterity, their sole concern was to build. so, ironically, 
these less prominent architects, who are so important for understanding 
germany’s cities of the twentieth century, present a much more urgent case 
for research than their more prominent counterparts.
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5.5.3 Process above all: Shadrach Woods’ nonSchool 
of Villefranche 

FederIca doglIo
Politecnico di Torino, Italy

abstract

used in the context of architecture and urbanism, the term ‘anarchism’ of-
ten proves ambiguous and overly-abstract. Focusing on the design process 
of shadrach Woods, this paper intends to ground the term concretely in the 
history of twentieth-century architecture and theory. 
In 2000, former team x member giancarlo de carlo noted that the an-
archist thought of two late nineteenth-century polymaths, Patrick geddes 
and Piotr Kropotkin, had significantly influenced his own work. he also pon-
dered whether team x, a diffuse assortment of architects organized into 
a horizontal hierarchy, could be considered anarchist. he asserted that “in 
team x many positions and many attitudes were similar to the anarchist 
movement”, and that some members of team x viewed the means as more 
important than the ends. In particular, he explained, shadrach Woods and 
the smithsons favored design process over formal results.
using this measure of process versus formal result as a starting point, my 
paper explores the relationship between anarchism and team x, particularly 
in the work and ideas of shadrach Woods. In 1966 Woods proposed a radi-
cal experiment that he termed “non-school” that was centered on the aboli-
tion of degrees and traditional academic curricula, replacing these antiquated 
requirements with a new system that integrated education with the urban 
community and expanded its access to people of all ages. Many of his ideas 
were in part inspired by his encounter with artists from the Fluxus movement, 
with whom he collaborated at the non-school of villefranche in 1966, and 
again later at the triennale in Milan in 1968. as I link Woods’ theories to the 
team x and to the Fluxus thought, I suggest that we might call the non-school 
approach a “school without walls for architects and artists”.

keywords

Shadrach woods, team X, Fluxus, nonSchool, process, Berlin Free 
university 

introduction

during the last decade of his life, the architect shadrach Woods theorized 
and proposed a process-centered and interdisciplinary model of university 
education that was derived from the practices with which he and his circle 
of artists and architects – most prominently Fluxus and team x – were 
experimenting during the 1960s. this paper analyzes Woods’ theoretical 
discourse on education, and then turns to the application of these theo-
ries in the case of the nonschool of villefranche, a radical experiment 
conceived in 1966 by Woods and his friend and colleague, robert Filliou, 
a French american Fluxus artist. It concludes by situating the berlin Free 
university, Woods’ bestknown work, in the discourse of the nonschool and 
the broader cultural and intellectual projects associated with Fluxus and 
team x. While these movements have attracted the attention of many 
historians, Woods’ interest in expanding their experimental practices far 
beyond elite arts production has, to my knowledge, never been published 
or presented. this lacuna proves all the more surprising in light of the 
broad acceptance of many of Woods’ once radical positions in today’s 
pedagogical discourses.

from theories of the architecture of education to the 
nonschool

a major preoccupation of shadrach Woods for the last eleven years of his 
life, from 1962 to 1973, was what he called ‘the architecture of education’, 
through which he sought to reformulate ideas of how universities should 
function and how they should be designed.1 Woods’ interest in universities 
can be tied to his professional endeavours in the early 1960s. an important 
theoretician,2 partner in the firm candilis-josic-Woods (cjW)3 (1955-68) 
and a core member of team x (1953-81)4, Woods collaborated with george 
candilis and alexis josic on the designs of bochum university (1962) and 
dublin university college (1964), and with Manfred schiedhelm on the Free 
university of berlin (1963) and brussels Free university (1971). In addition, 
he taught architecture design studios and lectured at yale (1962-67), cor-
nell (1970-1), harvard (1968-73) and rice universities (1970). 
In common with many intellectuals who taught at universities in the 1960s, 
shadrach Woods found himself caught up in a vortex of change in educa-
tion. like architecture, the field of education was searching for new models; 
thinkers sought to reformulate the basic problems of education, rather than 
simply seeking new solutions to old questions. the student revolts of the 
late 1960s and the early 1970s profoundly altered society’s political and 
cultural attitudes, particularly in the academic world. the cuban Missile 
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crisis (1962), the vietnam 
War (1963-75), the civil 
rights movement (1968), 
the Watergate scandals 
of the nixon administration 
(1972), and the global oil 
crisis (1973) led students 
to denounce the poorly func-
tioning political, economi-
cal, social and educational 
systems. they demanded 
radical institutional change, 
and many intellectuals and 
educators, like shadrach 
Woods, listened.5

central to these changes 
was an emphasis on collab-
orative efforts and an edu-
cational model grounded in 
pluralism – that is, the ac-
ceptance of divergent values 
and multiple perspectives. 
during the 1968 student 
occupation of university 
hall, harvard’s main admin-

istrative headquarters, part of an anti-vietnam war protest, there had been 
debates on education. Woods gave a series of lectures exploring these 
ideas,6 the most important of which was “the education bazaar,” where 
he outlined many of his thoughts about architectural education. the article 
began as a lecture at harvard’s graduate school of design (gsd) in 1969, 
and it was soon after published in the Harvard Educational Review.7 In the 
same issue of this journal, aldo van eyck, giancarlo de carlo, herman 
hertzberger, Peter Prangnell and others published significant articles on 
education in schools of architecture too. these authors were all part of 
team x, or influenced by this group’s work and thought, and they proposed 
in these writings a pluralistic approach to education.8 one can especially see 
ties between Woods’ article and giancarlo de carlo’s: both focused on the 
idea of the integration of the city and the school, shared a commitment of 
the architect to society, and showed sympathy to student protesters. 
In “the education bazaar,” Woods describes his concept of a school without 
walls that is physically integrated into the city, because he sees the city and 

nonschool in villefranche, stationery. In: shadrach 
Woods collection, avery architectural and Fine arts 
library, columbia university, new york city (Feld box 
09, folder 9.17)

its streets as places for learning.9 he summarizes this concept as ‘the idea 
of an educational bazaar, of the city as education.’10 In four sections entitled 
‘the gap’, ‘the removal of barriers’, ‘the city as a school; the school as the city’, 
and ‘man or animal?’ he pairs text and image to explain how his theoretical 
ideas might be translated into university designs, noting especially his work in 
the dublin university college design competition (1964) and an outline for the 
competition on the expansion of the city of caen in 1961. In developing this 
idea that the university must be integrated into the city and that the educa-
tional process needs to overcome the barriers of the past, he introduces an 
alternative model of education, which he calls the nonschool.11 

In analyzing Woods’ writings, we turn to another version of the same lec-
ture, signed, undated, and never published, which can be found in shadrach 
Woods collection at avery drawings and archives at columbia university in 
new york city. this second version was probably written sometime between 
november 1968 and early 1970.12 through it, we see the evolution of 
Woods’ concept of the nonschool through his experience with the ‘non-
school of villefranche’, a radical experiment in the field of education con-
ceived by shadrach Woods and the French-american Fluxus artist robert 
Filliou. 
While difficult to classify in traditional art historical terms, Fluxus, follow-
ing john hendricks’s definition in his 1988 book Fluxus Codex, might be 
portrayed as an informal neo-dada group of artists active in many different 
artistic disciplines from the beginning of the 1960s.13 
this second version of “the education bazaar,” while structurally similar to 
the published version, differs in content and manner of expression, showing 
a more open attitude, and revealing close intellectual bonds to the French 
Fluxus ‘movement’, especially to robert Filliou, whose own ideas on educa-
tion influenced Woods’ approach. Indeed, the text includes excerpts of con-
versations between the artists allan Kaprow and robert Filliou, and between 
Filliou and john cage. It is clear that this unpublished shadrach Woods’ 
essay owes a great deal to Filliou’s extraordinary book ‘teaching and learn-
ing as Performing arts.’14 Woods got to know robert Filliou through the 
american architect-tartist joachim Pfeufer,15 who first met Woods in 1959 
at cIaM xI, worked with candilis-josic-Woods from 1960 to 1968, and 
began collaborating with robert Filliou on the Poipoidrom project in 1963.16

the personal and intellectual relationship of the three men can be traced to 
villefranche-sur-Mer, a small village in the French cote d’azur, where Fluxus 
artists from around the world gathered between 1965 and 1968. those 
artists were part of a movement which ‘challenged preconceived notions 
about art, the function of art, and the role of the artist in society,’ promot-
ing a ‘nonart’. 17 
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In villefranche-sur-Mer, Fluxus members robert Filliou and george brecht18 
established ‘la cédille Qui sourit’, an experimental space or shop, an art 
laboratory, where Fluxus artists came together to showcase their works in 
an unusual exhibition-sale in which they sold various creations, such as jew-
ellery and musical instruments. conceived first as an english bookshop, the 
site became, in practice, a combination of workshop and shop, or maybe, 
appropriating Fluxus’ terms, a ‘nonshop’. ‘la cédille’ was created inside of 
two Filliou’s projects, and are all interconnected: ‘the eternal network’19 and 
‘the centre of Permanent creation.’20

Woods travelled frequently to villefranche during the non-shop’s short three-
year life from september 1965 to october 1968.21 he was fascinated by, 
and influenced by the ideas of Filliou, a prominent figure in Fluxus.22 While 
Woods encountered the Fluxus world first at villefranche, he maintained 
his relationship with the movement in Paris, and it fundamentally shaped 
his ideas and theoretical approach to architectural education. In particular, 
Woods drew upon Fluxus’ emphasis on the importance of the arts in the 
educational process, and also their radical approach to reformulating the 
relationship between school, city, and world. 
the basic idea of ‘nonÉcole de villefranche’, or nonschool, was to refuse 
any predetermined program, and to create a school that was free, fair, and, 
most importantly, open to all an anti -school that rejected any relationship 
with the scholastic institution and broke with past institutions of school. 
a central characteristic of the nonschool, as described in ‘teaching and 
learning as Performing arts’, was, as Filliou asserted, ‘to show how some 
of the problems inherent to teaching and learning can be solved – or let’s 
say eased – through an application of the participation techniques developed 
by artists in such fields as: happenings, event, action poetry, environments, 
visual poetry, films, street performances, non-instrumental music, games, 
correspondence, etc...’23 In other words, the arts must have a core role in 
the educational process: they would enrich it and give it new perspective. 
Woods applied the ideas of the ‘nonschool of villefranche’ to the world of 
college-level architecture, drawing on these notions in the development of 
his own nonschool. there are very few primary sources for the nonschool 
project. some documents related to this project are held in shadrach Woods 
collection at columbia university; these include nonschool stationery, a 
statement of nonschool philosophy, and a description of the program of the 
villefranche workshop.24 robert Filliou also discusses the subject briefly in 
his 1970 book ‘teaching and learning as Performing arts,’ an accessible 
and poetic book that puts forth on existential problems and seeks to inter-
pret and reinterpret contemporary life.25  Woods wanted the nonschool to 
replace traditional ways of learning at the college level, particularly by intro-

ducing a new teaching method, the abolition of grades, and the intervention 
of the artists. although Woods’ nonschool was never realized in the field of 
education, the concepts and ideas influenced the curriculum at harvard and 
other architecture schools where he taught. Indeed, in a recent interview, 
eric Pfeufer, joachim Pfeufer’s younger brother and a former student of 
Woods at harvard, insisted that the nonschool did exist at harvard under 
Woods in the personal and anti-academic way that he conducted his design 
studios. 26 

another important principle of the nonschool was the idea of non-special-
ization, which would open students to various disciplines and help them 
adapt to shifts to the changing market conditions. Filliou and Woods believed 
excessive specialization prevented cultural adoptions and also hindered an 
individual’s ability in a continuously changing world and job market. Further-
more, the nonschool sought to revise modes of teaching. borrowing from 
Marxist ideology, Fluxus called for the abolition of classes and applied this 
to the classroom setting: they wanted to end the fixed rules of the student-
teacher relationship and cultivate a new model where teaching and learning 
were part of a two-way, continuously flowing process. learning at the non-
school was not to be based on the transmission of information, but instead 
students would be given endless ways to analyse problems then would be 
guided in the direction of their own interests and personal inclinations.
applying these ideas to the architecture school, Woods called for the ‘total 
revision’ of the system of architectural education based on principles of the 
nonschool. he explained that 

the urban structures which we know no longer contain our needs, nor 
do they correspond to the evolving goals which we can occasionally 
perceive. […] We shall develop non-structures to organize our various 
activities in ways, places and buildings that relate more directly to a 
society which is in a state of becoming, that is, in ways that exhibit 
great potential to change.27 

he envisioned the administrative management of the nonschool as con-
stantly changing, with the theoretical direction framed by persons of inter-
national standing who would be brought in on a temporary basis. 
While Fluxus provided one model for Woods, he also was heavily influenced 
by team x.28 Whereas Fluxus emphasized the role of artists in bringing 
about social change, team x believed that students would be the centre of 
the future society. unlike cIaM, which would organize through quasi-annual 
international congresses, team x’s meetings were held in ateliers where 
real problems and projects could be discussed by many in a common vision 
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of architecture and urban planning. In thinking about the physical space of 
the architectural school, Woods drew upon ideas from team x member 
and Italian architect and educator, giancarlo de carlo. de carlo argued for 
the integration of a project with its context, seeing geographical, cultural, 
and temporal circumstances as essential for the design of a university. this 
attitude was contrary to the traditional anglo-saxon concept of the cam-
pus, with its customary extra-urban siting in autonomous isolation. de carlo 
developed and implemented his concept in urbino (1956-94), where he 
designed an extension of the university in a way that would integrate into the 
historic city.29 de carlo’s influence is clearly seen in the section of Woods’ 
lecture titled ‘the city as a school; the school as a city’, in which he refers to 
de carlo’s Harvard Educational Review essay:

the school should not be an island, but a part of the physical environ-
ment, and – at best – the physical environment should itself be consid-
ered and conceived as a whole, according to educational needs: it should 
not be a finished device, but a structure that branches out into the fabric 
of social activities, able to adapt to their constant changes [...].30

In addition to engagement with the city, Woods insisted that the university 
should draw upon the knowledge and experience of the larger populace. he 
explains:

With the revision of academic structures, where the entire system 
becomes adaptable to the needs of the entire world and where the 
global viewpoint can be reflected in the education process, urbanism 
and education come together. education will become a necessary part 
of the physical milieu.31

Moreover, in thinking about the city itself as a space of education, he argued 
‘the cities represent the future of Western society, and schools represent 
the future of cities. city and school intertwine to an inextricable degree.’32 
the experiment thus aimed to dismantle traditional school hierarchies, and in 
an engagement with the city, Woods insisted that the university should draw 
upon the knowledge and experience of the larger populace. he explains:

With the revision of academic structures, where the entire system 
becomes adaptable to the needs of the entire world and where the 
global viewpoint can be reflected in the education process, urbanism 
and education come together. education will become a necessary part 
of the physical milieu.33

Moreover, in thinking about the city itself as a space of education, he argued 
‘the cities represent the future of Western society, and schools represent 
the future of cities. city and school intertwine to an inextricable degree.’34 
the experiment aimed to dismantle traditional school hierarchies and to 
integrate the school with the city.

free university berlin: concludinG thouGhts

Woods tried to give form to this theoretical experiment in his design of the 
Free university of berlin. In collaboration with Manfred schiedhelm, a young 
talented german architect who was working candilis-josic-Woods in Paris, 
Woods won a competition for a university design in West berlin in 1963. 
their proposal reflects the ideas he would later express in the lecture “the 
education bazaar”: the oneness of the school, the integration process with 
the city, the flexibility of spaces and ideas. described by historian stanley 
abercrombie as ‘one of the most radical architectures of the last century,’ 
the berlin Free university might be read as Woods’ manifesto.35 It was also 
his last built project, with the first construction phase completed in 1973, 
the year he passed away. It is based on his process-centred web concept, 

berlin Free university. Pedestrian paths grid overlapping open spaces grid. In: shadrach 
Woods collection, avery architectural and Fine arts library, columbia university, new york 
city (Feld box 05)
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which he presented in 1962 in the journal Le Carré Bleu.36 later defined as 
a ‘mat-building’ or ‘ground-scraper’,37 this architecture was conceived as a 
platform or slab that would facilitate encounters among students and teach-
ers, helping to overcome the differences between them. In the first years of 
its life, the school was always left open, but it was soon brutally vandalized. 
later, some restrictions were introduced. In the first phase of the project, 
the young Manfred schiedhelm strongly insisted on leaving the corridors 
open, to recall best the idea of a city with its blocks and its streets, and to 
stress the concept of the school as a city and the city as a school. Further-
more, jean Prouvé collaborated with Woods in designing its famous corten 
façade with the goal of producing a light, modular, steel structure that would 
allow for a high level of flexibility and adaptability. and indeed, the structure 
was able to accommodate numerous changes and renovations, the most 
notable of which was norman Foster’s new library of 1997.
towards the end of his life Woods seems to have grown more and more 
convinced that architecture did not in itself hold the tools to realize his ideal-
istic aspirations.  but rather than growing disillusioned, he initiated a deploy-
ment not of his architecture, but of its methods of operation, including open 
collaboration, non-specialization, challenges to hierarchy, and the utilization 
of existing urban networks. these he sought to embed in a new ‘architec-
ture of education’ that, more than any building, design strategy, or disciplin-
ary movement, might produce profound, long-lasting cultural betterment.
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5.5.4 Sacred Buildings in Italy after World War II:  
the Case of turin 

carla ZIto
Independent scholar, Italy

abstract

In the forty years after World War II in Italy about 1200 churches destroyed 
during the war were reconstructed, and many new places of worship were 
built in the new suburbs. 
traditionally, churches defined the identities of cities, but many of the new 
places of worship built in these years seem completely devoid of any ar-
chitectural character, although they were considered a success from the 
pastoral point of view. 
the emergence of a new morphology, the parish complex, more than just 
a place of worship, acquired significance and importance in the city, and 
provided a new centre for the suburbs
despite the presence of government policy (laws n.2522/52 and n.168/62) 
to ensure economic contribution by the Italian state to the construction of 
new parish buildings, poor choices of location, and the need for emergency 
solutions, often with prefabricated construction, had a negative impact on 
their architectural value. the over-rapid application of liturgical reform (re-
sulting in the impoverishment and secularization of places of worship) con-
tributed to these problems.
through the case of turin, I will attempt to define a model that can serve 
as a guide to understand how the church’s needs were – or were not – rec-
onciled with the city’s, so as to weave together urban life, architecture and 
the liturgy.

keywords

Parish churches, Second Vatican Council, turin, liturgy

Many hundred religious buildings have been constructed in Italy since the 
end of World War II. the precise number is unknown, nor is it possible to 
draw up a single list of all these catholic buildings, since they include parish 
complexes, sanctuaries, chapels, and cathedral churches. each type has a 
completely different architectural, liturgical and social layout, so we cannot 
analyze them all in the same way. the present study focuses on the category 
of ‘parish complexes’. these are particularly emblematic of urban changes 
after the war; in some cases they reveal a close link to structures that were 
destroyed and then rebuilt, while in other cases they are an important ele-
ment in areas of new development on the outskirts of established cities. 
With parish complexes, we can launch a discussion from three standpoints: 
urbanistic and architectural (analyzing how this model has changed and 
what new features it presents), social (understanding its anthropological 
role in the urban territory), and liturgical-pastoral (guiding us in interpreting 
formal, functional and symbolic choices).  
our discussion must take into consideration two important historical points 
of reference – the aftermath of World War II, and the second vatican coun-
cil (1963-5). Many of Italy’s parish churches had been destroyed during the 
war, along with the surrounding residential areas. ‘“reconstruction” was 
disorganized at first, with little time or attention given either to implement-
ing new trends or reconsidering old ones. In the chaotic landscape that de-
veloped, a few isolated buildings stood out.’1 architectural attention initially 
focused on new urban developments, where the various subsidized building 
programs were mostly concentrated, with the aim of creating whole new 
residential districts. In this context, plans for religious buildings were divided 
between rebuilding of structures damaged or destroyed during the war, and 
the construction of new parish complexes to comply with urban planning law 
n. 1150/42,2 which stipulated the percentage in square meters of new 
construction that should be devoted to religious purposes. this resulted in 
buildings of varying interest, depending on the individual case and on the 
features of the area where construction took place. generally speaking, 
the examples cited in the literature belong to one of two categories: either 
they are works by famous architects, or they were the focus of the newly 
planned residential districts (principally in Milan, bologna, turin or rome).3 
From 1952, most new parish complexes had in common that they were 
built under law 2522 of that year, which provided state funds for new 
churches, and was utilized by the majority of Italian dioceses. since publi-
cation of the inventory of archives of Pontificia commissione centrale per 
l’arte sacra in Italia (central commission for religious Works of art in Italy, 
PccasI) last december, it might be now possible to rewrite the history of 
twentieth century Italian church building.4 From 1924 to 1990 the PccasI 
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was responsible for approval of projects submitted by bishops with respect 
to compliance with liturgical precepts and requirements for sacred art, both 
of which gained great importance following vatican II. the PccasI inventory 
for the first time provides a list of all religious complexes built in post-war 
Italy, enabling us to reconstruct the history of the parish centre within the 
broader context of religious building, dependent not only on architectural 
and/or liturgical choices but also on social and urbanistic issues.
during a 1989 conference on the theme of sacred architecture, the bolo-
gna architect glauco gresleri stated:

law n. 2522 was providential and essential. however it found a cul-
tural terrain that was extremely unprepared. It opened the way to a 
myriad of constructions in the “sacred” field in the face of a nearly 
total lack of cultural-disciplinary-professional preparation, both among 
ecclesiastical operators and planners and in hierarchical terms.5

gresleri also drew attention to the fact that there had never been a census 
of all the churches built, irrespective of their architectural value.
With the more prestigious architecture already well known, what he claimed 
was necessary for a historical assessment – and is now possible for the first 
time – is an index of all the buildings regardless of their architectural value. 
the many parish churches that exist throughout Italy were, and are a re-
sponse to the hundreds of requests from Italian dioceses both large and 
small. the 1952 and 1962 national laws for construction of unfinished par-
ish complexes helps us to understand the fiscal and regulatory framework, 
within which were developed various architectural directions sensitive to 
social and political realities.
the PccasI, under the leadership of giovanni costantini (1943-56), began 
in 1944 to work with the new Italian republic to enact a law guaranteeing 
financial subsidies for the reconstruction of church buildings damaged in 
the war, for the replacement of bells in church towers (many bells were 
taken down during the fascist regime so that the bronze could be used for 
weapons manufacture), and above all for the construction of new churches 
in the working-class suburbs that were springing up around many large ur-
ban centers. From december 1952, under law n. 2522,6 the Italian state 
granted bishops money for the purchase of land and for the construction 
of unfinished buildings. ten years later, in 1962, law n. 168 consolidated 
and replaced the financial arrangements of the previous legislation.7 under 
the presidency of Monsignor giovanni Fallani from 1956 until 1985, the 
PccasI concentrated on new buildings. Its work intensified ‘during the years 
of the economic boom, when internal migration, demographic growth and 

the expansion of working-class suburbs of large cities increased the need 
for new places for worship and for pastoral gatherings’.8 bishops’ tried to 
make their pastoral program a part of urban policies, so that religious build-
ing could go hand-in-hand with new residential construction. however it was 
not always possible to keep pace with the rate of residential construction, 
and even if new places of worship satisfied pastoral needs, they frequently 
lacked architectural value. 
the diocese of Milan is an example. In the first period, thanks to the work 
of cardinal giovanni battista Montini at the beginning of the 1950s, the 
city of Milan produced churches of generally high architectural standard. 
architects worked on religious building with attention to research on liturgi-
cal space, and using contemporary shapes but also traditional and local 
materials. In the following period, in the 1960s, a more urgent need for new 
churches led to the drafting of a program of standardization covering more 
than a hundred building projects. as a consequence, variation was limited 
to ‘two extreme parochial situations, types a and b’ justified by constructive 
pragmatism and utilized in different zones of the city.9 there were neither 
funds nor time to design more interesting new places of worship.
the second decisive stimulus for the transformation of religious space was 
the liturgical reform introduced by the second vatican council (1963-5). In 
the assessment of the churches built following vatican II what is at issue 
is no longer traditional or modern design, but the extent to which individual 
projects conformed to the new provisions of the council, although these 
were not simple norms. christian liturgical space is the fruit of the encoun-
ter between ars celebrandi (‘the art of celebration’) and ars aedificandi (‘the 
art of building’), and this encounter can never be isolated from the urban 
and social context. Actuosa partecipatio, or active participation, the inspira-
tion behind the innovations, implies the need for complex spatial articulation 
that guarantees liturgical functions by supporting the actions of the faithful 
and the clergy in a liturgical space consisting of various topographies. the 
many different positions adopted towards the liturgy makes it difficult to tell 
how far new ideas of revelation (Dei Verbum), of the way the church should 
present itself (Lumen gentium), and of the relationship between the chris-
tian faith and civic culture (Gaudium et spes)10 determined the architecture 
of new churches.
the case of turin11 serves as a model for some of these discussions. at the 
end of World War II the city was a laboratory for liturgical architecture. the 
sheer number of new constructions was the expression of a city that had 
nearly doubled in population, a result of immigration triggered by expansion 
of the engineering industry. an existing framework for diocesan control of 
parish church building had been established under the episcopacy of car-
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dinal Maurilio Fossati (1930-65), with the creation of the diocesan offices 
for the doctrine of the Faith in 1935.12 the first building projects were 
begun in the 1950s, with an increase from 1954 to 1955; forecasts for 
the number of religious complexes needed over the whole diocese of torino 
were translated into actual planning programs. From 1960 until 1965 
the journal I cantieri dell’Arcivescovo (the archbishop’s building Works) 
was published to report on diocesan projects and to publicize the new pro-
grams, in which the planning of new parish centers appeared as the central 
theme in the relationship between parish and neighborhood.
construction of religious building was gradual and took place over several 
phases: the initial phase, before purchase of land, was a creation of a li-
turgical hall on a temporary site to gather the community together: these 
were often similar in form to a ‘warehouse-church’. after that, a church hall 
would be built (the future parish hall of 350 sqm) to serve temporarily as 
a church, with a presbytery. the definitive church was only built when the 
parish counted 8000-10,000 inhabitants.
In this first intense phase of construction, from 1955 until 1965, with the 
help of state funding, parish complexes that were both harmonious and 
functional were realized through a combination of architectural research, 

Figure 1. Parish complexes built under the episcopate of cardinal Fossati, from 1930 to 
1965. Source: photographies by the author

experimentation with new materials (including reinforced concrete), struc-
tural innovation and consultation with outside experts. there was a delib-
erate restraint and simplicity in ornamentation, in order to focus on the 
essential religious service. buildings were carefully positioned in relation to 
the layout of the whole new residential zone, giving them an identity that is 
still easily recognizable in the urban context. We find the church, the rec-
tory, the parish centre with its cine-theatre, the bell tower, the churchyard 
opening towards the surrounding neighborhood, and sometimes also a 
building intended as a nursery school. the liturgical spaces usually feature 
a longitudinal plan with a single nave according to the traditional model.
construction of religious centres doubled in the following twelve years (1965-
77) under the episcopacy of cardinal Pellegrino, but the architectural quality 
declined. continuing immigration meant that the provision of churches re-
mained insufficient, and on 8 May 1966, on the occasion of the annual ‘new 
churches day’13, cardinal Fossati’s successor, cardinal Pellegrino, declared 
that ‘the population increase has led to an urgent need for a large number 
of centres of religious life’.14

In 1969 he provided his own interpretation of vatican II, setting out a policy 
for future churches in the diocese:

Figure 2. Parish complexes built under the episcopate of cardinal Pellegrino, from 1965 
to 1977. Source: photographies by the author
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We are very aware of the council’s admonition: diocesan authorities 
should strive after noble beauty rather than mere sumptuousness […]. 
In the construction of sacred buildings we should be concerned with 
their ability to allow celebration of liturgical services and active partici-
pation of the faithful (sc n. 124). so let us not try to emulate our fore-
fathers who left us monumental churches, but aim instead at creating 
functional buildings and containing expenditure within the limits of the 
strictly necessary.15

the result was extensive building in both the city and the immediate periph-
ery favoring repetition of standard models with few variations. the church 
was no longer church-as-monument, but the house among the houses of 
the christian community, poor among the poor. attention to the morphol-
ogy of the place of worship faded into the background, and technological 
innovations were introduced purely to speed up construction. Prefabrication 
became the preferred construction technique. the standard model became 
the technical optimum, highly functional with little architectural experimenta-
tion. the typical liturgical hall provided a centralized interior that, in accor-
dance with council guidelines, allowed greater community participation in 
the celebration of the eucharist, but whose multi-functional flexibility gener-
ally rendered the space dull and formless.
In the catholic church’s evolution of its relations with society, the turin case 
concentrates attention on the problem of the identity of the new churches. 
by the 1970s, the need to provide sufficient religious centers and ancillary 
services in new residential areas was affecting the architectural quality. nev-
ertheless, these buildings play, at the pastoral level, a central urban role for 
the population. the scope of church building changes from a representation-
al model to a functional one; and, amongst so much mediocre architecture, 
for us identify works of significance, we must turn to an assessment of how 
relations between the faith community and the episcopal institutions were 
negotiated during the construction process, and of the role church building 
has played in forming the identity of entire neighborhoods.

1 leonardo benevolo, L’architettura nel-
l’Italia contemporanea (rome/bari: editori 
laterza, 1998), 146.
2 article n. 7 of national urban law n. 1150 
of 17 august 1942 states: ‘a municipality’s 
development plan must indicate the areas 
to be reserved for public buildings or public 
usage, as well as buildings and facilities of 
collective or social interest.’
3 see the following recent publications: 
L’Architettura delle chiese in Italia (comunità 
di bose: edizioni Qiqajon, 2012); giancarlo 
santi, Nuove chiese italiane (1981-2010) 
(Milan: vita e Pensiero, 2011); giancarlo 
santi, andrea longhi, and carlo tosco, Ar-
chitettura Chiesa e Società in Italia (1948-
1978) (rome: edizioni studium, 2010); 
virginio sanson, Architettura Sacra nel 
Novecento. Esperienze, ricerche e dibattiti 
(Padova: edizioni Messaggero, 2008); ste-
fano Mavilio, Guida all’architettura sacra. 
Roma 1945-2005 (Milan: electa, 2006); 
Frédéric debuyst, Chiese. Arte, architet-
tura, liturgia dal 1920 al 2000 (Milan: sil-
vana editoriale, 2003), sandro benedetti, 
L’architettura delle chiese contemporanee. 
Il caso italiano (Milan: jaca book, 2000). 
the relationship of new religious construc-
tion with contemporary trends in archi-
tecture has been the subject of debate in 
various international liturgical conventions 
at bose Monastery and in the international 
conventions in venice coinciding with the 
biennale. concurrently the ceI (Italian epis-
copal conference) proposes educational 
programs for the design of new churches 
through a multidisciplinary approach, along 

with other schemes including publication of 
the feature ‘one church every month’, ed-
ited by Professor andrea longhi, to inter-
pret and assess the architecture of Italian 
churches in the second half of the twentieth 
century.
4 until publication of daniele de Marchis 
(ed.), L’Archivio della Commissione Centrale 
per l’Arte Sacra in Italia. Inventario (città 
del vaticano: archivio segreto vaticano, 
2013), there were no comprehensive pub-
lications on the role of the central Papal 
commission for religious Works of art in It-
aly (hereafter PccasI). the inventory of Pc-
casI documents, held in the vatican’s Papal 
archives, is composed of some 6000 units 
and covers a chronological period from 
1924 by Pope Pius xI with secretary of 
state circular n. 34215 of 1 september , 
when the commission was created, until 31 
december 1989 when its activities ended. 
the classification consists of four series: 
general archive, church bell archive, capo 
I, and capo II. the third and fourth groups 
from 1952 onwards contain documentation 
regarding construction of new churches, a 
huge undertaking which was made possible 
by state funds provided under law n. 2522 
of 1952 and n. 168 of 1962. thousands 
of projects from every diocese in Italy were 
sent to the central commission for exami-
nation. the capo I series refers to law n. 
2522 and successive amendments, capo II 
to law n. 168 of 1962. the type of docu-
ments contained in the individual envelopes 
of these two series is usually the same: 
letters from bishops or from diocese of-
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fices, central commission minutes, acts 
of the Ministry of the Interior and Ministry 
of Public Works, less frequently from local 
civil engineering offices or cultural assets 
administrations, along with plans for build-
ing projects, which in turn include drawings, 
reports, and other technical documents. 
often the projects include photographs of 
the location where construction was to 
take place, and of its plastic model. For a 
more detailed account of PccasI activities, 
see carlo galassi Paluzzi, “come nacque la 
Pontificia commissione centrale per l’arte 
sacra in Italia,” Fede e Arte 7 (1953), 
202-9; Paolo rabitti, “la tutela dei beni 
artistici al servizio della missione pastorale 
della chiesa,” L’Osservatore Romano 4 (13 
december 1989), 4; giancarlo santi, “la 
santa sede e i beni culturali della chiesa 
in Italia” Communio 140-141 (1995), 
108-17; Francesco Marchisano, “Il ruolo 
della Pontificia commissione centrale per 
l’arte sacra in Italia nella costruzione delle 
chiese nei decenni successivi alla guerra,” 
in unione cattolica artisti Italiani (ed.), Pro-
fezia di bellezza. Arte sacra tra memoria 
e progetto. Pittura-scultura-architettura. 
1945-1995 (rome: ciscra, 1996), 17-19.
5 glauco gresleri, “architettura sacra in Ita-
lia dal dopoguerra al concilio vaticano II,” in 
Il Sacro. L’architettura sacra oggi. Atti del 
Congresso Internazionale di Pescara Gen-
naio 1989 (rimini: stauròs Internazionale-Il 
cerchio, 1990), 184-91.
6 law n. 2522 of 18 august 1952 re-
garding contributions for the construction 
of new churches; see giovanni costantini, 
“la legge per il concorso dello stato nella 
costruzione di nuove chiese,” Fede e Arte 
1 (1953), 52-6. the law stipulated that the 
Ministero dei lavori Pubblici (Ministry of 
Public Works) should grant bishops funding 
equal to the cost of purchase of land, if it 
was not donated by other bodies, and the 
construction of unfinished buildings. Funds 
were granted after building was completed 
and tested.
7  law n. 168 of 18 april 1962 (capo I) 
state intervention in construction of places 
of worship; (capo II) concession of financ-

ing for the construction of places of worship 
and annexed facilities. In capo I the innova-
tion lies in the fact that financing could be 
requested not only for unfinished buildings, 
but also for completion of facades with plas-
ter work. In capo II, there was additional 
financing spread over 35 years (to the 
amount of 4% of the cost for completion of 
construction work) and corresponding to a 
sum that varied by several million lire. the 
contribution was raised to 5% for works in 
southern Italy and the islands (law n. 646 
of 10 august 1950).
8 daniele de Marchis (ed.), L’Archivio della 
Commissione Centrale per l’Arte Sacra, vII.
9 Maria antonietta crippa, “l’architettura 
postconciliare: un caso nella diocesi mila-
nese,” Il Sacro. L’architettura sacra oggi. 
Atti del Congresso Internazionale di Pes-
cara Gennaio 1989 (rimini: stauròs Inter-
nazionale – Il cerchio, 1990), 200-5.
10 giuliano Zanchi, “l’assemblea liturgica: 
tipologie e topografie,” in goffredo boselli 
(ed.), Assemblea Santa. Forme, presenze, 
presidenza, (comunità di bose: edizioni 
Qiqajon, 2009), 69.
11 carla Zito, Casa tra le case. Architet-
tura di chiese a Torino durante l’episcopato 
del cardinale Michele Pellegrino (1965-
1977) (cantalupa: effatà editrice, 2013).
12 In individual Italian dioceses, in the same 
way, offices were created to preside over 
the construction of parish religious build-
ings. In chronological order, the most im-
portant were in rome, torino, Milano and 
bologna. the office of the curia of rome, 
which is responsible for church building, 
was introduced in 1930 by Motu proprio 
of Pope Pius xI, who established the Ponti-
ficia opera – now opera romana – for the 
doctrine of the Faith and the Provision of 
new churches in rome, with the purpose 
of creating a new and specific body whose 
mission was ‘novas erigere, instituere ac 
dotare paroecias areas acquirere, tem-
pla extruere itemque de necessariis veniis 
cum civitatis magistratibus agere’. In torino 
the diocesan office for the doctrine of the 
Faith was established in 1935 under cardi-
nal Maurilio Fossati, while in Milano arch-

bishop Ildefonso shuster created the new 
temples office in 1937. In 1954 he also 
set up a committee for the building of new 
parochial churches in the diocese of Mila-
no, later administered by cardinal Montini, 
with the purpose of supporting new church 
construction and administering the funds 
needed for the organization’s operation. In 
bologna, in 1960, cardinal lercaro estab-
lished the archiepiscopal centre for sacred 
architecture, encompassing the office for 
new churches. In all dioceses this office, 
as an executive body reporting directly to 
the archbishop, comprised a board of direc-
tors, an office of religious urban planning, a 
technical-artistic office to engage planners 
and building contractors, prepare contracts 
and manage building sites, an administra-
tive office, a section for notarial proce-
dures, and another for promotional activi-
ties and collection of donations. 

13 ‘new churches day’, also known as ‘tori-
no churches day’, was inaugurated in 1957 
by Monsignor enriore to solicit financial con-
tributions from the faithful of the diocese, 
without which it would have been impossible 
to undertake many of the new projects. 
during the episcopacy of cardinal Fossati 
the event was repeated annually. during 
Padre Pellegrino’s episcopacy In 1969-70 
the event became the day of ‘diocesan co-
operation’, aimed at providing concrete sup-
port to various diocesan initiatives, including 
construction of new churches.
14 “giornata delle nuove chiese – 8 mag-
gio 1966,” Rivista Diocesana Torinese 5 
(1966), 1-7.
15 “atti del card. arcivescovo. Per la gior-
nata delle nuove chiese - 24 marzo 1969,” 
Rivista Diocesana Torinese 4 (1969), 150-1.
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5.5.5 architecture resisting Political regime:  
the Case of novi Zagreb 

dubravKa vranIc
Independent scholar, Croatia

abstract

this paper examines the extent to which architecture can resist political 
authority, using the case study of novi Zagreb, a major city area built along 
the modernist lines south of the river sava after World War II. In the im-
mediate post-war period in croatia, one of the six yugoslav republics, the 
socialist regime had strong control over artistic production and socialist 
realism was imposed upon architecture as the official poetics. however, 
acting against official policy, croatian architects constructed novi Zagreb 
as a modernist city.
although the circumstances of novi Zagreb’s conception are as yet ob-
scure, the argument made here is that it came into existence as a result of 
both political and formal resistance. In contrast to existing studies that view 
novi Zagreb as a group of independent settlements across the river, the hy-
pothesis here is that there was a project for a modernist city from the very 
beginning, long before the first Plan for south Zagreb in 1962. Preliminary 
archival research shows that the majority of strategic decisions about the 
construction of infrastructure south of the river sava, which enabled the 
construction of the new modernist city a decade later, were taken by local 
authorities in the late 1940s and the early 1950s; at the same time, in the 
late 1940s, there is evidence of resistance by croatian architects towards 
the imposition of socialist realism, resulting in official acquiescence in the 
modernist paradigm of the ‘functional city’ as a model for the construction 
of the new socialist reality. thus, the actions of croatian architects in going 
against the aesthetic doctrines of the state may be considered as evidence 
of architecture’s capacity to develop autonomously when restrictions are put 
in place by authoritarian powers.

keywords

novi Zagreb, modernist city, functional city, architectural autonomy, 
resistance of architecture

introduction

novi Zagreb was planned as a modernist city for 250,000 inhabitants and 
was built during the 1960s and 1970s to accommodate a new class of 
workers in the young socialist society.1 never completely finished, nowadays 
it is a home to around 120,000 residents.2 although it was criticized for 
years by both sociologists and architects, and was perceived as a failure of 
modern urbanism, a recent anthropological study has shown that it offered 
excellent living conditions.3 however, the circumstances of its inception are 
still obscure. the Plan for south Zagreb4 (1962) appeared 15 years after 
the competition for new belgrade’s state and party buildings (1947) and 
almost a decade after the construction of the first urban complexes, the 
naval Institute (1949-59) and the Zagreb Fair (1954-6), south of the river 
sava. on the basis of archival research, which shows that the decisions 
about those first infrastructural projects were made in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s, when the state was enforcing socialist realist poetics in the 
arts, I argue that the construction of those complexes was part of a thought-
fully engineered strategy to circumvent the regime and to build a distinctively 
modernist city. the hypothesis is that novi Zagreb was conceived as an act 
of resistance by croatian architects towards the state architectural doc-
trine, making it a suitable case study for exploring to what extent and under 
what circumstances architecture is able to resist political authority.

architectural autonomy

In the relationship between ‘architecture’ and ‘society’, there is on the one 
hand a position that perceives architecture as an instrument of culture’ 
dependent on external realities such as socioeconomic, political and tech-
nological forces; alternatively, on the other hand, architecture is presented 
as ‘autonomous form creation’, immune to external influences.5 this latter 
position relies on the concept of ‘architectural autonomy’,6 of architecture’s 
capacity for ‘an internal exploration and transformation of its own specific 
language.’7 While architecture may be seen as an autonomous discipline, 
it is at the same time determined by social circumstances, which is why 
hays positions it ‘between culture and form’ and why anderson calls it ‘qua-
si-autonomous’.8 the reciprocal influences of architecture and society are 
further explored in a recent study9 that analyses in what ways architecture 
is affected by social transformations and how it can resist them. Kaminer 
shows that the discipline of architecture during times of social crisis cycli-
cally passes to the route of recovery by first withdrawing from the need to 
address reality, followed by a period of reinvention that takes place in the 
realm of ‘ideal’, before finally it is able to engage once again with the realm 
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of the ‘real’.10 according to his thesis, the ‘resistance of architecture’ is its 
capacity to counter existing social and political forces by withdrawing into 
the realm of the ideal, resuscitating itself, and eventually returning to reality 
ready to face the logic of the new society.
With the emergence of a concept of autonomy,11 it has been said that 
architecture becomes a discipline, and as an ‘intangible institution’, has 
exercised power in society through mechanisms different to those of official 
institutions. according to a Foucault, the discipline is, in its mechanism, 
‘counter-law’, because it seems to extend the general rules defined by law to 
another level of individual lives based on the ‘private’ links between individu-
als, ‘a relation of constraints entirely different from contractual obligation.’12

In line with Kaminer’s thesis, I claim that novi Zagreb was an autonomous 
project. claiming that it was a project does not necessarily mean that there 
was a drawing from which something was built, but rather that there was 
a strategy by which something came into existence. the project here is 
understood along the lines of what aureli has called ‘autonomy of a project’ 
meaning that there is ‘the possibility for architectural thought to propose an 
alternative idea of the city rather than simply confirming its existing condi-
tions.13 as cities are centres of political power, I focus on the relationship 
between architecture and politics. 

novi zaGreb - a Group of fortuitously connected 
neiGhbourhoods?
there is a lack of literature on the urban development of novi Zagreb.14 al-
though the study by gulin Zrnić provides the most comprehensive overview 
of its urban development to date, it does not clearly explain the reasoning 
behind novi Zagreb’s planning. gulin Zrnić describes it as ‘the city of modern 
architecture and functionalist urban planning’, but, citing Fisher, somewhat 
contradictorily goes on to claim that ‘novi Zagreb consists of a group of 
“spatially independent settlements” which together do not form a coher-
ent whole.’15 she further asserts that during the construction of the naval 
Institute and the Zagreb Fair in the mid 1950s, there were no plans for 
the construction of mass housing, nor for an urban master plan for novi 
Zagreb,16 and referring again to Fisher’s paper states that even by the time 
the first urban complexes had been built there was still no declared intention 
of building housing south of the river sava. 
In contrast to Fisher and gulin Zrnić, this study argues that the construction 
of the naval Institute and the relocation of the Fair were part of a strategy 
to prepare a framework for the future construction of a modernist city by 
offering ‘radical solutions’ to the then urgent need for housing in Zagreb.17 

the proposition that these first infrastructural works were part of one proj-
ect implies that the inception of novi Zagreb had begun earlier, in the late 
1940s and the early 1950s, which is why I focus my archival research on 
the political decisions of that period. ongoing oral history interviews with 
the architects who took part in the planning have given vital direction to the 
archival research and have provided a more insightful account of the con-
ception of novi Zagreb. 
according to the recollections of josip uhlik,18 an architect who actively took 
part in the planning of south Zagreb, after the war

there was strong industrialization in Zagreb. the workers were coming 
from all over yugoslavia and there was a pressing need to build hous-
ing. hence, the local authorities were in search for the space where 
an organized construction could take place [...] and where nothing 

Figure 1. The Bridge of Freedom under construction in the early 1950s, enabling the city’s 
expansion southwards and the later construction of modernist city of novi Zagreb. Source: 
hr-MgZ-Pa [41.310], 1958, Milan Pavić
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needed to be removed and demolished. [...] It was them, of course, 
who took the decision to cross the river and build south of sava.

the possibility of expansion to the south has been continuously present in 
Zagreb’s urban history. Zagreb developed on the southern slopes of the 
Medvednica mountain, far from the alluvial river to the south, and the ad-
jacent land which was marshy, foggy and wet. regardless of the natural 
disadvantages and the constant threat of flooding, the idea of the expansion 
to the south across the river had come up whenever the city needed to 
expand further.19

uhlik further asserts that: ‘the Fair was probably holjevac’s decisive stroke 
– “let’s go over the sava river.”’ he remembers that it was absolutely clear 
that the relocation of the Fair would open the possibility for the city’s exten-
sion south of the river.20 there are also several studies that claim that the 
relocation of Zagreb Fair was the generator of urban development of novi 
Zagreb. In Project Zagreb, blau and rupnik claim that ‘the Zagreb fair en-
abled the city to embark on the planning and construction of novi Zagreb.’21 
over the course of a century, Zagreb Fair was relocated to the city’s out-
skirts no less than five times, on each occasion as an instrument for the 
city’s expansion.22

according to archival findings,23 the first urban complex to be built on the 
south side of the river sava was the naval Institute.24 after većeslav holje-
vac became a mayor in 1952, four further steps were engineered by local 
authorities: the territorial division of the city, the construction of the bridge 
of Freedom, the relocation of Zagreb Fair, and the construction of the ther-
mal power plant with the heating plant.25 they were outlined in the an-
nual report of the President of the city authorities as the general Working 
guidelines for 1954. this series of seemingly unconnected infrastructural 
projects south of the river sava, starting in the late 1940s and continuing 
into the early 1950s, made possible the later construction of novi Zagreb. 
hence, I argue that all five strategic moves were part of a single autono-
mous project, a unique endeavour, which had the idea of a modernist ‘func-
tional city’ as a guiding principle – which is why I refer to novi Zagreb as ‘a 
city’, rather than just a part of the city. even though no plan was drawn up, 
the local authorities had a strategy for building a modernist city.26

novi zaGreb - an autonomous project?
as there is a considerable gap between what has been written about novi 
Zagreb27 and my findings, I will use Kaminer’s theory to test my hypothesis 
that novi Zagreb was an autonomous project. this theory posits that the 

discipline of architecture is capable of transforming itself autonomously dur-
ing times of social upheaval by withdrawing into the realm of the ‘ideal’, and 
resuscitating itself in order to be able to face reality. the sequence of reac-
tions that the discipline takes on the route to recovery starts as a ‘withdraw-
al, escapism, resistance, resuscitation and finishes with the acceptance’ of 
a new social order.28 My hypothesis is that the construction of novi Zagreb 
was the final step on architecture’s route of recovery, while its conception 
was the result of the resistance of architecture towards the imposition of 
the socialist realist aesthetic doctrine. 
throughout its history, Zagreb has undergone frequent political changes, 
yet showed surprising continuity in artistic production.29 as the city had 
always been peripheral to centres of power located elsewhere, whether in 
vienna, budapest or belgrade, the local authorities were forced to negoti-
ate the city’s development.30 From the early nineteenth century, nationalist 
aspirations for independence required a national capital through which they 
might be focused.31the city, instead of reflecting social circumstances and 
being an ‘instrument of culture’, became an ‘autonomous project’ for chang-
ing those circumstances.32

In line with Kaminer’s thesis, I argue that the transformation of the discipline 

Figure 2. novi Zagreb in the mid-1990s; airplane photographs of novi Zagreb. Source: 
andre Mohorovičić et al. Zagreb, a Millenium (Zagreb, studio hrg, 1999), 167
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of architecture started earlier, with the social crisis following the dissolution 
of austro-hungarian empire in 1918. at the end of WWI, croatia became 
a part of the Kingdom of serbs, croats and slovenes, and the two following 
decades were marked by political instability because of the ‘conflict between 
the serbian dominated central government and croatia,’ which was an eco-
nomically more developed part of the Kingdom.33 during that time, Zagreb 
had to cope with the post-war housing crisis, the rapidly growing number 
of its inhabitants, and the economic consequences of the 1929-33 world 
crisis. those major political and social changes launched the inherent au-
tonomous disciplinary transformation of architecture that starts with the 
withdrawal into the realm of ‘ideal’, adjusting ‘its procedures, methodologies 
and self-understandings’ in order to face changes in society.34 the type of 
modern architecture adopted in Zagreb before WWI in the work of viktor 
Kovačić, otto Wagner’s disciple, proved inadequate to the demands of the 
new capitalist society. It still did not develop methodologies to cope with the 
then urgent problem of providing a large number of housing units, and in-
stead of actively participating in the construction of a new reality, it withdrew 
from it, reinventing itself by adjusting its operations and overall agenda to 
the new circumstances. 
the crucial move towards the redefinition of the discipline of architecture 
was the establishment of public architectural competitions as obligatory35 
for the procurement of all significant buildings and urban master plans, 
stimulating architectural experiment and innovation through ‘paper archi-
tecture’. What followed was the foundation of formal institutions, such as 
schools of architecture and urban Planning offices,36 as well as the forma-
tion of various informal cultural groups and affiliations within those groups. a 
close collaboration of young croatian architects with international teachers 
such as loos, le corbusier, Poelzig, behrens in great part contributed to an 
early emergence of an architecture of functionalism and international mod-
ernism in Zagreb. le corbusier’s close associate, ernest Weissmann, initi-
ated an international collaboration with cIaM. the national group of cIaM 
for yugoslavia, the Zagreb group, presented an analysis of Zagreb at the 
1933 cIaM conference on the ‘Functional city’, and upon their return imple-
mented the idea of ‘functional city’ in the 1936 regulation Plan.37 realizing 
that architecture has the power and potential to change society, architects 
suddenly became aware of its responsibilities and started to actively collabo-
rate with progressive artists on a cultural scene that was permeated with 
social ideas of collectivity.38

after WWII, croatia became a part of the multinational Federal People’s re-
public of yugoslavia. In the immediate post-war period, the yugoslav regime 
exercised strong control over the arts and as in other eastern bloc coun-

tries socialist realism was imposed as the official poetics, but after tito’s 
radical split with stalin in 1948, ideological pressures on the arts started to 
abate, as yugoslavia, caught between east and West, opted for a geopoliti-
cal ‘non-alignment’.39

however, the idea of the modernist city in yugoslavia was defined during the 
brief period after the war (1945-52) when the regime’s influence on art was 
strong and the war-stricken country was searching for ways to build the new 
socialist society. croatian architects, who believed that ‘the architecture of 
‘functionalist modernism’  was a more than appropriate tool in such radically 
new social circumstances,’40 actively participated in creating the concept 
of the modern city by resisting socialist realist poetics in the realm of the 
‘ideal’, both in the 1947 competition for the new administrative capital city 
new belgrade, and in the professional discourse.
although the competition for new belgrade’s two party and state buildings 
asked for a ‘monumental and representative architecture’, most of the com-
petition entries, including those by croatian architects, who won two out of 
three first prizes, demonstrated modernist poetics in a decisive shift away 
from the then dominant socialist realism and towards a new discourse of 
modern architecture.41

after the competition, resistance continued in the professional press. In 
the first number of the newly founded journal Arhitektura in 1947, straight 
after the pages on the Five year Plan for the country’s construction, andre 
Mohorovičić, a distinguished croatian architect and theoretician, put for-
ward a concept of ‘comprehensive functionalism’, implicitly suggesting the 
approval of ‘functional modernism’ as the official poetics, which for the city 
planning meant the acceptance of the modernist paradigm of ‘functional 
city’ as the appropriate representation of the new socialist order.42 this was 
followed by a fierce critique by belgrade architect Maksimović that further 
polarized the positions between socialist realism, imposed by the regime, 
and modernism, advocated by croatian architects, but was concluded with 
editor’s affirmation of ‘comprehensive functionalism’ as an adequate repre-
sentation of the new socialist order.43

once political pressures started to abate (1952), the discipline of architec-
ture was ready to face reality.44 In 1952, Mohorovičić, a zealous advocate of 
functional modernism and an active participant in post-war Zagreb’s urban 
planning,45 wrote the text that could be considered as a proposal for the 
city’s southward expansion.46 In the same year (1952), većeslav holjevac 
became the mayor in Zagreb. aware of the regime’s lack of enthusiasm for 
Zagreb’s expansion,47 and having had the experience of operating under 
unstable political conditions, the local authorities decided to make a series 
of strategic moves that would make possible the later construction of south 
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Zagreb. although the mayor’s importance in carrying out the project is indis-
putable, it is plausible that a larger group of intellectuals was also involved 
in bringing it about.48 It seems that the group of croatian architects active 
from before the war formed an autonomous local network of interpersonal 
relationships, and a Foucauldian disciplinary ‘counter-law’ mechanism based 
on ‘private-links’ came into play to overpower the regime’s opposition to the 
development of Zagreb across the river.49 a series of strategic decisions 
were made to realize a plan for south Zagreb, though it did not actually exist 
on paper until after all of the infrastructure for the city was already in place 
on the ground. In this respect novi Zagreb can be considered as a para-
digmatic example of an autonomous project, because architectural innova-
tion and experimentation overcame external realities, and the institution of 
architecture, embodied in a local circle of croatian architects, surmounted 
the political opposition of the ruling regime and was able to realise a plan for 
a new modernist city. 

conclusion

the case of novi Zagreb shows that architecture is indeed capable of resist-
ing political authority, and of being more than a mere servant to ideological 
forces. It reveals that the actions of Zagreb’s architects, who exercised 
power in a disciplinary manner based on interpersonal ties, succeeded in 
resisting the political forces. regardless of the fact that some of them were 
party members, their professional non-institutional cooperation and their 
affiliations with other intellectuals enabled the realization of their clearly de-
fined architectural ideas. the outcome was the construction of a city that 
nowadays provides conditions than those in other parts of Zagreb that came 
into being through ad hoc planning processes.
as the discipline of architecture managed to develop autonomously in the 
post-war period even when restricted by authoritarian powers, the question 
is whether it would be equally able to cope with the other external influences 
nowadays, such as a neoliberal economy or free-market capitalism. the 
case of novi Zagreb opens up the possibility for reconsidering ‘architec-
tural autonomy’ as a means of resistance against the current post-socialist 
landscapes of spatial disorder in Zagreb. It also shows that the agents who 
addressed the social issues most responsibly were not the institutions, but 
rather, the architects themselves, through their non-institutional informal 
cooperation and affiliations with other cultural groups, which implies that 
a capacity to conceive changes to the contemporary city still lies with the 
architectural 
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Križić roban, sandra, “obilježja moder-
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tura, politika 1950-1974 (Zagreb: Muzej 
suvremene umjetnosti, 2012), 55-125, 
or do not mention it in a sufficient manner 
(darja radović Mahečić, “architecture and 
Modernization of the city,” in Fedja vukić 
(ed.), Zagreb, Modernity and the City (Za-
greb: agM, 2003), 62-84. although most 
studies agree that its neighbourhoods were 
planned along the modernist lines (radović 
Mahečić, “architecture and Modernization,” 
82; blau and rupnik, Project Zagreb, 246; 
Zrnić, Kvartovska spika, 61), none of them 
states clearly how, why and when exactly 
novi Zagreb was conceived or the reason-
ing behind its planning.
15 gulin Zrnić, Kvartovska Spika (2009), 
44, 61; Fisher, “Neke Primjedbe,” 88.
16 Zrnić, Kvartovska Spika, 44, 69.
17 the lack of housing was one of the most 
acute problems in post-war Zagreb. after 
WWII, the population grew at a rapid pace 
(from 258,024 in 1931 to 478,076 in 
1962), a trend that started with industri-
alization after WWI, when the population 
doubled in the between-war period (from 
136,351 in 1910 to 258,024 in 1931). 
the gravity of the housing problem can be 
traced in both magazines, Čovjek i Prostor 
and Arhitektura, as well as in the records 
of the city committee of the city of Zagreb 
from 1952-7. on the cover page of the 
first issue of Čovjek i prostor (1954), there 
was an article, “the right to an apartment” 
while in the same magazine in 1957, an 
article by Milan despot, “housing situation 
in Zagreb seeks radical solutions,” Čovjek i 
prostor 69 (1957) suggested that 30,000 
housing units were needed in Zagreb to ac-
commodate existing needs, plus 4000 for 
each coming year because the population 
was growing by 15,000 inhabitants every 
year. In 1956, Arhitektura was devoted to 
the housing problem and the report from 
the first yugoslav conference on housing in 
the cities concluded that there was indeed 
a huge shortage in housing (“Zaključci prvog 
jugosl. savjetovanja o stambenoj izgradnji i 
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stanovanju u gradovima,” Arhitektura 1-6 
(1956), 30). Šegvić wrote a text on the top-
ic of 51,576 apartments a year that were 
missing (neven Šegvić, “na temu 51,576 
stanova godišnje,” Arhitektura 1-6 (1956)). 
housing as a main problem in Zagreb was 
discussed on the 22nd city assembly nogZ, 
25 january 1954. President’s annual re-
port about the work of nogZ in 1953. 19 
january 1954. p.44/29. hr daZg-37-
nogZ-1954/I, sig.38. 
18 josip uhlik (1921- ) was one of the most 
important architects of south Zagreb. he 
was the right hand man of Zdenko Kolacio, 
a manager of Zagreb’s urban Planning de-
partment which was in charge of the plan-
ning of novi Zagreb. he designed Zagreb’s 
airport, Micro-rayon novi Zagreb, Zaprude, 
and was the author of Zagreb’s 1972 mas-
terplan. an interview with josip and nada 
uhlik was conducted on the 5 February 
2013.
19 lenuci’s regulation Plan from 1907 to 
1910 (tihomir jukić, “strukturalne prom-
jene rubnih dijelova grada-Prilog proučavanju 
urbanističkog razvoja Zagreba,” (Phd diss: 
arhitektonski fakultet sveučilišta u Zagrebu, 
Zagreb 1997), 117-9) was the first to 
propose the city’s development across the 
river. the idea was further explored in the 
open international competition for a new 
regulation plan for Zagreb, which was held 
in 1930/31. (aleksandar laslo, “Interna-
cionalni natječaj za generalnu regulatornu 
osnovu grada Zagreba, 1930/31,” čovjek i 
prostor 370 (1984), 25-31). the results of 
the competition served antolić and the city 
regulation office as a basis for the devel-
opment of the 1936 and 1947 regulation 
plans for Zagreb, which announced the pos-
sibility of expansion to the south, and served 
as effective plans for the construction of the 
city although neither of them was ever of-
ficially accepted. 
20 the other interviewees bogdan budi-
mirov, boris Magaš and branko Kincl con-
firm this.
21 blau and rupnik, Project Zagreb, 246.
22 snješka Knežević, Zagrebačka Zelena 
Potkova (Zagreb: Školska knjga, 1996); 

blau and rupnik, Project Zagreb, 66-73; 
bobovec, Mlinar, and senić, “Zagrebački 
velesajam”.
23 For the purposes of this study, I investi-
gated the records of the meetings of nogZ-
national committee of the city of Zagreb 
from 1952-7 (Zapisnici sjednica gradskog 
vijeća nogZ - narodni odbor grada Zagre-
ba) hr-daZg-37-nogZ and the collection of 
building documentation (Zbirka gradevinske 
dokumentacije) hr-daZg-1122-Zgd, the 
naval Institute archive (bI) which was not 
open until the mid-1990s because it was a 
military institution, archives of the city of-
fice for strategic Planning and development 
(gradski ured za strategijsko planiranje i 
razvoj grada) gusPrg, and Zagreb city Mu-
seum - photo archive (Muzej grada Zagreba 
- fototeka, hr-MgZ-Pa, and croatian state 
archives - photo collection (hrvatski državni 
arhiv -Fond fotografija agencije za fotodoku-
mentaciju) hr-hda-1422. 
24 naval Institute (brodarski Institut) was 
founded by Marshal tito in 1948, for the 
purposes of the yugoslav navy, just a few 
months after the radical break with sta-
lin. already, in 1949, it was decided that 
it would be located south of the river sava 
because of its urban potential and the “suit-
ability of the gravelly soil” due to the techni-
cal requirements. the construction started 
in the late 1950s, and the majority of the 
buildings were built by 1953. Prior to its 
construction, the extensive expropriation of 
the land was carried out and the roads that 
connect it to the city had been built. du-
bravka vranić, “the resistance of architec-
ture to Political regime(s): the case of novi 
Zagreb,” Sociology and Space 52 (2014), 
50-1. 
25 after becoming a mayor, holjevac initi-
ated a territorial reorganization of the city. 
‘during 1953, he started the division of the 
city into municipalities, which would later en-
able the incorporation of the municipality of 
remetinec, the future location of south Za-
greb, thus preparing for the further expan-
sion of the city’s territory to the south. [...] 
the crucial strategic move across the river 
was the construction of the bridge of Free-

dom that connected the city in the north 
with the airport and the Fair in the south. 
In 1953, the mayor saw ‘the construction 
of new a modern bridge over sava river’ 
as an important task that would open ‘the 
possibility of realizing the perspective of the 
city development towards the south’. the 
plans for the bridge started in 1950 and 
the bridge opened in 1959, while the deci-
sion for its construction was made in 1954. 
the drawings of the bridge sections made 
in 1956 clearly illustrate that the plumbing 
that passed through the bridge was intend-
ed for a large part of the city, and could be 
added if needed.
upon his arrival, being fully aware that the 
Zagreb Fair was the basic core of the city’s 
commercial life with a long tradition, the 
mayor asked for an economic study for the 
construction of Zagreb Fair south of the riv-
er with the intention of relocating it there. In 
early 1954, the local authorities decided to 
relocate it to the right bank of the river. [...] 
the International Fair ‘brought technical 
infrastructure (gas, electricity, water, and 
transportation) to the area south of the 
river, something the city had neither the au-
thority nor the means to achieve on its own’ 
(blau and rupnik, Project Zagreb, 221), 
and thus, it has indeed served as an urban 
generator for the further construction of 
novi Zagreb.[...]
Wanting to keep the character of the in-
dustrial and commercial centre, the city 
authorities were aware that Zagreb needed 
to provide a sufficient supply of electrical en-
ergy that would enable efficient functioning 
of its industry. after the analysis affirmed 
that Zagreb was indeed a proper location 
for a new thermal power plant, in 1954, 
they have strategically approved its location 
on the northern bank of the sava river, in 
close proximity to the future novi Zagreb 
in the south and the new industrial zone in 
the east. not only would the savica power 
plant later provide heating for novi Zagreb, 
but due to its construction the electrifica-
tion of the whole city was redone, including 
laying cables underground, which facilitated 
the city’s development towards the south. 

vranić, “the resistance,” 51-4.
26 the strategy that the local authorities 
used for the construction of novi Zagreb 
reminds us of the formation of lenuci’s 
horseshoe, a series of parks with public 
buildings, similar to vienna’s ring of Parks. 
In the period from 1880-1925, the local 
authorities protected the grounds in Za-
greb’s lower town block tissue from the 
construction by staging diverse activities, 
such as ice skating, tennis. nowadays, le-
nuci’s horseshoe is the most significant ur-
ban ensemble in Zagreb’s urban tissue, and 
has a very strong presence in the collective 
consciousness of the city. the horseshoe’s 
plan did not exist on the paper until it was 
actually constructed on the ground - a strat-
egy which has been efficiently used under 
the unstable political conditions. Knežević, 
Zelena potkova; blau and rupnik, Project 
Zagreb, 64-73.
27 domljan, “Poslijeratna arhitektura u 
hrvatskoj,” 3-45; Fisher, “neke Primjedbe,” 
88-91; Franković, “urbanističko planiranje 
Zagreba,” 85-8; Premerl, Zagreb, Grad 
moderne arhitekture; radović Mahečić, 
“architecture and Modernization,” 62-84; 
gulin Zrnić, Kvartovska Spika; bobovec, 
Mlinar, and sentić, “Zagrebački velesajam”; 
Križić roban, “obilježja Modernosti”.
28 Kaminer, Architecture, Crisis and Re-
suscitation, 7.
29 Šerman, “the new reality,” 138; Za-
greb and croatian history since 1848: 
1848-67 austrian empire, 1868-78 
austro-hungarian empire, 1878-82 – an-
nexation of military frontier to kingdom of 
croatia and slavonia, 1918 Kingdom of slo-
venes, croats and serbs, 1929 Kingdom 
of yugoslavia, 1941-45 ndh – ustase run 
Independent state of croatia; 1946-91 yu-
goslavia (1946-63 Federal people’s repub-
lic of yugoslavia, 1963-91 socialist Federal 
republic of yugoslavia); 1991 republic of 
croatia; blau and rupnik, Project Zagreb, 
32-3.
30 Zagreb’s peripheral position enabled 
‘intensification of culture’ that could not 
be so easily controlled by the ruling power 
as military and economic forces could be. 
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ljubo Karaman, O djelovanju domaće sre-
dine u umjetnosti hrvatskih krajeva (Za-
greb: društvo historičara umjetnosti nrh, 
1963).
31 as a croatian peripheral society re-
quired a national centre – a recognizable 
place of its social and cultural representa-
tion – ‘the perception of Zagreb as croatian 
metropolis’ conditioned city’s further devel-
opment. rogić, “What has happened,” 21.
32 the cities usually reflect social circum-
stances, like, for example, brasília which is 
a paradigmatic case of a planned modernist 
city, and was conceived as a reflection of so-
cial and political circumstances. the idea of 
developing the country by moving the capital 
city into the interior was conceived as early 
as 1789. during the centuries, the idea 
was constantly linked with democratic hope 
and it reappeared in the public debate after 
the dictatorship was defeated. once jus-
celino Kubitschek, who promised ‘fifty years 
of prosperity in five’, decided to build it, the 
competition was held, and the city was con-
structed in only four years, from 1956-60. 
lúcio costa’s Plano Piloto became the ma-
terialization of brazilian society’s positivist 
belief in Ordem e Progresso. cees de jong 
and erik Mattie, Architectural Competitions 
1950-today (Köln: benedikt tashen, 1994), 
61.
33 blau and rupnik, Project Zagreb, 97.
34 Kaminer, Architecture,Crisis, and Re-
suscitation, 7.
35 In 1920, the association of yugoslav ar-
chitects adopted the new regulations for ar-
chitectural competitions which included the 
obligation of organizing public competitions. 
since 1905, members of the club of croa-
tian architects demanded the obligation of 
public competitions for all mayor buildings, 
and recognition of architecture as art. dar-
ja radović Mahečić, Modern Architecture 
in Croatia 1930’s (Zagreb: Školska knjiga, 
Institute of art history, 2007), 16.
36 In 1920s, two schools of architec-
ture were founded: the technical univer-
sity in 1919 and the Master class (Meis-
terschule) of the academy of Fine arts in 
1926, directed by drago Ibler, which would 

educate the following generations of croa-
tian architects, and two institutions: the city 
building department in 1928, directed by 
Ivan Zemljak, and the regulation office in 
1928, directed by stjepan hribar. blau and 
rupnik, Project Zagreb, 98.
37 Zagreb group was a national group of 
cIaM for yugoslavia. Members of the group 
were: vladimir antolić, viktor hećimović, 
Zvonimir Kavurić, josip Pičman, josip seis-
sel, bogdan teodorović, and ernest Weiss-
mann. antolić, teodorović and Weissmann 
took part at Iv cIaM conference ‘Functional 
city’ in athens and upon their return antolić 
had given lecture and presented the prin-
ciples of  ‘functional city’ to a wider public. 
tamara bjažić Klarin, “Zagreb group-Foun-
dation and Public activities in croatian cul-
tural context,” Prostor13 (2005), 41-53. 
38 the vibrant cultural climate of the 
1920s and 1930s in Zagreb was initiated 
with the flourishing of avant-garde periodi-
cals such as aleksić’s Dada journals and 
ljubomir Micić’s Zenit. It continued with 
formation of diverse cultural groups includ-
ing Zemlja (earth) group (1929-35), that 
was founded by architect drago Ibler who 
gathered a group of progressive and highly 
socially engaged artists. the group strug-
gled against the imposition of the socialist 
realist doctrine, just as their intellectual 
‘godfather’, writer Miroslav Krleža, did in 
the literature, which led to the banning of 
the group in 1935. Zemlja’s founding mem-
bers were: architect drago Ibler; sculptors: 
antun augustinčić, Frano Kršinić; painters: 
vinko grdan, Krsto hegedušić, leo junek, 
omer Mujadžić, oton Postružnik, Kamilo 
ružićka, and Ivan tabaković. Šerman, “the 
new reality,” 138; blau and rupnik, Proj-
ect Zagreb, 100; stanko lasić, sukob na 
književnoj ljevici 1928-1952 (Zagreb: liber, 
1970).
39 In the early 1950s, the yugoslav re-
gime focused on creating an independent 
route for socialism based on autogestion 
(samoupravljanje), which was a foundation 
for the establishment of the system of self-
management that was introduced in the 
1974 constitution. the project was signifi-

cant because it set up the socio-economic 
basis for ‘withering away of the state’ and 
fostered a comprehensive democratiza-
tion of society. Klaus ronneberger, “henry 
lefebvre and the Question of autogestion,” 
in sabine bitter and helmut Weber (eds), 
Autogestion; or Henri Lefebvre in New Bel-
grade, 89-117. 
40 ‘so after 1945, the newly established 
socialist system must have appeared for 
the majority of them [croatian architects], 
as the fulfilment of a great deal of their striv-
ings: it suited their leftist ideas properly and 
it gave them a collective society as their 
long-awaited client. What was most reward-
ing was that they thereby had the mecha-
nisms of architectural intervention already 
developed and prepared. From their point 
of view, the architecture of functionalist 
modernism was more than appropriate tool 
in such radically new social circumstances. 
[...]For them, socialist progress has indis-
putably taken on the shape of modernism.’ 
Šerman, “the new reality,” 140.
41 the competition for new belgrade’s 
state and party buildings was organized 
in the late 1946, and was finished in May 
of 1947. although it was organized for 
the buildings of the central committee of 
the communist Party of yugoslavia and 
the Presidency of government of Federal 
People’s republic of yugoslavia, on the 
basis of nikola dobrović’s sketch for novi 
beograd, the architects were asked to de-
velop urbanistic schemes compliant with 
their respective proposals for the buildings. 
ljiljana blagojević, “strategije Modernizma 
u planiranju i projektovanju urbane struk-
ture i arhitekture novog beograda: period 
konceptualne faze od 1922. do 1962 go-
dine” (Phd diss., beograd: arhitektonski 
fakultet, univerzitet u beogradu, 2004), 
40 and 207. the winning project for the 
Presidency of government was designed by 
architects from Zagreb: vladimir Potočnjak, 
Zlatko neuman, anton urlich and dragica 
Perak; and the winning project for hotel yu-
goslavia was designed by architects from 
Zagreb: Mladen Kauzlarić and lavoslav 
horvat. croatian architects won two out 

of three first prizes. vedran Ivanković and 
Mladen obad Šćitaroci, “Planiranje i gradnja 
Zagreba 1945-1952,” Prostor 19 (2011), 
362-375.
42 andre Mohorovicić, “teoretska analiza 
arhitektonskog oblikovanja,” Arhitektura 1-2 
(1947), 6-8;
‘... serious accusations were raised from 
official Party circles about the croatian 
penchant for functionalism [Maksimović]. It 
was labeled as empty, fruitless and purely 
mechanical, devoid of real inner human 
substance and as such a clear signifier of 
the decadent West. to these accusations 
the croatian architectural theorist andre 
Mohorovicić, a convinced communist him-
self, replied by constructing a breakthrough-
term of a “generalized” or “comprehensive 
functionalism”, as a unique broad concept 
which embraced (as Mohorovicić claimed 
croatian functionalism had always done), 
besides the necessary layers of function, 
construction and economy, so many other 
levels such as aesthetics, history, regional 
morphology, politics, culture and psychol-
ogy. [...] In that way, Mohorovicić claimed, 
although croatian modernism indeed did 
rely on international, Western models, it 
“transcended” the mere mechanical, tech-
nical dimensions and became a sort of 
“humane functionalism”, “functionalism with 
human face”, and was thus fully in line with 
the broad humanistic aspirations of the am-
bitious socialist system’. Šerman, “the new 
reality,” 141. 
43 branko Maksimović, “Ka diskusiji o ak-
tuelnim problemima naše arhitekture,” Arhi-
tektura 8-10 (1948), 73-5; neven Šegvić, 
“Ka diskusiji o aktuelnim problemima naše 
arhitekture,” Ibidem, 76-80. 
44 as a sign of a definitive liberalization of 
arts, Miroslav Krleža, a leading croatian 
writer and prime literary and cultural au-
thority in yugoslavia, pronounced the ‘free-
dom of choice of artistic expression and a 
possibility of relying on (and using) Western 
cultural models’ in a speech given at the 
third congress of the union of yugoslav 
Writers held in ljubljana in 1952. Šerman, 
“the new reality,” 138.
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45 Mohorovicić was the first secretary of 
temporary national committee of Zagreb-
narodni gradski odbor Zagreba (gnoZ) 
since 27 May 1945 and was wholly aware 
of the pressing need for housing and the im-
possibility to meet those demands on trnje, 
as proposed by existing plans. Ivanković and 
obad Ščitaroci, “Planiranje i gradnja Zagre-
ba,” 364.
46 “the development of new Zagreb has to 
be situated on the new grounds which allow 
a free expression of new city-planning ideas 
which will meet functional demands of life 
in a new social reality. at the same time 
it will interpret emotions of artistic experi-
ence expressed in urban and architectural 
compositions of socialist realism. [...]the 
city of Zagreb is currently in the phase of 
an impending crystallization and establish-
ment of the urban concept of its new parts. 
this phase should see its life perspective 
established through a scientific analysis tied 
with the new conditions of development in 
the framework of socialist society and em-
brace the perspective with an adequate 
artistic expression both in urban and ar-
chitectural design. andre Mohorovièiæ, 
“analiza historijsko-urbanističkog razvoja 
grada Zagreba,” in tomislav Krizman and 
vinko žganec (eds), rad jugoslavenske aka-
demije znanosti i umjetnosti (Zagreb: jaZu, 
1952), 50-1.
47 rogić, “What has happened in Zagreb,” 
31.
48 as a larger group of people was involved 
in planning and completing the lenuci’s 

horseshoe, that is even attributed to him. 
hence it is plausible to assume that a larger 
group of intellectuals stood behind the con-
ception of novi Zagreb. snješka Knežević, 
Zagreb - Grad, Memorija, Art. (Zagreb: Me-
andar, 2011), 41-2.
49 to name but a few: Zdenko strižić, Poel-
zig’s student in the 1920s, who worked in 
the city regulation office and was a mem-
ber of the Zemlja group during the 1930s, 
after WWII became a teacher at the Fac-
ulty of architecture educating the new gen-
erations of architects which would not only 
build south Zagreb but also change the di-
rection of art in croatia, because all of the 
architects members of exat’ 51 were his 
students; vladimir antolić, who took part 
in the cIaM congress Iv in 1933, was the 
main city planner until 1953; drago Ibler, 
founder of the Zemlja group and Meister-
schule, continued to teach generations of 
post-WWII students; josip seissel who was 
a major contributor to the avant-garde Zenit 
movement in the 1920s, was a member of 
Zagreb group and worked in city regulation 
office in the 1930s, after the war continued 
working as a professor at the Faculty of ar-
chitecture in Zagreb at the department for 
urban Planning; Miroslav Krleža, a leading 
croatain writer, who zealously struggled for 
the autonomy of literature and the arts in 
the interwar period, and after the WWII be-
came the primary literal and cultural author-
ity in yugoslavia, took part in architectural 
competitions as a jury member, became a 
personal friend of tito and mayor holjevac. 

6. CIrCulatIon oF arChItECtural 
CulturE and PraCtICES
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6.1 afterlife of Byzantine architecture in 
the nineteenth and twentieth Century

SESSION CHAIR: 
aleKsandar IgnjatovIc
Univerzitet u Beogradu, Serbia 

the nineteenth and twentieth centuries witnessed a continuous, contro-
versial and unexpectedly complex revival of byzantine architecture. this 
process left its mark in europe, usa and beyond, where a significant num-
ber of buildings associated with the byzantine style altered the appearance 
of many urban landscapes, including sainte-Marie-Majeure in Marseilles 
(1852-93), san spiridione in trieste (1858-69), Westminster cathedral in 
london (1893-1903), notre dame d’afrique in algiers (1858-1872), the 
national shrine in Washington (1919-61), the cathedral of christ the sav-
iour in Moscow (1883, 2000), saint-espirit in Paris (1828-35) and the aus-
tralian War Memorial in canberra (1927-41). yet there is no clear overview 
of this rich tradition of neo-byzantine architecture, which remains marginal 
and largely incomprehensible due to rigid national or regional patterns of 
interpretation, scholarly disinterest and historiographical reluctance.
this session considers the discrepancy between the plenitude, diversity and 
importance of re-imagined and re-used byzantine architecture and its per-
sistently peripheral status in historiography. this paradox is especially ap-
parent in the context of byzantine and neo-byzantine architecture, frequently 
perceived as both a model for, and a precursor of, architectural modernism. 
a link between byzantine and modern architecture, based on the ideas of 
structural rationalism, tectonics, truthfulness and anti-naturalism, as rep-
resented in neo-byzantine architecture and elaborated by various historians 
and theoreticians - from john ruskin and henri labrouste to henry-russell 
hitchcock and Philip johnson, roger Fry and clement greenberg – seems 
to be, however, only part of an unexplored kaleidoscopic picture. the ques-
tion of the origins, importance and roles of architecture associated with 
the byzantine style in different contexts throughout the nineteenth and 
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twentieth century remains obscure and elusive. nevertheless, this archi-
tectural tradition has been developed under different social, ideological and 
political circumstances associated with concepts as diverse as nationalism 
and modern imperialism; clericalism and religious messianism; authoritari-
anism, monarchism and conservatism; spiritual regeneration and the re-
interpretation of classical antiquity.
this session invites participants to investigate the complex and still largely 
unacknowledged architectural and ideological legacy of neo-byzantine archi-
tecture, which has appeared across the globe in a dizzying array of build-
ing types: from roman catholic cathedrals to Protestant churches; from 
congregational temples for the eastern orthodox christians to synagogues; 
from war memorials to exhibition pavilions and other secular buildings.

6.1.1 Suburban Byzantine: tradition and Modernity in 
the British Catholic Church 

robert Proctor
Glasgow School of Art, UK

abstract

the predominant style of church design for roman catholic churches in 
britain from around 1920 until 1960 was a simplified romanesque or byz-
antine revival based loosely on north Italian models. Many of the architects 
who favoured this style remain little known, as regional architects specialis-
ing in a mode of architecture deliberately opposed to the development of 
modernism. F. x. velarde in liverpool; reynolds & scott in Manchester and 
e. bower norris in the Midlands; h. s. goodhart-rendel and adrian gilbert 
scott, and many others, favoured variants on the style. Few needed to ex-
plain their motivations, since they were always in demand by the clergy, who 
were aware that the church explicitly required ‘traditional’ forms. those 
who attempted an explanation articulated a defence of a catholic tradition 
of church building. It was a tradition, however, that only began in the early 
twentieth century with the completion of j. F. bentley’s roman catholic 
cathedral at Westminster, and was actualised by architects who derived 
their designs from this model, from books on Italian romanesque and byz-
antine architecture, from their travels and from each other. at the same 
time many architects proposed that their tradition was also modern, of-
ten embracing new materials and techniques and incorporating aspects of 
modern styles. In some extraordinary cases, church buildings in a fully un-
derstood modernist style accommodated historicising elements to express 
a development of this supposed catholic tradition. this paper will consider 
the ways in which such church architecture could be conceived of as simul-
taneously adhering to ‘tradition’ and to the ‘modern’. bringing both terms 
into tension, neo-romanesque and byzantine church architecture of this 
period can be considered less as the retrograde rejection of modernism by 
an “other” branch of architectural practice than as highly symptomatic of 
twentieth-century anxieties and contexts.

keywords

Church, architecture, modernity, tradition, neo-byzantine
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6.1.2 to Find the right Style: Byzantine revival 
Synagogues in america

MIchael b. rabens
Oklahoma State University, USA

abstract

this paper examines an architectural phenomenon that flourished for little 
more than a decade – the byzantine revival synagogue of the 1920s. 
From the beginning of the nineteenth century, when synagogue architec-
ture emerged from the shackles previously imposed upon it, until the tri-
umph of international Modernism after World War II, synagogue architects 
embraced a bewildering array of historical revival styles. the objective was 
usually the same: to discover a style that could be readily identified as jew-
ish. this goal was hampered by the lack of suitable precedents for monu-
mental synagogues, and each effort at achieving consensus was destined 
to be temporary. the byzantine revival was perhaps the most anachronis-
tic, certainly the last, but surely one of the most brilliant of these attempts 
to find the right style. nearly every major american city came to possess 
an example of the genre. My paper will examine three of the most impos-
ing of them: the temple (congregation tifereth Israel) in cleveland, temple 
Isaiah in chicago, and temple emanu-el in san Francisco. each of these 
structures was built for a well-established congregation that had no qualms 
about claiming its place in the cityscape, and each one was designed by an 
architect who had little or no previous experience working with the byzan-
tine revival style. the focus of my paper will be chicago’s temple Isaiah (al-
fred s. alschuler, architect, 1923-4), which is one of the purest examples 
of the style. I shall explore the reasons why the byzantine revival became 
so popular, as well as how it was justified as the most appropriate solution 
to the architectural problem of the synagogue. I shall also try to explain why 
this proved to be a singularly american phenomenon, without substantial 
parallels in european synagogue design. 

keywords

Synagogue, Byzantine revival, Chicago, Cleveland, San Francisco

the very idea of the byzantine revival synagogue may seem perfectly ludi-
crous today. the buildings produced by this idea were not based on any actu-
al byzantine precedents endowed with jewish pedigrees; there seems to be 
little affinity between the jewish tradition and that of the orthodox churches 
that produced the original monuments. Who can argue with the question 
posed by that pioneering historian of jewish art, rachel Wischnitzer, back in 
1947: ‘What can a byzantine cupola possibly mean to us jews? the byzan-
tine period of our history contains little to endear it to our hearts and make 
it worth remembering in our prayers.’1 and yet during the roaring twen-
ties, this particular branch of eclectic architecture was all the rage among 
american synagogue designers. however much we may look askance at 
their choice, it was not any more illogical than any of the other historical 
revival styles available in the history books. alfred alschuler of chicago, one 
of the leading architects involved in the creation of the byzantine revival 
synagogue, put it this way:

centuries of persecution so scattered the jewish people that no great 
ancient edifices definitely point to a distinctive hebrew style. nor are 
the temples erected during the past few decades in the greek, ro-
man, gothic, Moorish, or renaissance styles particularly expressive 
of their function as jewish houses of worship. It therefore seemed 
advisable to strike a different architectural note, the early byzantine…2

the answer as to why alschuler and others believed that the byzantine re-
vival could fill this expressive deficit will be the subject of this study.
In the united states of america, synagogue building began in earnest at the 
precise moment when that building type was released from its shackles, 
the host of design restrictions imposed upon it by governmental fiat and by 
the widely perceived necessity to keep a low profile.3 the emancipation of 
the jews in the West coincided with age of eclecticism in architecture; thus 
synagogue builders were immediately faced with a difficult question: In what 
style shall we build? a broad consensus initially emerged around the Moor-
ish revival style, which was particularly prized for its non-Western associa-
tions. taking their cues from berlin and budapest, american synagogue ar-
chitects started erecting these turreted temples in the 1860s and 1870s. 
the most celebrated survivors of this moment in american architectural 
history are the Plum street temple in cincinnati and the central synagogue 
in new york, although there were once many more of them to be found from 
sea to shining sea. this choice may seem exceedingly strange in the twenty-
first century, but it was accepted almost without question in an architectural 
world that placed a high premium on historical precedents. 
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by 1900, the Moorish revival seemed hopelessly out of date, and beaux-arts 
classicism was quickly ushered in as a replacement. the oldest jewish con-
gregation in the country, shearith Israel of new york, erected an impeccably 
classical structure along central Park West just before the turn of the cen-
tury. the architect was arnold brunner, who wrote the following in 1907: ‘I 
am unhesitatingly of the opinion that the [classic style] is the one that is fit and 
proper for the synagogue in america.’ he justified this assertion by touting 
the discovery of ancient synagogues of the roman period in the countries of 
the eastern Mediterranean; he even went so far as to fantasize that ‘the style 
of the early judean buildings, if it had been allowed to progress and develop, 
might not unreasonably have become to-day what we may call modern classic 
architecture.’4 Fifteen years later, when the famous industrial architect albert 
Kahn designed a similarly classicizing synagogue for temple beth-el of detroit, 
there were murmurs of discontent; in the words of lewis Mumford:

the new temple beth-el in detroit is a well proportioned and carefully 
designed building, one would judge from its photograph; but for all its 
external treatment shows it might as well be the Public library or the 
county court house. that is assimilation with a vengeance!5 

enter the byzantine revival. In the annus mirabilis of 1923, three pres-
tigious buildings were designed that set the pattern for this revival style 
in american synagogues. they emerged virtually simultaneously in places 
spread far across the north american continent. In that year, the temple, 
as congregation tifereth Israel of cleveland, ohio is generally known, was 
designed by the boston architect charles greco, and alfred alschuler de-
signed chicago’s temple Isaiah. at the present time it is not possible to 
determine which design came first; both buildings were completed in 1924. 
the third synagogue under consideration, temple emanu-el in san Fran-
cisco, was most likely designed during the latter part of 1923 by the firm 
of bakewell & brown, in association with sylvain schnaittacher. newspaper 
reports indicate that the congregation approved their plans on 25 january 
1924, although construction did not begin until February 1925. the first 
portion of that building was completed in april 1926, the second in january 
1927.6 
of the architects involved in these three projects, none had any prior ex-
perience with the byzantine revival. only alfred alschuler had any previous 
synagogue commissions to his name, and alschuler was the only one of the 
three who attempted to justify his choice with a plausible rationale. In the 
chicago jewish publication called The Reform Advocate, alschuler wrote 
that he chose the ‘early byzantine’ style because it 

embraced and incorporated existing themes of Palestinian origin. In 
fact during the development of the design of Isaiah temple, Professor 
slouschz, the eminent archeologist, visited chicago with photographs 
of fragments of a synagogue, of the second century, unearthed by him 
at tiberias, Palestine, containing motifs that closely resemble those 
used in the architecture of the byzantine period. It is highly interesting 
that the interior and exterior ornamentation of this newest of temples 
has been suggested by that oldest of synagogues.7

but as we shall see, it is not the use of historically derived ornament that 
binds these three byzantine synagogues together; rather it is their overall 
physical form. all three synagogues have the same essential massing: they 
are built on centralized plans with large hemispherical domes.
let us examine these buildings, in geographical order from east to west. the 
temple in cleveland is a seven-sided polygon in plan, with the front portals 
facing the apex of its narrow triangular site. according to a report in the Ar-
chitectural Forum, this shape was chosen because it fit the irregular shape 
of the building lot perfectly.8 this heptagon is crowned by a large dome, and 
the low block of the entrance vestibule is flanked by two domed heptago-
nal towers housing the stairs leading to the sanctuary balcony. aside from 
these three domes, the main byzantine forms consist of screens of arches, 
both open and blind; these forms are repeated on the interior. the austere 
sanctuary space has a dome that reaches the impressive height of 27 m, 
but it features very little jewish symbolism. the only overt reference I could 
find, other than the hebrew text of the ten commandments flanking the ark, 
is the decoration of the column capitals of the bottom story with the seven-
branched candelabra or menorah. 
chicago’s temple Isaiah is shamelessly extroverted by comparison. the body 
of the building is a domed octagon, with two octagonal stair towers flanking 
the triple arched vestibule attached at the front. the walls are of a brick 
and stone of varying sizes designed to ‘produce the soft effect of old, hand 
made, sun baked bricks,’ according to the architect’s own description.9 one 
of the more curious historicizing details is the zigzag brick frieze that runs 
across the top of both the vestibule block and the octagonal sanctuary. jew-
ish symbolic content is present in the sculpted decoration of the tympana 
over the entrance doors, the hebrew inscriptions on either side, and the 
tablets of the law over the center door. but as al jolson might have said, 
you ain’t seen nothin’ yet. the interior of the sanctuary presents a lavish 
spectacle with a plethora of jewish symbols. the six-pointed star of david 
appears in the center of the guastavino tile dome, on each of the eight pen-
dentives, on all four sides of the impost blocks above the pier capitals, above 
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the choir loft, flanking the triumphal arch over the ark, between the small 
arches decorating the balcony parapet, at the top of every lancet of the 
stained glass windows, and on the wooden panels at the end of every row of 
seats, upstairs and down. trying to count them all would be a daunting task. 
several observers have deduced that the octagonal plan of temple Isaiah is 
derived from the famous early byzantine church of san vitale in ravenna, 
but the architect deviated from that model by virtually eliminating the am-
bulatory and reducing it to what he called ‘vaulted penetrations’ around the 
base of the dome. alschuler admitted that his plan was ‘somewhat influ-
enced’ by the recently built steelerstrasse synagogue in the german city of 
essen, which he judged as ‘one of the few really meritorious examples of 
jewish temple architecture.’10 the volumetric relationships of alschuler’s in-
terior do resemble those of edmund Körner’s impressive romanesque style 
synagogue of 1911-13, which survives today because the nazis deemed 
it too expensive to demolish. but other elements lead back to byzantium. 
alschuler’s original project for temple Isaiah, seen in an early presentation 
drawing, shows a feature that was most likely borrowed from the most 
famous byzantine monument of all, the hagia sophia in Istanbul. the dome 
is shown lifted up on a row of round-headed windows set between flar-
ing buttresses, which were eliminated in the final design. another feature 
most likely derived from the hagia sophia is not shown in this drawing. It 
is alschuler’s solution for aestheticising the smokestack that served the 
building’s heating plant: he designed it as a minaret. alschuler probably 
sensed that he was on shaky ground here, for he wrote that he ‘felt justified 
in applying the tower of prayer – a Moslem origination – to the synagogue, 
feeling that its aesthetic meaning and picturesqueness were preferable to 
the factory-like appearance the stack otherwise would have assumed.’11 at 
least one contemporary critic, arthur Woltersdorf, objected to this flight 
of fancy. but he also objected to the use of what he called ‘opera chairs’ 
instead of pews, because he felt this contravened what he judged to be ‘the 
best thought to-day on christian church design.’12 Perhaps this critic was 
unclear on the distinction between a synagogue and a church.
arthur brown jr.’s design for the new home of san Francisco’s temple 
emanu-el is less pure in its ‘byzantineity’ than the two previous examples. 
the most obviously byzantine feature is once again the large hagia sophia-
type dome set atop the square sanctuary, this one clad in bright red tiles. 
the sanctuary is housed in a separate building block entered through an 
enclosed courtyard. the facade facing this courtyard, which looks decidedly 
romanesque, is the locus of the most explicit jewish imagery to be found in 
the whole building. the tablets of the law surmount the gabled composition 
over the main door, an outdoor eternal light is hung just beneath them, and 

a curvy star of david is inlaid into the mosaic pavement in front of the portal. 
the most interesting jewish reference is one that is far more indirect: the 
two large square pylons topped with what look like romanesque tempietti, 
flanking the arched recess in front of the portal. although I cannot find an 
explicit confirmation of this, I believe that they must be allusions to the brass 
columns named jachin and boaz which stood in front of the temple of solo-
mon in jerusalem.13 While the san Francisco temple’s rabbi preferred to 
compare his courtyard to that of the grand Mosque of Paris, arthur brown 
does make a glancing reference to the courtyards of the jerusalem temple 
in describing the forecourt at emanu-el.14

the interior of temple emanu-el’s sanctuary is a vast square hall covered 
by a broad pendentive dome and lined with arches carried on verde antique 
marble columns. Its most unusual feature is the free-standing ark, which sits 
high atop the bimah (the raised reader’s platform) under a four-columned 
baldachin. despite its lofty dimensions, this room is completely disconnected 
from the 46 m high dome seen from the exterior. the section shows how 
the ‘dome room’ above the sanctuary is physically cut off from the rest of 
the structure; this space is accessible only by steep service stairs. It is well 
known that arthur brown was enamored of domes of all kinds; he is best 
remembered today as the designer of the monumental domed edifice of the 
san Francisco city hall (1912-16). In an article explaining his synagogue 
design, he wrote that ‘of all the architectural forms yet imagined by the mind 
of man, the dome is, I feel very strongly, the most superb, the most noble 
and most deeply inspiring.’15 clearly the dome was important enough in the 
minds of the client and the architect for them to go to the considerable 
expense of adding it just for effect.
but perhaps that effect was precisely the point of the whole exercise. rachel 
Wischnitzer suggested as much in a short article published in Commentary 
in 1947, when she wrote that ‘the ambition to have a dome crowning the 
prayer hall may have been the unconscious motive behind the popular accep-
tance of the Moorish influence in synagogue design in europe.’16 how much 
more important is the dome for byzantine synagogue design in america! the 
immense popularity of the dome among the jewish congregations that could 
afford them was emphasized by rabbi alexander Kline when, after recount-
ing the story of justinian’s claim of ‘vanquishing’ solomon at the dedication 
of the hagia sophia, he went on to say, ‘in our days the sons of solomon, 
the vanquished, have outdomed justinian.’17 lewis Mumford recognized as 
much in the article he wrote for the Menorah Journal in 1925:

If it were possible for the dome to be used consistently in synagog archi-
tecture in america, a very definite step would be taken towards a coherent 
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architectural style, which would give the stamp of judaism to a synagog, 
as plainly as the baroque gives the stamp of the jesuit order to a church.18

It could very well be that the desire for a dome was the prime motive behind 
the choice of the byzantine revival in the first place. besides embodying the 
practical advantages conferred by the centralized plan under the dome, a 
byzantine revival building could not be easily mistaken for anything else. and 
if there is one axiomatic rule of synagogue design it is this: the synagogue 
must not look like a church. of course, what a church ‘looks like’ can vary 
widely from country to country. this stricture would explain the virtual ex-
clusion of the gothic revival in its various forms from synagogue design in 
all Western lands in modern times; it also explains the enthusiasm for the 
Moorish revival in the second half of the nineteenth century. While it is true 
that today a domed byzantine synagogue might be mistaken for a greek 
orthodox church, that was not nearly so likely in america in the 1920s. the 
greek immigrant community in the usa did not begin building byzantine style 
churches in earnest until after the second World War. In fact, the american 
denomination most likely to erect byzantine revival churches in the first half 
of the twentieth century was the roman catholic church.19 therefore the 
domed cubical form of the byzantine revival synagogue, when it made its 
grand entrance, simply did not gibe with the classic american image of a 
church. For synagogue architects, the byzantine revival’s outstanding merit 
lay in its very rarity on the american architecture scene. In his exhaus-
tive catalogue of architectural styles both eclectic and progressive, Marcus 
Whiffen lists 40 different styles of post-colonial architecture in the united 
states, with nary a word about the byzantine revival.20 this made it plau-
sible for g. h. edgell, the dean of architecture at harvard, to publish a sur-
vey of american architecture in 1928 and write this about temple Isaiah: ‘It 
fulfils its purpose, avoids any suggestion of the christian church, and gives 
the jew a religious architecture which he can frankly consider his own.’21 
that is why rabbi louis newman, the spiritual leader of temple emanu-el, 
could insist that ‘no one looking upon the temple can for a moment doubt 
that it is a synagogue.’22

It is nonetheless worth noting that this search for a distinctly jewish ar-
chitectural style was pursued most avidly by that portion of the american 
jewish community which was most intent on assimilation: the reform move-
ment. In the united states, the reform congregations, which were then 
overwhelmingly made up of so-called ‘german’ jews, formed the wealthiest 
stratum of the jewish community; they were the ones best able to spend 
large sums of money to build architecturally impressive synagogues. this 
means that those who most fervently wished to blend into american society 
by shedding their jewish particularities in everyday life were also those who 

most wanted their buildings to be prominent and distinctive in the cityscape. 
by any material standard, the reform jews had certainly ‘arrived’ in ameri-
ca by the 1920s, but they did not want to vanish into the proverbial melting 
pot. this must be the major reason for the brief but brilliant career of the 
byzantine revival synagogue. before postwar modernism scattered all the 
historical revivals to the four winds, it offered american jews and their ar-
chitects one last chance to find the right style.
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6.1.3 France-Byzantium: the authority of the  
Sacré-Cœur

jessIca bascIano
Columbia University, USA

abstract

building churches was integral to the resurgence of pilgrimage in France that 
began in the mid-nineteenth century and continued into the twentieth century. 
the most famous of the shrines is the sacré-cœur on Montmartre in Paris 
(1874-1919). conceived as an act of expiation in response to the crisis of 
1870-1, plans to build the church developed at the height of the pilgrimage 
movement. Paul abadie designed it in the romano-byzantine style, inspired 
by the domed romanesque churches that he had restored in southwestern 
France, which were thought to be linked to the hagia sophia by way of saint 
Mark’s in venice. soon after, byzantine-inspired pilgrimage churches began 
to multiply. this paper analyzes the influence of the sacré-cœur, focusing on 
three pilgrimage churches: léopold-amédée hardy’s basilica of notre-dame 
du rosaire in lourdes (1883-19); victor laloux’s basilica of saint-Martin in 
tours (1886-1925), as well as the competing, unbuilt project of alphonse-
jules baillargé (1872-4); and louis cordonnier’s basilica of sainte-thérèse 
in lisieux (1929-54). by incorporating byzantine architectural forms, pilgrim-
age churches evoked the campaign of national reparation embodied by the 
sacré-cœur. they reflected the theories of archaeologists such as albert 
lenoir, Félix de verneilh, and jules Quicherat on the interaction between 
byzantine and Western medieval architecture. and the exotic forms of byz-
antium embodied ultramontanism: a commitment to a centralized church, 
tied to legitimism, which dominated French catholicism. Furthermore, they 
encapsulated the internationalism of the pilgrimages. In 1937, two hundred 
thousand pilgrims from around the world attended the benediction of the 
basilica of sainte-thérèse that was presided over by papal legate cardinal 
Pacelli. In sum: this paper addresses important, overlooked questions about 
the relationships between christian archaeology, ultramontanism, and the 
revival of byzantine forms in modern architecture.

keywords

Church architecture, Sacré-Cœur, Byzantine architecture, pilgrimage, 
modern architecture, France
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Pilgrimage flourished in France in the nineteenth and early twentieth century, 
and the construction of pilgrimage churches was essential to its success.1 
the most famous of the shrines is Paul abadie’s sacré-cœur on Montmar-
tre in Paris (1874-1919), but it is only the tip of the iceberg, as pilgrimage 
churches were built throughout France (Figure 1). after work began on the 
sacré-cœur in 1875 they frequently resembled the Montmartre church, 
which was designed in a style influenced by byzantine architecture. this 
paper will assess the long-standing impact of the sacré-cœur, focusing on 
three pilgrimage churches: léopold-amédée hardy’s basilica of notre-dame 
du rosaire in lourdes (1883-9); victor laloux’s basilica of saint-Martin in 
tours (1886-1925), as well as the competing, unbuilt project of alphonse-
jules baillargé (1872-4); and louis cordonnier’s basilica of sainte-thérèse 
in lisieux (1929-54) (Figure 2). by incorporating byzantine architectural 
forms, pilgrimage churches evoked the national vow of atonement fulfilled by 
the sacré-cœur. they also reflected the theories of archaeologists on the in-
teraction between byzantine and Western medieval architecture. Moreover, 
the exotic forms of byzantium expressed the ultramontane politics associ-
ated with the pilgrimages, as well as their international scope.

Figure 1. Paul abadie, basilica of the sacré-coeur, Paris, 1874-1919. Photograph by the 
author.

the pilgrimage movement of the nineteenth century appears in sharp con-
trast to religious practice under the ancien régime. Whereas before the 
French revolution, religious participation was near-universal and the catho-
lic clergy had tolerated or outright suppressed popular practices, in the 
revolution’s aftermath, religion was less a matter of conformity than of 
individual choice and priests sought to re-establish their influence. one way 
they did this was by promoting pilgrimage and working to make it orthodox.2 
the peak of the resulting pilgrimage movement occurred in the early 1870s 
and belonged to a religious revival in the wake of the Franco-Prussian War, 
Paris commune, and fall of papal rome.3 Most catholics understood the an-
née terrible in terms of the christian narrative of transgression and atone-
ment: the revolution was a sin, recent events were divine punishment, and 
pilgrimage and pilgrimage church construction were means of collective re-
pentance.4 a missionary order known as the assumptionists channelled the 
impulse of repentance by coordinating a circuit of organized pilgrimages.5 
at the same time, priests developed new projects for the construction of 
pilgrimage churches, particularly the sacré-cœur. 

Figure 2. “Perspective de la basilique de sainte thérèse de l’enfant-jésus: le Projet a subi 
quelques modifications en vue d’une meilleure adaptation au terrain.” Annales de Sainte 
Thérèse de Lisieux 5, n. 1 (1929), 16-17.
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the sacré-cœur

the sacré-cœur was dedicated to the sacred heart because its long history 
was weighted with the spirituality of atonement and, since the revolution, it had 
become a symbol of ultramontanism and legitimism.6 ultramontanism was a 
commitment to the authority of a strong, centralized church and an infallible 
pope, which, in the nineteenth century, became aligned with legitimism, that is, 
with support for the restoration of the bourbon monarchy.7 Parisian members 
of the society of saint-vincent-de-Paul, a catholic lay organization, initiated the 
project to build the sacré-cœur, which they conceived as the fulfilment of a na-
tional vow: to make amends for the national crimes for which France had been 
punished and to free the pope from captivity in the vatican.8 In 1874, a jury 
selected abadie’s design, whose sources are primarily romanesque and byz-
antine, and which draws in particular on the romanesque churches in south-
western France, already interpreted as byzantine, that abadie had restored 
beginning in the 1850s.
the main features of the plan are a porch and shallow narthex, a centrally 
planned nave, and a chevet with nearly the same dimensions as the nave. 
the nave is surmounted by a massive dome buttressed at the four corners 
of the crossing by smaller cupolas, and the axial chapel serves as the base 
for an enormous bell tower. the arcuated porch and pediment flanked by tur-
rets resemble abadie’s reconstruction of the north façade of saint-Front in 
Périgueux (1125-50), which he restored beginning in 1852.9 the equestrian 
statues were an idea he proposed for the saint-Front north façade but did not 
execute, and which he traced to the bronze horses of saint Mark’s in venice, 
looted from the hagia sophia in constantinople in 1204.10 the conical domes, 
lanterns, turrets, and campanile likewise resemble those of saint-Front, as well 
as saint-Pierre in angoulême (1105-28), which abadie restored starting in 
1853--especially after abadie restored them.11

abadie’s work on the churches in south-western France was informed by Fé-
lix de verneilh’s book L’Architecture byzantine en France of 1851, in which 
verneilh, an associate of adolphe-napoléon didron and founder of the Annales 
archéologiques in 1844, argued that the byzantine lineage of the churches could 
be traced by way of saint-Front to saint Mark’s in venice.12 verneilh argued that 
saint-Front was a kind of copy of saint Mark’s, designed by an architect from 
venice or constantinople, and called for the removal of the roofs added in the 
eighteenth century that hid the domes from view--a task which abadie carried 
out.13 however, if verneilh called saint-Front ‘another saint Mark’s minus the 
mosaics’, the sacré-cœur has a rich mosaic decoration, completed from 1901 
to 1923.14 this belongs to the revival of the medium in France that began with 
the mosaic decoration of charles garnier’s Paris opera, inaugurated in 1875, 
and reinforced the byzantine references of the architecture.15

notre-dame du rosaire, lourdes

as the vow to build the sacré-cœur took shape in the early 1870s, pilgrim-
age to lourdes increased at an astonishing rate, providing the impetus for 
the construction of a new church at the site. one of the most visited catholic 
pilgrimage sites,16 lourdes emerged as a shrine following the 1858 claim 
of bernadette soubirous that she had seen a girl all in white, in a grotto by 
the river near the town. When bernadette asked her who she was, the girl 
responded in the local dialect, saying: ‘I am the Immaculate conception.’ 
the authentication by the local bishop four years later of this and other ap-
paritions that bernadette reported may be understood in part as an expres-
sion of ultramontane support for Pius Ix’s proclamation on the Immaculate 
conception in 1854, as well as for the temporal power of the pope, then 
threatened by Italian political unification. the bishop’s endorsement went 
hand in hand with his construction of a church directly above the grotto. 
Priests used the basilica of the Immaculée-conception (1862-72), designed 
by hippolyte durand in a gothic style, to turn the developing pilgrimage away 
from practices they deemed to be superstitious, towards the reception of 
sacraments and interpretation of the apparitions as evidence in support of 
the dogma of the Immaculate conception. building on top of the grotto was 
necessary to ensure that bernadette’s visions were subsumed into catholic 
orthodoxy; however, the site greatly restricted the size of the church, which 
could only accommodate one thousand people. this was a small fraction of 
the crowds that assembled there on major occasions--fifty thousand on a 
pilgrimage in october 1872, for example.17

Indeed, in the 1870s, the pilgrimage to lourdes grew at a startling pace, 
fostered by the arrival of the railroad in 1866, the completion of the first 
basilica in 1872, and the invigoration of the pilgrimage movement following 
the crisis of 1870-1. In response to the influx, the priests in charge of the 
shrine realized improvements and new buildings. notably, in 1874 the bish-
op received Pope Pius Ix’s blessing to build ‘a monumental rosary at the foot 
of the basilica of notre-dame de lourdes.’18 erected from 1883 to 1889 by 
léopold-amédée hardy (1829-94), the basilica of notre-dame du rosaire 
provided space for more pilgrims and facilitated processions--with elliptical 
ramps curving around its façade--but avoided detracting from the basilica 
of the Immaculée-conception. Indeed, owing to its low and wide dimensions, 
romanesque and byzantine style associated with earlier historical periods, 
as well as its rusticated masonry, notre-dame du rosaire serves, visually, 
as a base for the first church.19 the interior nevertheless can fit three and 
a half times more people. hidden on the exterior by the ramps are elements 
that make reference to byzantine churches: a centralized greek-cross plan, 
with a dome over the crossing--bulbous and squat so as not to block the view 
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of the first church--and an apse and transepts that are each semi-circular 
and have five radiating chapels. Mosaics decorate the interior, with those 
in the chapels representing the mysteries of the life of christ, so that the 
basilica did in fact function as a monumental rosary, and thereby associated 
the pilgrimage to lourdes with the rosary devotion’s avid promoter, Pope 
Pius Ix’s successor leo xIII.20

the basilica of saint-martin, tours

the construction of the basilica of saint-Martin in tours began while work 
was underway on notre-dame du rosaire, but the story leading up to its 
construction starts long before. since saint Martin’s death in the fourth 
century successive churches had been built on his tomb, which was one of 
the most important pilgrimage sites in medieval europe.21 during the French 
revolution, the eleventh-century romanesque church was demolished, and 
all that remained were two towers.22 beginning in the 1850s, another 
catholic charitable group, the Œuvre de saint-Martin, revived the pilgrim-
age to Martin’s tomb and worked to rebuild the church.23 after the Franco-
Prussian War, pilgrimage to tours grew owing to the successful promotion 
of saint Martin as patron of France and of soldiers.24 at the peak of the pil-
grimage movement, in the early 1870s, the Œuvre commissioned plans for 
the reconstruction from the architect alphonse-jules baillargé (1821-82).
the resulting 1874 project was conceived as the reconstruction of the 
eleventh-century church. at the same time, it shows the strong influence 
of abadie’s project for the sacré-cœur, chosen that july, and incorporates 
features of the romanesque churches in south-western France that abadie 
restored, with their byzantine associations. beyond baillargé’s design, there 
is documentary evidence of his knowledge of the sacré-cœur and its sourc-
es: among his papers in the basilica archives are photographs of abadie’s 
plans for the sacré-cœur dated july 1874,25 as well as of saint-Front and 
saint-Pierre, signed and sent by abadie to a leader of the Œuvre in october 
1873.26 like the sacré-cœur, baillargé’s façade has a pediment, arched 
niches containing figurative sculpture, and an arcuated porch. the sacré-
cœur has equestrian statues of saint Martin and saint george; baillargé’s 
façade has an equestrian statue of saint Martin. like the sacré-cœur, the 
focus of baillargé’s design is a massive crossing dome that tapers to a point 
and is topped by a lantern.
the formal resemblance between baillargé’s design for saint-Martin and the 
sacré-cœur communicated the closeness between the meanings of the proj-
ects. both were initiated by lay groups as atonement for collective crimes. a 
leaflet published in support of baillargé’s design, presumably by the Œuvre, 

explicitly connected the design and expiation. It argued that ‘atonement for 
the crime committed, at the end of the last century, will be more complete, 
and piety more satisfied, in rebuilding the same building.’27 the text is am-
biguous about whether the crime was the destruction of the romanesque 
basilica or the revolution as a whole. however, a late nineteenth-century bi-
ographer of the local bishop argued that for the founder of the Œuvre, léon 
Papin-dupont, the crimes were conflated, as were the material reconstruc-
tion of the basilica and the moral reconstruction of France.28

the mood of national reparation gave momentum to the Œuvre’s project 
to rebuild the basilica of saint-Martin, as it had to the construction of the 
sacré-cœur and notre-dame du rosaire. but in 1879 elections brought 
an end to favourable political conditions and donations fell short.29 then in 
1884 a new, liberal bishop arrived in tours and embraced a more mod-
est design by victor laloux (1850-1937). this design was explicitly based 
on the graphic reconstruction by archaeologist jules Quicherat (1814-82) 
of the fifth-century basilica of saint-Martin and was executed instead of 
baillargé’s design.30 Quicherat was one of many nineteenth- and twentieth-
century scholars who tried to reconstruct in words and pictures the church 
built on Martin’s tomb in 471. the key evidence they drew from was saint 
gregory of tours’ sixth-century Historia francorum. an important precedent 
for Quicherat’s reconstruction was a plan published by albert lenoir (1801-
91) in 1836. lenoir proposed that the fifth-century basilica incorporated a 
centralized sanctuary and an oblong nave and he later extrapolated from the 
round sanctuary that it was the first church in europe north of the alps that 
was influenced by byzantine architecture.31 In contrast, Quicherat proposed 
that saint-Martin had a rectangular basilica plan and a crossing tower, and 
he interpreted it as proof of the emergence, already in the fifth century, of 
a specifically French adaptation of the latin basilica.32

like Quicherat’s plan, laloux’s plan represents a basilica with a central nave 
separated from single side aisles by simple columns, a crossing separated 
from implied transepts by heavy piers, and a semi-circular apse embedded 
within a polygonal chevet. however, laloux departed from Quicherat’s recon-
struction, including by incorporating references to byzantine architecture into 
his design, references such as the hieratic representations of christ, Mary, 
and joseph in the chevet, and the dome. the monumental wall decoration 
was not carried out in the completed church, but its rich abstract geometric 
and vegetal stone ornamentation was inspired by norman churches in sicily, 
which were in turn inspired by byzantine architecture.33 the finished building 
nevertheless evokes the fifth-century church as reconstructed by Quicherat, 
with its basilican forms, exposed wooden trusses, and the emphasis given to 
its crossing. thus, it contrasts strikingly with the project of baillargé and the 
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Œuvre de saint-Martin. Whereas baillargé’s design symbolized the old order 
in which the church and state were an inseparable unity and religious prac-
tice was near-universal, laloux’s church drew a parallel between the role of 
the church in the nineteenth century as one public service among others and 
the missionary status of the church in late roman gaul.

the basilica of sainte-thérèse, lisieux

after its peak in the early 1870s, the pilgrimage movement declined along 
with the impulse of repentance that had spurred it. nevertheless, pilgrim-
age remained widespread and popular in the twentieth century. one of the 
most important shrines to emerge was that in lisieux, dedicated to sainte 
thérèse. a carmelite nun who died of tuberculosis at the age of twenty-four 
in 1897, thérèse became globally famous owing to her theology of the ‘little 
way’, of trusting in god’s love in a childlike manner, which was disseminated 
through the posthumous publication of her autobiography.34 It was thérèse’s 
sisters – also nuns in the carmelite convent in lisieux – who promoted her 
cult after her death, and who oversaw the construction of a pilgrimage 
church.35 designed by louis-Marie cordonnier (1854-1940), the basilica of 
sainte-thérèse shows the influence of the sacré-cœur more than any other 
pilgrimage church, with its colossal scale – it was larger than the sacré-
cœur and the third largest church in the world after saint Peter’s in rome 
and saint Paul’s in london36 – references to south-western romanesque 
churches, including its stone-covered dome and campanile, and its mosaics. 
In addition to thérèse’s sisters, the pope, Pius xI, played an important role 
in building the church. he disliked the dome in an early design – cordon-
nier changed it accordingly37 – and publicity for the construction project fre-
quently trumpeted his support (Figure 2). Furthermore, he sent his legate 
and the future Pope Pius xII, cardinal Pacelli, to preside over the crowd of 
two hundred thousand pilgrims from around the world who gathered for the 
benediction ceremony of 1937.38 as a result of his support, the basilica of 
sainte-thérèse was associated with the pope’s centralized and far-reaching 
authority. the connection was reinforced by the choice of a quasi-byzantine 
style, whose origins lay outside of France; it spoke to the authority of the 
vatican over the French church following the 1905 law of separation and 
to the internationalism of the devotion to thérèse.

conclusion

It is clear that late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century pilgrimage 
churches in France responded to the sacré-cœur. François loyer has even 

argued that ‘the model of Montmartre totally dominated the architecture of 
pilgrimage churches for over a half-century.’39 the question this raises is: 
why? Why did patrons choose to emulate the sacré-cœur? What mean-
ing did they hope to impart by doing so? the case studies presented here 
suggest that they sought to evoke the politics of the national vow of the 
sacred heart. notre-dame du rosaire and baillargé’s project for saint-Mar-
tin were, like the sacré-cœur, spurred by the pilgrimage movement of the 
1870s, whose goals were to restore the monarchy and the temporal power 
of the pope.40 the lourdes pilgrimage was interpreted by the clergy as a re-
inforcement of Pius Ix’s proclamation on the Immaculate conception, which 
consolidated his authority and cleared a path towards his 1870 declaration 
of papal infallibility.41 notre-dame du rosaire’s romanesque and byzantine 
forms drew a parallel between the ultramontane dimension of the lourdes 
and sacred heart devotions. the proposed reconstruction of the eleventh-
century basilica of saint-Martin, incorporating references to romanesque 
churches in south-western France, likewise drew a parallel between the 
architectural projects of catholic lay organizations and their accompanying 
religious and political goals: to expiate the revolution and re-establish the old 
order in which the church and state were one. laloux’s design abandoned 
the Montmartre model even if it incorporates some byzantine features; 
in doing so, it communicated a different, liberal view of the status of the 
church in modern France. Finally, the basilica of sainte-thérèse resembles 
the sacré-cœur more than any other church. thus, while the immense ap-
peal of thérèse’s message reflected a shift away from the theology of expia-
tion that had permeated French catholicism in the nineteenth century, to-
wards an emphasis on god’s love, thérèse’s basilica was entrenched in the 
architectural tradition of the church of national reparation. Furthermore, its 
resemblance to the sacré-cœur emphasized its similar association with the 
papacy; in this case, with Pius xI’s ardent support for the project. In spite 
of their differences, notre-dame du rosaire, baillargé’s project for saint-
Martin, and the basilica of sainte-thérèse are unified by their common ref-
erence to the architecture of the sacré-cœur, and by their patrons’ shared 
political motivations for making this allusion.
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6.1.4 architectural Explorations of Byzantine revival in 
1920s greece

KallIoPI aMygdalou
The Bartlett School of Architecture, UK

abstract

the assessment and incorporation of byzantine heritage in the national 
historiographies of the nation-states that succeeded the ottoman empire 
took many forms and have become a point of strong intellectual debates. 
In the greek context, the theory of continuity of the greek nation, which es-
tablished byzantium as the intermediate inextricable link between antiquity 
and the modern times, provided a necessary ideological background for ar-
chitectural explorations of the byzantine revival style. this was manifested 
to a full extent during the reconstruction of the city of thessaloniki after a 
massive fire had consumed its historic centre in 1917; the architectural 
committee in charge for the new design, including prominent figures such 
as ernest hébrard, thomas Mawson and aristotelis Zahos. they employed 
the byzantine revival as the appropriate architectural style for the facades 
of the main streets of the new city centre. Zahos, who was influenced by 
jugendstil and searched for an authentic modernıty in the local traditıon, 
would later follow similar lines in the construction of the university of Ionia 
in the then greek-occupied Izmir. yet the byzantine revival itself was not a 
homogenous movement and its proponents often came from very different 
ideological backgrounds. these two case studies, an urban scale applica-
tion in thessaloniki and a building scale intervention in the newly acquired 
territory of Izmir will serve as a window through which I will address issues 
of the agency, representation and fluidity of meaning in a period of competi-
tion among national, religious and imperial identities. 

keywords

Byzantine revival, greece, nation building, Izmir, university of Ionia, 
aristotelis Zachos, thessaloniki
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… the greek administration who decided to create a ‘hellenic uni-
versity’ there, […] in order to destroy the turkish architectural style 
almost completely changed the windows and the doors and added 
columns to the building. 
yas̨ar Ürük, “Izmir Kız lisesi ”1

on the site of a jewish cemetery on the bahri baba hill in the centre of Izmir, 
in May 1919, the greek administration of smyrna2 found a half-completed 
building that had been initiated by the union and Progress Party to become 
a school.3 Izmir had been annexed by greece in 1919 according to the 
sevres treaty following the First World War and this structure was selected 
as the physical basis for the realization of the university of Ionia, a vision of 
the Prime Minister eleftherios venizelos and the governor of Izmir aristotelis 
stergiadis for an institution open to all ethnic groups of the city and para-
mount to the best universities of the West. 
In the three-year period of the greek administration, until the expansionist 
campaign of the greek army into anatolia collapsed against the turkish troops 
in 1922, the university project was the major spatial intervention untertak-
en. the prominent greek architect aristotelis Zahos was invited to supervise 
the architectural project, which completed the building in a byzantine revival 
style, drawing the criticism of the Muslim community at the time and even of 
contemporary turkish historians, as demonstrated by the above quote.
this project was clearly invested with a significant ideological weight. It would 
be the second only university of the greek Kingdom after the university of 
athens, and was intentionally being established in the newly acquired lands 
of the country. however, instead of choosing thessaloniki, in which the greek 
authorities had consolidated their presence since 1912, newly acquired Izmir 
was selected as an embodiment of greek presence in the near east. 
Meanwhile, other major projects where taking place in thessaloniki, which 
was being reconstructed from its ashes after its devastation by fire in 1917. 
In this presentation I will start by examining the case of the university of Ionia, 
and link it, through its above mentioned architect aristotelis Zachos, to the 
restoration of the church of st demetrius in thessaloniki, a project he was 
working on at the same time. subsequently, st demetrius will lead our discus-
sion to the employment of byzantine revival on the buildings of the main axes 
of the new city of thessaloniki. 

the university of ionia – a mixture of revival styles

as the building (Figure 1) was completed in phases by different authorities, 
it is difficult to draw the lines between these different layers of intervention. 

at a first glance one can recog-
nize the symmetrical layout of 
the orthogonal building, inspired 
by the beaux-arts tradition and 
typical of the revivalist styles that 
were popular in both countries 
at the time. the entrance clearly 
belongs to the ottoman revival 
style, consisting of a marble 
porch with pointed arches. the 
column capitals, the marble 
screens on the balcony and the 
triangular carvings with a refer-
ence to muqarnas are all very 
typical of this early twentyeth 
century style. they are accom-
panied by other fundamental el-
ements of the building, such as 
the wide roof overhangs with the 
wooden panels underneath and 

the supporting brackets, which are based on stone extrusions on the wall.
ottoman revival was related to the successive ideological movements of ot-
tomanism and turkism in the empire. ottomanism, the idea of keeping the 
empire together by instilling loyalty to an all-encomassing ottoman identity ir-
respective of religion, was replaced by turkism in the young turk era, as the 
separatist movements of the ethnoreligious communities of the empire were 
multiplying. ottoman revival emerged initially in relation to ottomanism, was 
appropriated by turkish nationalism and used even in the early years of the 
republic, in the end overshadowed by modernism in the 1930s.4 
however, despite these explicit ottoman revival elements which suggest 
their construction prior to the 1919 greek landing, the language changes 
completely in the areas between the extruded pillars. the intermediary parts 
of the wall which contain the windows are built by visible masonry with local 
limestone5 and include extensive decorative zones made of brick, typical of 
the byzantine masonry system. the double semicircular arches above the 
windows and the crafted marble lintels also allude to the byzantine architec-
tural tradition, making the front marble porch entrance look foreign to the 
wall behind it. Meanwhile, in parts of the building that are not very promi-
nent, the pointed arches return. this evidence suggests that the greek 
administration intervened to change parts of the walls between the pillars 
on the most prominent facades.

Figure 1. the entrance of Izmir Kız lisesi, previ-
ously the university of Ionia. Photo by the author, 
2013
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a photograph from the time of the greek administration shows that the 
portico with the Islamic arches was already there when the greek troops ar-
rived in Izmir. Zachos designed a proposal for it to be replaced – the pointed 
arches would become semicircular, and the column capitals where replaced 
with theodosian-style ones. on top of that we can see the introduction of 
neoclassical elements; in the outdoor space of the building we notice a pro-
posal for a street-level portico with doric columns, as well as two monumen-
tal free standing Ionic columns in front of the building entrance. these carry 
the statues of apollo and athena, just like theophil hansen’s neoclassical 
academy of athens. 
byzantine references continue in the interior of the building, which can be 
more safely attributed to the greeks. the interior had not been constructed 
yet by 1919, and indeed the most prominent space, the entrance with the 
marble staircase, directly alludes to byzantine architecture, as we can see 
from the column capitals and the arches. 
the turn towards byzantium as the driving reference for a new revival style 
is not coincidental. on the one hand, all over europe there was a re-ap-
preciation for the Middle ages as non-naturalist, non-academic sources of 
aesthetic form, which could give new life to the fine and decorative arts and 
were appropriated by different movements such as the French symbolists, 
the arts and crafts Movement and the bloomsburry group, and the german 
romantics.6

on the other hand, this ideological reappreciation for medieval architectural 
styles coincided with and fueled the emergence of byzantium as a major 
component of greek national identity. the theory of continuity, most nota-
bly advocated by constantine Paparrigopoulos- the most prominent nine-
teenth-century greek historian-, restored the byzantine era as a crucial link 
connecting the ancient greek civilization with Modern greece. It was this 
ideological turn that led to the formation of the Megali Idea7 and fueled the 
expansionist asia-Minor campaign that made the university of Ionia a reality. 
dimitri stamatopoulos8 has demonstrated how byzantium was negotiated 
and re-invented in balkan and turkish historiographical debates during the 
respective nation-building processes. In the case of greece, byzantium was 
a way to project a medieval civilization equal to the the West, to reclaim 
classical antiquity from Western appropriation and to resist the hegemony 
of catholicism and the orientalist gaze. this paved the way for a historically 
inclusive (but still selective) identity for the nation-state, in opposition to the 
existing hegemony of the classical age.9

these two streams, the international re-emergence of byzantium and its 
national appropriation, met at the life and work of one person, aristotelis Za-
hos. educated in germany and influenced by the jugendstil and the arts and 

crafts movement, he was a great admirer of vernacular architecture and 
the byzantine tradition. his underlying rationale was the same as that of the 
ottoman revival – that an authentic, genuine modernization of the national 
architecture would be not achieved through Western formalism but through 
an exploration of the vernacular traditions and the country’s heritage, which 
carried the essence of the nation, the Volkgeist.10 Zachos is the earliest 
modern architect to foster an appreciation for byzantine architecture and 
its employment in the creation of a modern greek identity.11

hence the use of byzantine architectural language and its mixture with the 
Islamic forms in the university was in fact very well aligned with its stated 
purpose and ideology. Karatheodori believed that the establishment of the 
university would serve the preparation of the new generations who would 
contribute to the economic development of the country, as will as that it 
would allow the familiarization of greeks with the ‘slavic and eastern lan-
guages’ and hence with the variety of ethnic groups under greek adminis-
tration. Moerover, it would push forward the familiarization of the minori-
ties with the greek language, which would ultimately allow their successful 
integration into the greek Kingdom12. In that sense the underlying ideology 
of the project, was close to the views of the intellectual and diplomat Ion 
dragoumis, who believed in the ‘the peaceful coexistence of greeks and 
turks’, but combined them with the nationalist territorial claims. ‘coexis-
tence’ would provide the legitimacy for the enlarged borders. 
Meanwhile, echoing the anti-academic movements abroad, according to 
Karatheodori, this university would not be a mimesis of german or british 
universities, nor a copy of the athens capodistrian university which was 
focused on classical antiquity.13 rather, it was aimed as a counterbalance, 
as an institution which would be complementary to the classical schools and 
would voice the new lands of greece and their importance as contributors 
and recipients of greek culture. 
at the same time, aristeidis stergiadis, the governor of smyrna, aimed to 
create a new ‘eastern civilization’ as ‘a response to the efforts of the West 
to intrude into the near orient’14. as the ottoman empire was dissolving, 
the Western powers, who already dominated its economic and political life, 
aspired to take large zones under their control. although this became more 
evident when the treaty of sevres was signed in 1918,15 the ‘eastern Ques-
tion’ had a long history and the greek Megali Idea was a reaction especially 
towards the aspiration of France to set foot on those lands.16 
an inclusive but still clearly nationalist understanding of identity, a diversion 
from the classical hegemony of athens and a counterbalance to european 
hegemony in the area are hence the main ideas embodied by the building’s 
revivalist forms. 
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st demetrius and byzantine revival in thessaloniki

the column capitals of the university had a very straightforward reference, 
which permanently links this building to thessaloniki. they are exactly the 
same with the ones Zachos drew for the church of saint demitrius in thes-
saloniki, a fifth-century structure that was destroyed in the 1917 fire.17 
dedicated to the city’s protector, saint demitrius, whose tomb on the north-
western corner of the building survived the fire, the church’s loss was con-
sidered, an ‘irreparable disaster for the city’.18

It had only been five years that the building had been returned to the or-
thodox christian community. before the annexation of the city by greece in 
1912 and ever since the city’s conquest in 1430 by the ottomans, it had 
been used as a mosque, its mosaics and frescoes plastered, and a minaret 
added on the south-western corner.
čfter the fire was extinguished, two important issues came into question- first, 
the scrutinous study of the building in order to determine its original form, and 
second, its restoration, two processes very strongely linked to each other and 
to the city’s urban identity. like the university of Ionia, this building was also 
very layered. built on the ruins of a roman stadium and baths, parts of which 
were incorporated in the structure, it was badly damaged by fire and rebuilt 
in the 7th century. Further alterations followed in the late byzantine and otto-
man periods. this long history of the monument made it remarkably difficult 
to determine the spatial limits and architectural elements of each phase. the 
supervisor of the exchavations, archaeologist georgios sotiriou, later stated 
that the archarchaeological survey set as a goal 

on the one hand to release the walls from the buttresses and the 
turkish filling ups of the openings in order to reveal the ancient form of 
the facades, and on the other hand to conduct excavations at the floor 
of the monument and outside it, in order to solve the question of the 
original form of the fifth century basilica, the determination of the lim-
its of the space where it was founded, the alterations it went through 
in the 7th century, and the later repairs and additions19

the turkish interventions where to be completely reversed, whereas the 
byzantine period repairs and restorations were treated differently, ap-
preciated as an archaeological layering of the monument. the walls were 
cleansed of the plastering and original openings that had been closed by the 
ottomans were reopened.20 the minaret, ironically largely surviving the fire, 
was demolished. 
during the process of the restoration, an important disagreement emerged 
between the architect Zahos and the archaeologists. the issue in question 

was whether the project was a restoration or a reconstruction of the monu-
ment. In Zahos’s view, a reconstruction was necessary in order to simultane-
ously preserve the old parts but serve the new needs of the building. a bell 
tower was designed as well as a staircase tower, while the western court of 
the church was redesigned to include a byzantine museum with an arcade 
which would exhibit the archaeological findings of the city. the restored and 
new parts of the basilica were built in cloisonné masonry, in order to distin-
guish them from the original parts of the monument which were in brick, 
bringing Zachos in conflict with the archaeologists involved in the project. 
Zachos saw st demetrius as a functional church, not as an exhibit that only 
had symbolic capital as an embodiment of collective identity and memory.21 
however the predominence of the symbolic function of the building was 
already secured through its positioning in the new urban layout of the city. 
lying in the centre of a wide urban space, its role determined by the post-
imperial context of central administration and uniform citizenship, st deme-
trius lost its imperial function as a cluster of administrative and religious life 
of its immediate surroundings and became an urban exhibit. 
this was the case for all the religious buildings in the city. the new plan 
of thessaloniki, designed mainly by ernest hébrard but also including in 
the planning committee the british thomas Mawson, the german-educated 
Konstantinos Kitsikis and Zachos himself, proposed an orthogonal grid of 
wide streets intersected by diagonal bulevards which directed the gaze to 
important buildings, mainly churches, situated in the middle of squares.22 
although st demetrius lost its byzantine identity in terms of its institutional 
role and its spatial relation to the city, it lent its forms to the urban land-
scape.23 the 1919 building regulation regarding the new constructions 
in the centre of the new city, imposed a uniform architectural style for 
the buildings lining the central boulevards24 (Figure 2). treated more as a 
‘dress’, than as an architectural style, this architecture doesn’t have the 

Figure 2. aristotelous square in thessaloniki. Photo by the author, 2010
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elaborateness of Zahos’s university of Ionia. the main characteristic of the 
street facades were the tall arcades on the ground floor, supported by col-
umns with capitals alluding to byzantine forms, and accompanied by arched 
windows in the upper floors.
however, the repeated and standardized neobyzantine arcades of the city, 
seen as a reflection of the city’s greek idenity, lent themselves to other inter-
pretations by the French architect involved and by French historians of the 
time, testifying to their fluidity of meaning. as historian Pierre lavedan wrote 
on a special issue of the journal Urbanisme dedicated to ernest hébrard,
 

hébrard’s plan provisions the disengagement of the two most impor-
tant byzantine edifices still standing, saint sophia and saint Paraskevi 
[...]. but he does not isolate them on the open squares. hébrard’s 
designs [...] show them surrounded by gardens and cypresses and 
desire an adapting spirit for the neighbourhing houses, a spirit which, 
while making thessaloniki a modern city, wont make it lose its charac-
ter of an oriental city25

hébrard, in accordance with the French urbanist school, had a consider-
ation for ‘local conditions and traditions’, and saw the neo-byzantine arcades 
not only as a reflection of cultural identity, but also as a necessity dictated 
by tradition and geography. 

conclusions 
as we have seen, the archaeology of byzantine churches was more than 
pure scholarship; it offered guidance in the creation of a modern greek 
ecclesiastical style26 as well as in the construction of secular buildings such 
as the university of Ionia and the facades of the new city of thessaloniki. Its 
columns copied in the university building, and its arched section transposed 
in the urban space, st demetrius emerges as an strong link between Izmir 
and thessaloniki.  
however we notice important differentiations in the use and acquired mean-
ing of byzantine revival, even in the same sociocultural context. In Izmir, it 
accompanies a nation building project which aims to communicate cultural 
inclusiveness and to counterbalance both the hegemony of classical athens 
and the european imperialist visions in the area. In thessaloniki, in the re-
sonstuction of st demetrius, byzantine revival is torn between its percep-
tion by german-educated Zachos as an authentic expression of greekness 
and a functional, organic space and its reduction to an urban exhibit within 
the beaux arts urban layout of the new city. last, the byzantine dress of 

the new facades of thessaloniki, introduced by hébrard and Kitsikis, is em-
ployed as a visual representation of the city’s collective identity, and carries a 
flavour of colonial architecture and the beaux-arts adacemic understanding 
of eclectic styles. 
these case studies, added to the multiplicity of byzantine revival move-
ments in the rest of the world, highlight the complexity of the rediscovery of 
byzantium and the fluidity of symbolic meaning, which is conditioned each 
time by specific ideological debates, escapes its crystallization into given 
forms and changes as we shift geographical or socio-political contexts.
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1 yas̨ar Ürük, “Izmir Kız lisesi,” Izmir, Tarih 
ve Toplum 3 (2008), 90. 
2 the names smyrna and Izmir are both 
symbolically charged in the respective greek 
and turkish historiographies. Internationally 
the city was still known as smyrna in the 
1910s and 1920s before the official use of 
the name Izmir took over. here when spe-
cifically speaking of the pre-1922 history of 
the city in relation to the greek administra-
tion I will use the term smyrna. 
3 It would become a ticaret mektebi (trade 
school). For its construction, allegedly the 
archaeological site of the değirmentepe 
temple nearby had become a convenient 
source of marble fragments, which were 
used as building materials. see also des-
pina Karatheodori-rodopoulou and des-
pina vlachostergiou-vasvateki, Konstantinos 
Karatheodori, o Sophos Ellen tou Monachou 
(Constantine Caratheodory, the Learned 
Greek of Munich) (athens: Kaktos, 2001). 
Morever, marble plates from the jewish 
cemetery that existed on the site were used 
both by the union and Progress administra-
tion and by the greeks. 
4 sibel bozdoğan, Modernism and Nation 
Building - Turkish Architectural Culture in 
the Early Republic (university of Washington 
Press, 2001), 16-46.
5 eleni Fessa-emmanouil and emmanouil 
Marmaras, Greek Architects of the Inter-
war Period (athens: crete university Press, 
2005), 25.
6 j.barrie bullen “byzantinism and Modern-
ism 1900-1914” The Burlington Magazine 

141, n. 1160 (1999), 665.
7 Formulated around the end of the 19th 
century, it was an aspiration of the greeks 
to recreate a state that would incorporate 
all the lands with historically greek pres-
ence.
8 dimitris stamatopoulos, To Vyzantion 
meta to Ethnos (athens: alexandreia, 
2009).
9 Kostis Kourelis “byzantium and the avant-
garde: excavations at corinth, 1920s-
1930s” The Journal of the American 
School of Classical Studies at athens 76, n. 
2 (2007), 393.
10 ‘he was the first to dispute the greek-
ness of neoclassicism and the Western for-
malism of urban architecture including su-
perficial neo-byzantinism. rejecting as well 
the sterile reproduction or imitation of the 
traditional style, he fought passionately for 
the authentic modernisation of greek archi-
tecture.’ emmanouil and Marmaras, Greek 
Architects, 9,13.
11 Kourelis “byzantium and the avant-
garde,” 409. also dimitris Philippidis Neoel-
liniki Arhitektoniki (athens: Melissa, 1984), 
175-8, 205-8.
12 Maria georgiadou, Konstantinos 
Karatheodory (Irakleio: crete university 
Press, 2007), 330.
13 victoria g. solomonidis, “the smyrna 
university of Ionia. contribution to a peaceful 
coexistence” (paper presented at the Inter-
national symposium ‘university: Ideology and 
education- the historical dimension and Po-
tentials,’ athens, september 1987), 391. 

14 solomonidis bases her analysis on an in-
terview of stergiadis at eleftheros typos, 7 
april 1929. More about the greco-turkish 
theory and the Intermediate area, see dim-
itri Kitsikis, Comparative History of Greece 
and Turkey in the 20th century (athens: 
1978), 45, 217.
15 In the treaty of sèvres, France was 
given syria and the neighbouring parts of 
southeastern anatolia, while large areas up 
to sivas and tokat were declared a zone of 
French influence.
16 stamatopoulos, To Vyzantion, 68.
17 the columns of the church had been 
calcined because of their exposure to the 
high temperatures of the fires, and were 
therefore replaced by hand-chiseled marble 
copies. 
18 “the causes of the fire - Material loss-
es,” in Report by the Directorate of Fire 
Victims 1-14 February 1919, thessaloniki 
historical archive.
19 georgios sotiriou, I Vassiliki tou Ag-
iou Dimitriou Thessalonikis (athens: I en 
athinais arheologiki etairia, 1952), 67.
20 Ibidem, foreword.
21 Zachos’s disagreement with the epider-
mic appropriation of hébrard’s neobyzan-
tinism can be paralelized to the disagreement 
between the historians and intellectuals em-
manuil gedeon and Konstantinos Paparri-
gopoulos. the first argued for a literal resto-
ration of christian orthodox hegemony in the 
empire and fort he priority of ecumenicism, 

whereas the second embraced the idea of 
the nation-state separatism from the otto-
man empire and the selective appropriation 
of byzantium mostly as a heritage rather as 
a living reality. 
22 Kostantinos Kitsikis, the greek architect 
in the committee, specifically mentions that: 
‘the committee used […] the churches as a 
starting point for the new layout. hence we 
succeeded first in highlighting them by suit-
ably positioning them in contrast to their old 
hidden nature, and second in allowing the 
city to acquire characteristic ‘points de vue’, 
enough in order to give it an appropriate 
character.’ Kostantinos Kitsikis, I ktiriologiki 
apopsis tou Neou Shediou Thessalonikis 
(athens: blasoudaki, 1919), 12.
23 vasilis Kolonas, “opseis tis thessalonikis 
prin kai meta to 1912,” (paper presented 
at the conference ‘thessaloniki, mia poli 
se metavasi 1912-2012’, thessaloniki, 
october 18-21, 2013). see also vasilis 
Kolonas, I arhitektoniki mias ekatontaetias: 
Thessaloniki 1912-2012, (thessaloniki: 
university studio Press, 2012).
24 alexandra yerolympos I Anoikodomisi tis 
Thessalonikis Meta tin Pyrkagia tou 1917 
(thessaloniki: university studio Press, 
1955).
25 Pierre lavedan, “l ‘oeuvre d’ernest hé-
brard en grèce,” Urbanisme 14 (1933), 
148-62 (translation by the author).
26 Kourelis “byzantium and the avant-
garde,” 408-9.
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6.2 Building by the Book? theory  
as Practice in renaissance architecture 

SESSION CHAIRS: 
sara gallettI
Duke University, USA
Francesco benellI
Columbia University, USA

the rise of theory is one of the distinguishing traits of renaissance architec-
ture. taking different formats – manuscript and printed, and ran-ging in gen-
re from the instruction manual addressing the specific needs of the prac-
titioner to the learned dissertation feeding the interests of the intellectual 
elite – architectural treatises flourished across fifteen- and sixteenth-century 
europe, becoming the primary means for the dissemination of architectural 
knowledge past and present. Furthermore, renaissance treatises shaped 
generations of professionals, informed the choices of their patrons, defined 
the contours of the profession and established models for the organization 
of field-specific information.
renaissance theoreticians were also practitioners. their understanding of 
the classical past was based as much on the reading of ancient texts as 
it was on the excavation and surveying of the physical remains of anti- 
quity. antiquity itself was both the object of their humanistic curiosities and 
a repository of ideas and models for their design practices. and writings 
provided broad historical narratives on architecture, its origins and its devel-
opments as well as recipes, technical solutions, and practical prescriptions. 
this integrated approach, bringing together theory and practice, was the 
very basis of the success of renaissance architectural treatises and their 
impact the cultural and built environment. yet, scholarship typically analyses 
renaissance theory of architecture as a field of its own, independent from 
practice. such separation prevents, rather than promotes, our understand-
ing of how architectural knowledge was produced, disseminated and re-
ceived in the renaissance.

this session seeks to bridge the current epistemological divide by focusing 
on the connections between the theory and the practice of architecture in 
fifteenth and sixteenth-century europe. It welcomes papers dealing with the 
variety of ways in which the practice and theory of architecture informed 
each other; with the ways in which theoretical texts were conceived, pro-
duced, and illustrated to facilitate comprehension; and how architects and 
humanists read, understood, or misunderstood theoretical texts. a case-
study approach is preferred.
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6.2.1 ‘restauramenti e restitutioni di case.’  
Book VII on architecture by Serlio and the dissemination 
of the Classical order in the language of Monumental 
architecture and Basic Building in Ferrara

alessandro IPPolItI 
Università di Ferrara, Italy
veronIca balbonI 
Università di Ferrara, Italy 

abstract

the years when ‘liber septimus’ was in circulation, written by sebastiano 
serlio and posthumously published in 1575 in vienna, correspond to the 
postseismic period of reconstruction in Ferrara. Pirro ligorio directly inves-
tigates the damages caused by the earthquake of 1570, describing a city 
destroyed by collapsing, badly built, old medieval constructions, weakly put 
together and with no substance. sebastiano serlio’s technical solutions and 
practical rules – illustrated in the seventh book with examples where the 
language of medieval architecture is updated with ‘modern’ solutions – per-
haps find in Ferrara one of their first cases of practical application, thanks 
to the presence of architects like aleotti, a faithful connoisseur of serlio’s 
writings (as well as vignola’s), and to the treaty’s recognised value as an 
operational tool. It was a treaty that ‘ha restituito l’architettura, e fattala 
facile ad ogniuno,’ as jacopo strada would later introduce it to readers in 
editio princeps. the aim of this contribution is to investigate the relations 
between serlio’s theoretical and practical postulations and the reconstruc-
tion and restoration that began in Ferrara in the 1570s, both in the field of 
architectural heritage, and the field of basic building. the latter is a specific 
object of study for the author, who devotes an important part of book vII to 
it. the contribution will develop various topics, in order: the city of Ferrara 
before the earthquake of 1570: a typical medieval city; exempla of modern 
architecture in Ferrara: the sixteenth century palaces of the herculean ad-
dition; serlio’s Regola and architectural language in Ferrara: churches and 
palaces at the end of the sixteenth century; serlio’s Regola and construction 
language in Ferrara: basic building at the end of the sixteenth century; con-
clusions: the importance of serlio’s treaty in the reconstruction of Ferrara.

keywords

Ferrara, earthquake, reconstruction, Serlio, language, architecture

the city of ferrara before the earthquake of 1570: a typical 
medieval city

this contribution should be introduced by a brief description on the territo-
rial situation of Ferrara and the structural features that characterize its 
architecture. the stages of its urban development,1 which in some ways 
was spontaneous and in others intentional (thanks to the historical urban 
planning operations of the Addizioni, that were made by the dukes niccolò 
II d’este 1361-88, borso d’este 1450-71, ercole I d’este 1471-1505), 
are also evident on the architectural scale by the quality of construction. 
this information is essential for understanding the different effects that the 
earthquake of 1570 had on various areas of the city.

morpholoGical characteristics on an urban scale

the Ferrara area is extremely complex from a hydrographic point of view: 
the changes that occurred over centuries on the Po river’s main branch, 
which progressively moved from the south to the north (the current ‘Po di 
venezia’), have completely influenced the land and the city’s morphology.
the commercial focus of the earliest settlement, due to the control of 
river navigation, gradually led to the structuring of a unified urban layout, 
stretched along the length of the river bank; hence, the description of a 
linear city and the development of types of construction that combined resi-
dential and merchant use.
the growth and progression of the medieval urban structure is spontaneous 
until the planned additions of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, imple-
mented in order to annex areas that were still substantially undeveloped – or 
at least outside the city limits – to the urban aggregation. of these, the most 
important is clearly the herculean addition that from 1492 was used to 
trace the new northern defense perimeter and annex a very large, almost 
completely undeveloped area.

structural features on an architectural scale

 It is for these territorial and urban-morphological reasons that the damages 
caused by the 1570 earthquake primarily affect the oldest urban fabric, that 
of medieval origin, and involve the renaissance era constructions of the her-
culean addition only selectively. during that year, Pirro ligorio was in the city 
and gave a detailed description of the earthquake’s effects. the year 1570, 
for us, constitutes the exact chronological watershed moment to investigate 
the architectural consistency of the city before and after this event.
In his book Treatise on various earthquakes, 2 ligorio gives us an interesting 
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description of the damages caused to residential buildings and monumental 
architecture, such as churches: the oldest buildings are those that suffered 
the most damage – the ones located in the southern part of the city that 
existed prior to the great urban planning operations of ercole I d’este (duke 
between 1471 and 1505) – and they were typically characterized by cheap 
materials and unsophisticated construction techniques, without an estab-
lished masonry art.
even today, the conspicuous presence of exposed brick walls reveals these 
characteristics: Ferrara walls are generally thin, usually two or three heads 
thick equal to about 25-40 cm, arranged irregularly, often made using sal-
vaged bricks and clay-rich mortars, and are doomed to quickly disintegrate.
ligorio describes a city where ‘all buildings are badly built with thin parts, 
they are without substance, unstable’. 3

examples of modern architecture in ferrara: the sixteenth-
century palaces of the herculean addition

the sixteenth-century palaces located in the herculean addition were gener-
ally built with material and techniques of higher quality compared with the 
residential buildings in the medieval area. For typological reasons, they are 
also otherwise resistant to the effects of earthquakes compared with com-
pact medieval buildings, which are characterized by wall structures shared 
between multiple residential units and those alterations due to usage that 
over time altered, and often weakened, the resistant structure.
yet beyond the limited seismic effects these buildings could have undergone 
in 1570, it is interesting to reflect on the role that the codified renaissance 
language had on such an urban context. Keeping in mind the fact that in 
general the architectural situation in Ferrara does not show a widespread 
use of the language of antiquity, as it was firmly anchored to the local lin-
guistic stylistic features of gothic Po valley origin, it is however possible to 
identify a few notable exceptions where the language of antiquity becomes 
a distinctive code, even while staying faithful to local established typologies.
Palazzo naselli crispi (built between 1527 and 1538), for example, on 
which rigorous and in-depth investigations have recently been done, 4 and 
on which a concrete interpretation of the structure was made from an ac-
curate survey of the architectural order and its elements. breaking down 
the components of the palace’s building typologies and its orders by ar-
chitectural lines, identifying the overlaps, intersections, rules and syntax, 
offers useful elements for understanding its stylistic characteristics and to 
begin an interpretation of comparison with contemporary roman works. 
the reference to classical architecture results in an organic and proportion-

ate composition of the doric-Ionic orders in the courtyard, in a system of 
elements (arch, entablature, column or pilasters, pedestal) arranged in ac-
cordance with the grammar of antiquity. that is taken for the most part of 
the elements by vitruvius but with significant findings in detail commented by 
serlio in Book IV, especially for what concerns the use of the base and the 
pedestal.5 the doric entablature confirms this rule with the use of an odd 
number of triglyphs: two corresponding to the pilaster’s axis and three on 
the span of the arch. the doric order is represented in every component: 
the pedestal on which the attic base rests, the pilasters, the capital with 
necking, the echinus and abacus, the architrave, the frieze with triglyphs 
and metopes, and the cornice. the Ionic order is rendered in its decorative 
richness through the use of the capital with thin abacus, a curved pulvin in 
two wide volutes and echinus with eggs. the volute of the capital rests on 
the terminal astragal of the pilasters.
While for Palazzo naselli crispi recent studies have suggested that sebas-
tiano serlio had a primary role, and have challenged the traditional attribu-
tion to girolamo da carpi, 6 the question of whom to attribute the casa 
di ludovico ariosto in contrada Mirasole (Figure 1) – a residential area 
of Terranova7 – is still unanswered. the building is traditionally attributed 
to girolamo da carpi (1501-56), but without any documentary evidence. 8 
the terminus post quem for the construction is set at 1526, when ariosto 

purchased the first of various 
built-up lots. therefore, it con-
sisted in the modernization 
of an already existing building 
and not a brand new construc-
tion; an accurate, ongoing sur-
vey campaign is refuting that 
geometric regularity – both in 
terms of construction and wall 
positioning – that until now had 
been considered as an unequiv-
ocal clue of new construction. 
concerning the façade, the ef-
fectiveness of simple classical 
language is left to architectural 
lines, proportions, the predomi-
nance of horizontal lines over 
vertical ones, enhanced by the 
stringcourse along the window 
sills that coincides with the tall, 

Figure 1. ludovico ariosto’s mansion in contrada 
Mirasole. Source: storia dell’architettura italiana. 
Il primo cinquecento, Milano: electa, 2002.
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smooth necking of the order placed at the end of the façade, and the string-
course along the window heads of the main floor. two overlapped orders 
close the façade laterally: the first can be seen in the pedestal, on which the 
attic base, shaft and capital with tall, smooth necking are set on; the second 
is directly set on the first order capital through a smaller podium. the order 
of the second level is complete: attic base, shaft, capital with tall pulvinated 
necking, an entablature with frieze, also pulvinated, that goes around the 
corner. though simplified, the effectiveness of the language is influenced by 
a cultured and mature source that could involve prominent figures of the 
early sixteenth century architectural culture.
the same prominent figures of architectural culture in Ferrara are men-
tioned by serlio in the first edition of Book IV on the general rules of archi-
tecture. serlio dedicates the book to the duke of Ferrara, ercole II d’este, 
he cites Palazzo naselli crispi as the most important evidence of giuliano 
naselli’s architectural culture, and he describes celio calcagnini, a friend of 
giuliano naselli and ludovico ariosto, the tutor of ludovico ariosto’s son, as 
a great connoisseur of architecture. 9 From these relations, it is necessary 
to continue the historical research, in order to clarify the different roles that 
these figures, together with that of serlio, have had as part of the sixteenth-
century architectural production.10

serlio and architectural lanGuaGe in ferrara: churches and 
palaces at the end of the sixteenth century

the post-seismic reconstruction between the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries constitutes an operational context, still yet to be investigated, 
that is very important for understanding the process of the linguistic devel-
opment of Ferrara architecture. While the knowledge of the attributions, 
commissions and dates is still very imprecise, it is possible to build an initial 
catalogue of architectural works, beginning precisely with the buildings dam-
aged by the 1570 earthquake that Pirro ligorio listed in his treatise, and 
that for chronological reasons play a significant role in spreading the codified 
architectural language in Ferrara. after the 1570 earthquake, the names of 
the Ferrara architects working on this front are well-known (alberto schiatti 
1500-86, galasso alghisi around 1523-73, alessandro balbi around 1530-
1604, Marc’antonio Pasi 1537-99, giovan battista aleotti 1546-1636) 
but their authorships of architectural works are not as well known. ì11

For now, attention is focused on a few buildings listed by ligorio in the chap-
ter On the first known earthquake tremor: 

besides the cathedral, where the façade of the duomo detached and 

returned to its place, the church of san giovanni battista, the façades 
of churches san Paolo and san Francesco all crumbled, the church 
of certosa suffered a lot of damage, including the bell tower. the 
churches of santa Maria del vado and sant’andrea “shook”, and their 
pediments were damaged, as well as other parts. the church of san 
domenico lost its façade and in some parts its roofing. subsequent 
tremors caused further damage to the church, as well as the convent 
of san benedetto. all monasteries were damaged, and in particular 
the monastery of corpo di cristo collapsed entirely. 12

For the most part, these are religious architectural works where the inter-
ventions made mainly on the façades after the collapse show a linguistic 
affinity with serlio’s repertories. In particular, the churches of san Paolo, 
santa Maria della visitazione, and gesù, three architectural works attrib-
uted, based on documentary findings,13 to the architect alberto schiatti, 
who was esteemed by Pirro ligorio and was a connoisseur of ancient archi-
tecture thanks to his stays in rome.
the figurative repertories of serlio’s Books, especially books Iv and vII, 
constitute an extraordinary catalogue of formal solutions from which to 
draw liberally, whether to qualify small details or the entire architectural 
composition.14Whether it was the surrounding architectural works or 
straight from the pages of the treatises that suggested new formal solu-
tions for basic building as well does not matter: the innovation in linguistic 
use brought by serlio is still an essential key to understanding the formal 
evolution that from the sixteenth century onwards has characterized the 
buildings created by every local construction culture. 
In the final decades of the sixteenth century, the urban reconstruction stage 
concerning churches, palaces and houses, overlaps with the building activity 
aimed at increasing the city’s defenses, and which used almost all of the 
duchy’s financial resources. this activity will continue even after the devo-
lution of the duchy of Ferrara to the Papal states in 1598 and – thanks 
especially to giambattista aleotti who stayed in Papal Ferrara – will enjoy 
a substantial linguistic continuity even in the architectural works produced 
during the seventeenth century. evidence of this continuity are the architec-
tural works of Porta Paola, whose construction began in 1612 along the 
southern defense perimeter, and which due to its stylistic characteristics 
can reasonably be viewed in relation to serlio’s modus operandi and the 
repertories of compositional solutions in Book IV, Book VII and the Extraor-
dinario. attribution of this work has been established thanks to the project 
designs signed by giovan battista aleotti,15 who was an expert of serlio and 
vignola’s treatises, and himself the author of a still unpublished treatise.16
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this initial catalogue of monumental architecture constitutes an additional 
field of investigation on sixteenth-century Ferrara architecture. the influence 
of the architectural codification spread by the treatises on these architec-
tural works is still rather evident in spite of the late chronological placement 
and, for this reason, can only be understood against an initial cognitive de-
velopment concerning prior architectural works, which consolidated into the 
role of model at the local level.

serlio and domestic lanGuaGe in ferrara: basic buildinG at the 
end of the sixteenth century

the codification of architectural orders made by serlio and disseminated 
from 1537 onwards is the expression of an architectural culture that be-
came the foundation for all types of construction and that characterized all 
building productions without distinction: it is a codification that involves the 
lexicon as well as the syntax and grammar of architecture, and as such 
produced innovations on all construction scales, from the individual con-
struction elements to façade compositions. concerning the achievement of 
the architectural order in construction practices, it is essential to consider 
the role of treatises that, from the fifteenth century onwards, became es-
tablished as the main vehicle for the principles and rules of the architectural 
order. 
christof thoenes believes that:

It is clear that the history of renaissance orders was not and could 
not be the history of a return to antiquity. doubtless, it was an idea 
inspired from classical, roman architecture. yet, the more its sources 
were known, both literary and monumental, the more there was a 
need to understand that they did not contain what was being sought 
and was most needed: a rational method for applying the language of 
antiquity to the architecture of one’s time. In fact, within the dialogue 
with ancient architecture developing during the renaissance, the or-
ders assumed the role of intermediary between the study of roman 
buildings and contemporary, modern practice. We followed some of 
the research of the fifteenth century, which is mainly theoretical in 
nature, with few effects on the architectural works built at the time. 
during the sixteenth century, the focus shifted on their application. 
serlio’s Fourth Book, which aims to give general rules on the five styles 
of buildings, the theory of the orders appears for the first time in 
the form of an independent manual, separated from the treatise on 
antiquities, in Third Book. behind it, a new, much more radical ques-

tion is taking shape: to find rules in antiquity, or create them oneself, 
according to one’s own rational calculations. serlio still did not want to 
choose: in controversial cases, he limited himself to giving “a general 
rule, leaving many things up to the decision of a judicious architect.17

concerning Ferrara, ligorio’s descriptions offer an interesting view of basic 
building and the relative construction methods concerning earthquake dam-
ages: ‘all buildings suffered damages, and the tallest suffered the worst 
damages, causing further damage by collapsing onto smaller structures. 
now the city will become stronger and more beautiful, because this earth-
quake taught us how to build with safety in mind ’.18

a large part of medieval construction was destroyed in the 1570 earth-
quake: the widespread reconstruction was an occasion to put empirical 
knowledge and experience into practice, since this earthquake taught us 
how to build with safety in mind,19 but it can certainly also be investigated as 
a great opportunity for linguistic updating. In this context, as we have seen 
with what happens to “high” architectural construction, these years are still 
rather central to the circulation of the tools drawn up by serlio and addition-
ally coincide with the publication of Book VII (1575).
a very important example from where to begin an investigation on the role 
of the language of antiquity in Ferrara construction, is that of cornerstones, 
which even ligorio recommends as excellent earthquake-resistant struc-
tural safeguards for buildings with brick walls: corner reinforcements with 
stone elements are very useful as they keep the walls’ corners secured 
and the walls together.20 serlio also dedicated two pages of treatise on the 
construction of cornerstones: he’s treating separately the cases of struc-
tural cornerstones, where the stone blocks are embedded in masonry, from 
simple coating examples, where the corner element is added on the existing 
brick structure.
the historical city of Ferrara is characterized by compact aggregations of 
medieval rows of buildings where generally the last unit of the block, on the 
corner between two roads, is characterized by the presence of a stone 
element, more resistant than the simple brick wall, placed there to confer 
that stability otherwise given by the continuity of the building. this practice 
has a wide spread over time so as to be used even when the need is not 
structural but only formal. the presence of these elements is particularly 
interesting, both from a quantitative standpoint and concerning the extraor-
dinary variety of form that characterizes building units that are often very 
humble (Figure 2). the solution to a need for stability is gradually drawn 
up in accordance with the need to update the technological-construction 
component according to the linguistic effects of monumental architecture, 
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particularly with the use of the architectural order that, not surprisingly, is 
also the corresponding reference model for the structural idea of the corner 
element. In Ferrara, there are solutions that involve the addition of a simple 
squared stone element or a staggered ashlar pillar along the edge of the 
wall, or ashlars of a more or less regular shape along the edge of the wall 
with a base, up to more complex solutions, such as a pilaster or a column 
projecting from the wall surface, or pillared, whose construction spans the 
height of the building.
the use of elements that constitute the architectural order can be seen 
in a sequence of variations that tend to progressively enrich the corner-
stone with parts and decorations: the order is initially borrowed through 
the simple beveling of the corner profile of the stone element, until it is the 
hint – through a connection to the sharp edge of the element itself – of a 
basic capital; or by the addition of an architrave portion over the capital it-
self, also roughly outlined in the profile; or still, by adding the capital element 
at the closing of the simple squared stone slab characterized by a minimal 
sequence of moulding (fillet-astragal-necking-fillet). the most complex solu-
tions involve the use of stone elements as proper corner pilasters, with 
leafy capitals and crested shafts, with or without a base, up to the variants 

Figure 2. some examples of cornerstones in historical city of Ferrara. Source: photogra-
phies by the authors.

elevated by pedestals and plinths.
these initial observations on the formal findings that can still be seen on mi-
nor constructions introduce a primary element of the relationship between 
codified language and basic building, within the context of a very interesting 
study that so far has not been investigated much.21

conclusions: the importance of serlio’s treatise in the  
reconstruction of ferrara

reconstruction in Ferrara after the earthquake should still be closely inves-
tigated, and the relationship sebastiano serlio had with the este family, the 
local architectural culture and the city is yet to be illustrated.22 this contri-
bution has been an attempt to focus attention on the relationship between 
architectural language codified in treatises and local architectural works, 
showing, as a preliminary measure, that the city’s reconstruction in the 
1570s was a fertile ground for practicing serlio’s language and vocabulary, 
both in monumental architecture and basic building.
In light of the above, it would seem rash to consider 1570 as a decisive 
chronological threshold to study any changes in their course that Ferrara’s 
architectural tradition and culture may have undertaken; rather, it is a his-
torical event that will be of tremendous consequences for the urban and 
architectural image of Ferrara, and will constitute an opportunity, for the 
circle of known architects as well as communities of buildings, to recall 
those models, written about and built, that already in the first decades of 
the sixteenth century were present in the city.
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6.2.2 ‘libri tre nei quali si scuopre in quanti modi  
si può edificare vn Monast.o sÿ la Chiesa:” architectural 
treatise of Capuchin Friar antonio da Pordenone

tanja Martelanc 
Umetnostnozgodovinski inštitut Franceta Steleta, Slovenia

abstract

the order of capuchins, which diverged from the observant Franciscans in 
1528, strived to live more strictly than their predecessors. therefore, they 
also tried to recreate the physical world of the first s. Francis’s followers 
which they enriched with modern knowledge. For this reason, they elected 
four friars per province – the so-called fabricieri – who were responsible for 
building and who assured that their convents were constructed according to 
the capuchin constitutions. In several cases, fabricieri were well educated in 
architectural knowledge and wrote interesting architectural treatises, which 
were regularly used in practice. one of them, antonio da Pordenone (1560-
1628), a venetian capuchin, wrote in 1603 a very detailed architectural 
treatise, which he supplemented several times in the first quarter of the 
seventeenth century. In this work, he united knowledge of the classical and 
renaissance treatise writers such as Marco vitruvio Pollione, gaio Plinio 
secondo, sebastiano serlio, leon battista alberti, andrea Palladio, daniele 
barbaro, giovanni antonio rusconi, giovanni nicolò doglioni etc. da Porde-
none applied and combined his expertise with the tradition of building a cap-
uchin convent, which developed during the sixteenth century, and the tradi-
tion of the region, in which the monastery was constructed. based upon the 
exceptional insights of classical and renaissance architectural theory, da 
Pordenone’s treatise was easily put into practice in the following centuries. It 
leaded capuchin’s fabricieri step by step in their attempts to raise a cloister; 
consequently the constructed convents deviate insignificantly from the ideal 
proposed in the theory. the application of the treatise will be illustrated with 
the architecture of the former styrian capuchin province where, according 
to the specific construction and ground floor characteristics, his work was 
probably known through copies.

keywords

Capuchins, Capuchin architecture, architectural treatise, antonio da 
Pordenone, fabricieri, order-architects 

antonio da pordenone, the capuchin faBricier
the capuchin architecture derives from the primary architecture of the order 
of Friars Minor and is, therefore, extremely modest, strictly following the 
spirit of the saint poverty. the capuchins rigidly obeyed the constructional 
rules that were written in the constitutions. the entire sixth chapter of the 
constitutions was devoted to the construction of the monastery, wherein it 
was written under what conditions the monastery could be built, who had the 
right of the ownership, how is ought to be built and when the rebuilding the 
dwelling was permitted. Furthermore, they precisely determined the dimen-
sions of some rooms in the monastery. each province was also obligated to 
elect four friars, the so-called fabricieri, who were in some cases also qualified 
architects and builders and who kept a vigilant eye on the entire construction 
activity.1 one such was antonio da Pordenone. he was born around 1560 
in Pordenone as antonio Pisollo. It is not known where, how and from what 
source he gained a profound knowledge in construction and architectural 
techniques. the only proved information is that between 1577 and 1580 he 
volunteered and worked as an assistant to andrea Palladio, who was then 
building the capuchin church II redentore in venice. In 1581, a year after 
Palladio’s death, antonio joined the capuchin order. two decades later he was 
named one of the four fabricieri of the venetian capuchin province.2 In 1603 
he wrote his first manuscript, an architectural treatise on the capuchin mo-
nastic architecture. the treatise was based on the constitutions mentioned 
above, but antonio expanded them to the utmost, when determining step 
by step the construction of the monastery and precise dimensions of every 
room in the dwelling. From the year 1605 he supervised the construction 
of monastic houses in lower bavaria. In 1607 while resident in rosenheim 
he wrote the second part of his manuscript, which in contrast to the first 
described the building of monasteries in countries with colder climatic condi-
tions. In the third decade of the seventeenth century he constructed a new 
monastic home in oderzo.3 there in 1620 he amended his first manuscript 
from the year 1603 by adding the plans for cloisters of greater dimensions. 
three years later, the third amended issue of the same manuscript followed. 
In it he combined the knowledge from the first and the third edition. he died 
in 1628 in castelfranco veneto.4 

manuscript of 1607 ‘for countries with colder climatic 
conditions such as Germany’
the manuscript, which is chronologically the second, has minor differences 
in the contents than the other three. this edition was written in 1607 in 
rosenheim in bavaria and is kept in the provincial archive of the capuchin 
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monastery in Innsbruck. It was written in Italian or rather venetian dialect, 
as it was meant mainly for the fabricieri of the venetian region, who were 
the first to build in tyrol and bavaria. Its title is very eloquent:

three books in which it is revealed, in how many ways one can build 
a monastery and a church situated towards four parts of the World 
one desires, for here it can be found with the plan, corresponding the 
tradition of the capuchin order in favour of which they were composed 
by friar antonio da Pordenone, capuchin priest of the Province of saint 
antony or venice, especially for countries with colder climatic conditions 
such as germany, where by the help of stoves or refectory the cells are 
warmed, it was composed in the place rosenheim. Province of tyrol 
under the duchy of bavaria in 1607. and this is the second part.5

What attracts attention is the mentioning of the monasteries that were built 
in colder countries. the architecture presented is adapted to specific climat-
ic conditions, which were typical of the newly established tyrolean province,6 
and presumably had a great impact also on the capuchin architecture of the 
major central european area.
the manuscript of a 41,5x30 cm format is bound in pigskin and it consists 
of approximately 260 pages. just as with all his other manuscripts, it is 
divided into three books, regarding the orientation of the church.7 every 
plan comprises two folios; the first represents the ground floor whereas the 
second the respective upper floor. Individual chambers in the convent are 
designated according to their intended purpose with the plotted dimensions. 
the plans represent designs of ideal cloisters, which have three tracts in 
the ground floor, and (regarding the cell number) two or three tracts on the 
upper floor, where the number of the cells varies from 11 to 29. every plan 
has also a measurement scale.
the mainly illustrative tract part is followed by concise and carefully selected 
instructions with practical hints on how to construct a monastery. the capu-
chin architect accumulated the knowledge on construction mostly from the 
older architectural treatises mentioned below, which he also quotes with a 
relevant instruction. the text is divided in various chapters, which coincide 
with various chambers in the convent.8 In addition to strict construction in-
structions, the text explains also how to make the monastery interior fittings 
of wood such as pews, candle-holders, kneelers, pulpits, tables etc. however, 
the capuchin did not embark into the realm of art, painting and sculpture. 
the work was completed with illustrations of some architectural elements.9 
at the end of the text antonio lists the treatise writers of great renown and 
those a little less well known, including vitruvius, Pliny the elder, leon bat-

tista alberti, sebastiano serlio, daniele barbaro, giovanantonio rusconi, 
andrea Palladio, giovanni nicolò doglioni, cesaro Padoano, Zacharia greco 
and alberto veronese. 10 In some cases he quotes them almost literally in 
other he summaries the original treatise. 

influence of known and less known treatises on the work of 
antonio da pordenone

the capuchin cites the treatise authors on various occasions, whereby he 
indicates the book11 and the chapter,12 from which he draws information 
for his instructions. In other cases a profound knowledge of the works is 
required to be able to draw parallels between them. 
In chronological order, from the oldest to the youngest, we first come across 
vitruvius (80/70 bc-15 ac).13 his De Architectura Libri Decem, which is 
assumed to have been written  between 27 and 25 bc, antonio quotes sev-
eral times, mostly within the practical instructions on construction, such as: 
where to set the building in order to avoid the unhealthy conditions (I/4-6), 
the method of how to define the meridian or the north-south direction with-
out a compass (I/6), construction of foundations (III/4) and an additional 
wall as a protection against the northern winds and drainage of water from 
the moist walls (vII/4), description of seven ways of finding water sources 
(vIII/1) and the inclination of the water supply (vIII/6).14 It is interesting 
that vitruvius talks about placing certain chambers in the building towards 
various points of the compass (I/2, vI/1 and 4),15 mostly because the ori-
entation is important in building the capuchin dwellings too.16 also with the 
church proportions, the capuchin is searching for examples from the an-
cient theoretician, because vitruvius suggests the sanctuary length to have 
two times of its width (Iv/4), whereas antonio says the capuchin church 
should be 25 venetian feet wide and 50 long.17 In the last part of the memo-
randum, construction of the staircase is described, which the capuchin took 
from vitruvius word for word (preface to Ix). as the plans in the capuchin 
treatise can be adjusted to the number of friars living in the convent, it is 
important to expose also the so-called modular order (I/2, III/1 and vI/2), 
which vitruvius in his work explains in detail. nevertheless, modular propor-
tion in building monasteries was common already in the medieval ages.18

the next author from antiquity cited by antonio was Pliny the elder (23-79), 
who in the year 77 issued 37 books on the natural science titled Historia 
Naturalis, from which the capuchin draws the information on how to find the 
water sources (he cites xxxI/3, but actually this is chapter 27).
In addition to vitruvius’s and Pliny’s work, antonio took most of the hints from 
the treatise of leon battista alberti (1404-72) De re aedificatoria, which was 
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first published in print in 1485 and to a great extent followed the example of 
vitruvius’ De Architectura Libri Decem. again, this is a selection of entirely 
practical instructions such as: choosing the construction location (I/5), de-
fining the main lines of a building (III/2), designing a device to lift up heavy 
burdens (vI/8), paving the terrace and the upper floor (III/16 and v/13), 
plastering the walls (vI/9) and building the chimneys and fireplaces (v/17). 
by vitruvius and Pliny’s side he also places alberti, when he talks about finding 
sources of water (x/4 and 5).
In the fifteenth century various architectural treatises, which did not include 
only theoretical polemics but also graphical material, were extensively issued. 
one of the most important authors, who continued this tendency in the six-
teenth century, was sebastian serlio (1475-1553/54).19 For antonio the 
first book, which was issued together with the second in 1545 from Paris, 
is the most important as it deals with geometry. the capuchin drew from it 
mostly the illustrative material with practical instructions, which he added to 
his manuscript. among other items, it described how to form the portal and 
oculus of the main facade. In addition to the first book, the capuchin also used 
the second, in which how to build a staircase was precisely described. 
one of the venetian humanists of the sixteenth century was also daniele 
barbaro (1513-70), who in 1556 issued a translation of vitruvius’ archi-
tectural treatise with comments referred to above. antonio quotes barbaro 
several times. In most cases, we are dealing with matching of the vitru-
vius treatise with the translation and comments. exceptions are only the 
chapters that deal with the issues regarding chimneys and leaking smoke 
(vI/10), from which the capuchin copied the chimney illustrations of andrea 
Palladio, which he added to the manuscript, and chapters that describe set-
ting of solid foundations (vI/11) and making of the sundial (Ix/8). due to 
the extraordinary resemblance of barbaro’s and antonio’s work, it is neces-
sary to consider the chapters that deal with the winds (I/6).20 
an important representative of the venetian humanists was also andrea 
Palladio (1508-80), who in 1570 issued I quattro libri dell’architettura, and 
who most certainly had a great influence on the capuchin, as he had been 
his disciple for a certain time. like Palladio antonio gives the major impor-
tance during the process of construction to the disegno (I/1). Palladio’s 
work mirrors in antonio treatise in the description of various types of sand 
and its usability (I/4), in foundation excavation (I/7 and 8), window ratio 
(I/25), orientation of chambers with different intended purpose facing vari-
ous compass points (II/2) and in selection of the area, where the sanctuary 
was supposed to be constructed (Iv/1). 
In treatise writing, antonio uses works of some other lesser renowned au-
thors, who are interesting mainly for specific topics they discuss. among 

those, whom it was possible to identify during the research, is the venetian 
giovanni nicolò doglioni (1548-1629), who published his work L’anno rifor-
mato in 1599. In this work, the capuchin found much information on winds 
and their characteristics (I/18 and 19).21 In respect to planning the sundials 
- the time namely dictated the entire monastic life - the capuchin suggested 
reading his second book (II/10-14).

importance of the architectural treatise of antonio da pordenone

antonio’s treatise was based on the capuchin architecture of the venetian 
Province towards the end of the sixteenth century, which influenced the ca-
puchin architecture in the major parts of central europe. antonio’s greatest 
merit is in forwarding the knowledge on how to build a capuchin monastery 
in a written and visual form. his treatise was proved to be used for the 
construction of the monasteries in the former tyrolean province22 and was 
most probably known also in other provinces established by venetian capu-
chins as the former convent of Ptuj, slovenia, demonstrates below.
antonio was a typical representative of the venetian humanists of the six-
teenth century. his main goal was to give practical information on how to 
build a monastery.23 his language was explicit and understandable to ev-
eryone. In addition, the work itself has a great practical value. Partition of 
chambers in the interior is mostly functional and practical. such thinking is 
typical for the venetian circle of humanists, who were not satisfied only with 
beautiful buildings, but they had to be functional and durable above all. as 
the order had very strict rules on the construction, the beauty in this case 
remains in the rear. the acrostic that the capuchin adds in the postscript 
for the reader is also of great significance, e.g. ‘do not imagine that you 
know how to build, if you haven’t tried first to design.’ the disegno shows a 
great deal of practical orientation of the constructional specialists. despite 
being also extremely important in the previous centuries, at the end of the 
sixteenth and at the beginning of the seventeenth century it played an impor-
tant part in constructing, as the illustrative represented monastery plans 
prove. In his treatise the capuchin does not set fixed models, but rather a 
typology that is based upon his experience and can adjust to the area, local 
construction techniques and the needs of the religious community.24 

influence of the antonio da pordenone’s treatise on the  
desiGn and construction of the former capuchin convent in 
ptuj, slovenia

the second capuchin monastery in Ptuj – a first location was dismissed as 



6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
tI

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
t I

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

1064 1065

inappropriate – commenced construction in 1623. It operated until 1786 
when it was suppressed. subsequently, it was handed over and used for the 
military purposes. In 1991 archaeological research was conducted at the 
site. on the basis of the excavated foundations of the capuchin monastery 
and older plans, it is possible to quite accurately describe the architectural 
design and construction of the former dwelling.25 

the monastery plan, its orientation and arrangement of chambers within the 
monastic complex (Figure 1) comes very close to the plan of the capuchin 
fabricier antonio da Pordenone in his third book (Figure 2). the church was 
oriented to the north-west; the monastic building was adjoined to its south-
western side.26 the monastery had a typical ground plan, described in detail 
in antonio’s treatise and represented in the literature as venetian tyrolean 
type of the capuchin monastery. In the floor plan the church was composed 
of a rectangular nave with two almost square side chapels in the north-east, 
a bit narrower square presbytery, and a square choir behind it. the presby-
tery and the choir were separated by an altar partition. on the right of the 
choir, a rectangular sacristy was built. From the choir one could come to 

Figure 1. a view of the discovered foundations of the capuchin monastery in Ptuj from the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century within archaeological excavations in the year 1994. 
Source: ZvKd oe Maribor, documentation on archaeological excavations of the area of the 
former capuchin monastery in Ptuj, author Mrs. Marija lubšina tušek.

the right oratory, while on the 
left of the presbytery there was 
another, smaller oratory. the 
nave, presbytery, choir and the 
chapels were barrel vaulted. In 
the church, four crypts made of 
brick were found. the monastic 
complex comprised three tracts 
placed around the rectangular 
atrium with a round fountain in 
the centre. left from the main 
church facade, there was an en-
trance to the monastic complex. 
right beside the door, there 
was a chamber for the porter. 
through the covered hall along 
the church one could come to 
the hall (on all four sides) that 
rounded the atrium with a foun-
tain and connected individual 
chambers on the ground floor. 
In the south-eastern tract the 
chambers were most probably 
meant for the foreign visitors; 
in the south-western tract there 
were a taproom and a refecto-
ry, underneath which there was 
an open vaulted cellar, and most 
probably the kitchen chambers 
with a chimney kitchen; where-
as the western corner of the 
monastery most probably con-
sisted of a preserved cesspit. 
In the north-western part of the 

monastery, some chambers were vaulted (taking into consideration the exca-
vations). there were probably pantries and woodshed. the monastery’s upper 
floor stretched over three tracts. there were typical two staircases leading to 
the dormitory, one bigger and well seen at the choir and the other one some-
what smaller just beside the kitchen chambers. the cells in the south-western 
and north-western tracts with the infermeria went left and right from the 
hall (dormitorio doppio), whereas in the south-eastern part they were facing 

Figure 2. Plan of the capuchin convent ground 
floor: antonio da Pordenone, libri tre nei quali 
si scuopre in quanti modi si può edificare vn 
Monast.o sÿ la chiesa situata uerso qual delle .4. 
parti del Mondo si uogli, che quiui la si trouerà 
col suo disegno, conforme all’uso della nostra 
religione à beneficio della quale sono stati com-
posti da Frate antonio da Pordenon sacerdote 
capuccino della Prouintia di santo antonio ouero 
venetia, et in particolare per li paesi frigidi come 
di germania, doue con le stuffe, ò refettorÿ si 
scaldano le celle, nelqual paese sono stati com-
posti nel luogo di rosnam. Prouintia del tirol sotto 
il ducato di bauiera l’anno 1607. et questa è la 
secunda parte (rosenheim, 1607), 89v.



6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
tI

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
t I

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

1066 1067

south-east (dormitorio semplice). beside cells there were also the library and 
the community chamber. the utmost western corner of the upper floor was 
reserved for the bathroom facilities. 
also, regarding the manner of building the foundations, walls, plaster, dou-
ble wall and other constructional solutions, we can draw parallels with the 
antonio’s work. the archaeological excavations prove that monastery in Ptuj 
was built as antonio suggested. however, we must also take into consider-
ation the local building tradition, mainly regarding selection of the building 
material which was at hand, such as gravel-stone from the nearby river 
drava. In the foundations of the presbytery there were found already used 
architectural elements such as jewish headstone. 
the monastery in Ptuj, too, does not deviate significantly from the precise 
dimensions given in the constitutions and the suggested ratios in the ca-
puchin treatise. Moreover, some rooms match the antonio’s instructions 
almost to a centimetre (table 1). 
owing to the typical ground plan, selection of constructing materials and 
some practical solutions, considering the specified dimensions and practi-
cal instructions for convent building, we can most certainly prove that the 
capuchins of the former styrian capuchin Province, to which the capuchin 
convent of Ptuj once belonged, were very well familiar with the architec-
tural treatise of antonio in addition to the obligatory constitutions. If not in 
the original, the knowledge concerning the construction of the capuchin 
dwellings was without any doubt communicated to the newly-established 
provinces by the capuchins themselves,27 who were passing over from one 
province to the other. Perhaps the key role as knowledge communicator was 
played by the copies of the treatise28 or some form of sample books that 
were typical for the capuchin order.29 In this way the knowledge of great 
antiquity and renaissance theoreticians was transferred, through a capu-
chin agent, also to the monastic architecture of the central european area. 

table 1. dimensions of some chambers in the capuchin monastery represented in the 
antonio da Pordenone’s treatise compared with the dimensions of the former capuchin 
monastery in Ptuj, slovenia, according to the archaeological excavations. 

Chamber in the 
monastery

Dimensions in 
Venetian feet (f) 
and palms (p), as 
illustrated at the 
beginning of the 
treatise

Dimensions  
according to the 
old Capuchin 
constitutions, 
as illustrated at 
the beginning 
of the treatise 
(transposed in the 
metric system)

Dimensions 
according to the 
new Capuchin 
constitutions, 
as illustrated at 
the beginning 
of the treatise 
(transposed in the 
metric system)

Dimensions of the 
former Capuchin 
monastery in Ptuj 
according to the 
archaeological  
excavations  
(metric system)

Church nave 25x50 f 8,70x17,40 m 8,30x16,60 m 9,00x18,00 m
Side chapel 18x18 p 4,68x4,68 m 4,50x4,50 m 4,05x4,20 m
Presbytery 20x20 p 5,20x5,20 m 5,00x5,00 m 4,76x5,00 m
Choir 20x20 p 5,20x5,20 m 5,00x5,00 m 4,76x5,00 m
Under structure 
of the altar in the 
presbytery 

3,5x7 f 1,22x2,44 m 1,16x2,32 m 1,40x2,50 m

Under structure 
of the altar in the 
side chapel 

3,5x6,5 f 1,22x2,26 m 1,16x2,16 m
1,25x2,25 / 
2,50 m

Crypt in the side 
chapel

5x7x5 f
1,74x2,44x1,74 
m

1,66x2,32x1,66 
m

2,30x4,30x1,80 
m / 
2,00x3,80x1,65 
m

Sacristy  16x16 p 4,16x4,16 m 4,00x4,00 m 3,50x4,90 m
Width of the cor-
ridor connecting 
the sacristy with 
the side chapel

5 p 1,30 m 1,23 m 2,10 m

Atrium 30x30 p (at least) 7,80x7,80 m 7,50x7,50 m 12,00x10,75 m
Width of the 
atrium’s hall 

7 p 1,82 m 1,75 m 1,75 m 

Length of the 
refectory 

30 p 7,80 m 7,50 m 8,00 m 

Length of the 
kitchen 

22 p 5,72 m 5,50 m 5,50 m

Chimney kitchen 18x18 p (big) /
12x12 p (small) 4,68x4,68 m /
3,12x3,12 m 4,50x4,50 m /
3,00x3,00 m 2,80x3,10 m
Staircases beside 
the choir 

5 p 1,30 m 1,23 m 1,50 m 

Staircases beside 
the kitchen

4 p 1,04 m 1,00 m 1,00 m

Cell 9x9 p 2,34x2,34 m 2,25x2,25 m 2,20x2,20 m
Bathroom facilities 13x13 d 3,38x3,38 m 3,25x3,25 m 3,90x4,20 m
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1  For more information about the capuchin 
architecture see: p. justinian “das Kapuz-
inerkloster als ausdrucksform des franzis-
kanischen gedankens,” in chrysostomus 
schulte (ed.), Aus dem Leben und Wirken 
des Kapuziner-Ordens: Mit besonderer 
Berücksichtigung der deutschprachigen 
Provinzen: Festschrift zum 400 jährigen Ju-
biläum des Ordens (München: hanns eder, 
1928), 62-7; gaudentius Koch, “anlage 
eines Kapuzinerklosters,” in chrysostomus 
schulte (ed.), Aus dem Leben und Wirken 
des Kapuziner-Ordens: Mit besonderer 
Berücksichtigung der deutschprachigen 
Provinzen: Festschrift zum 400 jährigen 
Jubiläum des Ordens (München: hanns 
eder, 1928), 60-2; Karl suso Frank, “ge-
baute armut: Zur südwestdeutsch-sch-
weizerischen Kapuzinerarchitektur des 17. 
jahrhunderts,” Franziskanische Studien 
58 (1976), 55-77; Francesco calloni, “In-
terpretazione iconologica della architettura 
cappuccina,” ‘Le case die preghiera’ nella 
storia e spiritualità francescana: Studi scelti 
di francescanesimo 7 (1978), 151-77; 
Walther hümmerich, Anfänge des kapuz-
inischen Klosterbaues: Untersuchungen 
zur Kapuzinerarchitektur in den rheinischen 
Ordensprovinzen (Mainz: selbstverl. d. ges. 
für Mittelrhein. Kirchengeschichte, 1987); 
stuart Patrick lingo, “the capuchins and 
the art of history: retrospection and re-
form in the arts in late renaissance Italy” 
(Phd diss., harvard university, 1998); 
tanja Martelanc, “Kapucinska arhitektura: 
Izhodišča za obravnavo svetokriškega in 

škofjeloškega samostana,” Acta historiae 
artis Slovenica 17, n. 2 (2012), 71-89.
2  at the same time he was appointed the 
superior or the head of convent construc-
tion in arzignano. For changing the convent 
plans without the knowledge of the other 
fabricieri - what was considered as fabbrica 
superflua, which is in the capuchin consti-
tutions strictly forbidden - antonio was dis-
missed and imposed a strict punishment. 
Flavio schimenti, “antonio da Pordenone: 
la trattatistica e l’edilizia cappuccina nel 
veneto e nella provincia bavaro-tirolese” 
(bachelor’s thesis, università Iuav di vene-
zia, 1985), 7.
3  the convent guardian of oderzo, samu-
ele da udine, thought highly of him and de-
scribed him as experienced in constructing. 
Francesco calloni, “P. antonio da Porde-
none: notizie bio-bibliografiche,” in costanzo 
cargnoni (ed.), I frati cappuccini: Documenti 
e testimonianze del primo secolo vol. 4, n. 
5 (Perugia: eFI, 1992), 1549.
4  Flavio schimenti, “antonio da Pordenone: 
la trattatistica e l’edilizia cappuccina nel 
veneto e nella provincia bavaro-tirolese” 
(bachelor’s thesis, università Iuav di vene-
zia, 1985), 10-4; agostino colli, “un trat-
tato di architettura cappuccina e le ‘Instruc-
tiones fabricae’ di san carlo, ” San Carlo e 
il suo tempo: Atti del Convegno internazio-
nale nel IV centenario della morte (Milano, 
21 - 26 maggio 1984), n. 1 (roma: ed-
izioni di storia e letteratura, 1986), 664; 
Walther hümmerich, Anfänge des kapuz-
inischen Klosterbaues: Untersuchungen 

zur Kapuzinerarchitektur in den rheinischen 
Ordensprovinzen (Mainz: selbstverl. d. ges. 
für Mittelrhein. Kirchengeschichte, 1987), 
29, 222-9; Francesco calloni, “P. antonio 
da Pordenone”, 1549-50.
5  antonio da Pordenone, Libri tre nei quali 
si scuopre in quanti modi si può edificare 
vn Monast.o sÿ la Chiesa situata uerso qual 
delle .4. parti del Mondo si uogli, che quiui 
la si trouerà col suo disegno, conforme 
all’uso della Nostra Religione à beneficio del-
la quale sono stati composti da Frate Anto-
nio da Pordenon Sacerdote Capuccino Della 
Prouintia di Santo Antonio ouero Venetia, 
et in particolare per li paesi frigidi come di 
Germania, doue con le stuffe, ò Refettorÿ si 
scaldano le Celle, nelqual paese sono stati 
composti nel luogo di Rosnam. Prouintia del 
Tirol sotto il Ducato di Bauiera l’anno 1607. 
Et questa è la secunda parte (rosenheim, 
1607).
6  In 1605 the venetian capuchins es-
tablished now a former tyrolean capuchin 
Province. agapit hohenegger, Geschichte 
der Tirolischen Kapuziner-Ordensprovinz: 
(1593-1893), n. 1 (Innsbruck: verlag der 
Wagnerischen k. k. universitäts – buchhan-
dlung, 1913), 1-20.
7  the first book outlines the churches with 
a facade facing north, the second those 
facing east and west, and the third one de-
scribes in detail the churches, the facades 
of which are facing south. In respect of 
the church orientation and wind direction 
that the monastic complexes were trying 
to avoid (see also the chapter: Influence of 
known and less known treatises…), the fa-
bricier chose a book in which he found the 
right plan.
8  those are: church, chapel, choir, presby-
tery, sacristy, atrium with a fountain, cham-
bers on the ground floor and those on the 
upper floor.
9  at the end of the treatise three illustra-
tions of staircases, bell-towers, chimneys, 
church portals and oculus as well some 
sketches of geometrical shapes, through 
which some construction elements can be 
planned, are represented.
10  antonio da Pordenone, Libri tre nei qua-

li si scuopre in quanti modi si può edificare 
vn Monast.o sÿ la Chiesa situata uerso qual 
delle .4. parti del Mondo si uogli, che quiui 
la si trouerà col suo disegno, conforme 
all’uso della Nostra Religione à beneficio del-
la quale sono stati composti da Frate Anto-
nio da Pordenon Sacerdote Capuccino Della 
Prouintia di Santo Antonio ouero Venetia, 
et in particolare per li paesi frigidi come di 
Germania, doue con le stuffe, ò Refettorÿ si 
scaldano le Celle, nelqual paese sono stati 
composti nel luogo di Rosnam. Prouintia del 
Tirol sotto il Ducato di Bauiera l’anno 1607. 
Et questa è la secunda parte (rosenheim, 
1607), 129r.
11  In the present article marked with ro-
man numeral.
12  In the present article marked with ara-
bic numeral.
13  the author is indicated as lucio and 
as Marco, as the capuchin most probably 
used more translations of vitruvius’ work 
from the sixteenth century, in which the 
author is sometimes signed by one name 
and in other case by another one. In 1521 
cesare cesariano (1483-1543) issued the 
first full translation of vitruvius’ work, from 
latin to Italian Di Lucio Vitruvio Pollione 
de Architectura, which was distinguished 
mostly for the illustrative woodcuts and 
refined cesarian comments. the second 
important translation with comments came 
from the pen of Monsignore daniele bar-
baro (1513-1570), the aquileia Patriarch, 
who in 1556 together with andrea Palladio, 
who contributed illustrative material for the 
work, issued I dieci libri dell’architettura di 
M. Vitruvio tradutti e commentati da Monsi-
gnor Barbaro, eletto patriarca d’Aquileggia. 
In 1567 the second issue of the transla-
tion was published, with the title I dieci libri 
dell’architettura di M. Vitruvio, tradotti & 
commentati da Mons. Daniel Barbaro, and 
in the same year also M. Vitruvii Pollionis De 
Architectura Libri Decem, Cum comentariis 
Danielis Barbari. barbaro had an impor-
tant influence on the architectural theory 
in the following two centuries. In 1590 vit-
ruvius’ translation of giovanantonio rusconi 
(around 1520-1587) titled Della architet-
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tura di Gio. Antonio Rusconi, con centoses-
santa figure dissegnate dal medesimo, sec-
ondo i precetti di Vitruvio, e con chiarezza 
e brevità dichiarate, libri dieci... was issued. 
It served with new and for that time revo-
lutionary illustrations. hanno-Walter Kruft, 
Geschichte der Architekturtheorie: Von der 
Antike bis zur Gegenwart (München: beck, 
2013), 72-9, 95-7; Fedja Košir, K arhitek-
turi: Razvoj arhitekturne teorije (ljubljana: 
Fakulteta za arhitekturo, 2006), 135.
14  he mentions also chapter 7 of book 
8, where he speaks about the construction 
of cisterns and fountains, which we will in 
vain try to find in the vitruvius’ original text. 
namely, chapter 7 of book 8 exists in bar-
baro’s translation.
15  Many authors also took into consider-
ation the orientation of certain rooms re-
garding the four points of the compass (e.g. 
Francesco di giorgio Martini’s Trattato di ar-
chitettura, ingegneria e arte militare, which 
was written between 1470 and 1490. cor-
rado Maltese (ed.), Tratatti di architettura, 
ingegneria e arte militare (Milano: edizioni Il 
Polifilo, 1967).
16  some chambers in the monastery (e.g. 
refectory and the cells) are not supposed 
to be facing north, so that they have more 
light in the winter time and are not exposed 
to the cold northern wind.
17  antonio da Pordenone uses venetian 
measurements also in the newly established 
tyrolean province probably because he and 
also the other fabricieri of the former vene-
tian province were familiar with them. he 
also illustrated them with the scale at the 
beginning of the treatise. 
18  the most important dimensions in a 
monastery were those of the choir, which is 
the intersection point between the church 
and the monastic complex. the basic mod-
ule in this way measures 20x20 venetian 
palms (5x5 m) and can be – with regard to 
the needs of the monastic community - in-
creased for more than twice. at the same 
time, concurrently with the basic module, 
all other rooms of the monastery are also 
increased. Wolfgang braunfels, Abendlän-
dische Klosterbaukunst (Köln: verlag M. 

duMont schauberg, 1969), 62-4; Flavio 
schimenti, “antonio da Pordenone: la trat-
tatistica e l’edilizia cappuccina nel veneto e 
nella provincia bavaro-tirolese” (bachelor’s 
thesis, università Iuav di venezia, 1985), 
72-3.
19  hanno-Walter Kruft, Geschichte der 
Architekturtheorie: Von der Antike bis zur 
Gegenwart (München: beck, 2013), 80-7; 
Fedja Košir, K arhitekturi: Razvoj arhitek-
turne teorije (ljubljana: Fakulteta za arhitek-
turo, 2006), 136-46.
20  the weather vane and daniele barba-
ro’s explanation of different directions from 
which the wind blows attracted more atten-
tion and it plays one of the most important 
roles in the capuchin treatise, where how 
to orientate the capuchin monastery to 
avoid cold winds is precisely described.
21  consequently, also on the basis of 
above mentioned authors, he found the key 
for appropriate building of a correctly ori-
ented monastery, wherever and at any lati-
tude. based on this, he developed an opera-
tive method, which considers the angle of 
the sun rays and the wind direction. Flavio 
schimenti, “antonio da Pordenone: la trat-
tatistica e l’edilizia cappuccina nel veneto e 
nella provincia bavaro-tirolese” (bachelor’s 
thesis, università Iuav di venezia, 1985), 
64-5.
22  one of the plans was explicit designed 
for the capuchin monastery in rosenheim 
as notated in the treatise. antonio da Por-
denone, Libri tre nei quali si scuopre, 35r.
23  as it can be seen here in the above, 
when writing his work based on the older 
texts antonio da Pordenone chose mostly 
the technical-constructional solutions that 
the capuchin fabricieri used in their practi-
cal planning of new monastries, and he did 
not only pore over the architectural theory. 
Merely thinking or discussing were not in 
his interest, his intention was not to ob-
serve the corint or composed order, as he 
wrote at the beginning of the treatise, but 
only to serve the order rules. this factor 
was due to the low construction quality of 
the capuchin monasteries and their con-
stant need for repair, antonio da Pordenone 

systematized the monastic architecture and 
optimized it to the utmost.
24  the adjustment of the convent on 
the region, local techniques and requests 
of the order is not characteristic only for 
the capuchins but was frequently used 
when building Mendicant monasteries. 
corrado Maltese (ed.), Tratatti di architet-
tura ingegneria e arte militare (Milano: ed-
izioni il Polifilo, 1967); tommaso scalesse, 
“note sull’architettura dei cappuccini nel 
cinquecento,” I Francescani in Europa tra 
Riforma e Controriforma: Atti del XIII Con-
vegno Internazionale: Assisi, 17-18-19 ot-
tobre 1985 (Perugia: università di Perugia, 
centro di studi Francescani, 1987), 205, 
216; Flavio schimenti, “antonio da Porde-
none,” 4; sergio giovanazzi, “un trattatista 
cappuccino tra cinquecento e seicento,” in 
lino Mocatti (ed.), Un convento: Architet-
tura trentina nel Seicento (trento: gruppo 
culturale civis, biblioteca cappuccini tren-
to, 1992), 53-5; Fedja Košir, K arhitekturi, 
155.
25  the valuable data on the archaeologi-
cal excavation in this area was most kindly 
forwarded to us by Mrs. Marija lubšina 
tušek, the leader of the archaeological ex-
cavations, whom I would like to express my 
sincerest thanks. Furthermore, when pre-
paring the chapter, also the following litera-
ture was used: jože curk, “o samostanih 
in samostanski arhitekturi po letu 1200 na 
slovenskem Štajerskem (gradbeno-zgodovin-

ski oris),” Časopis za zgodovino in narodop-
isje 64, n. 2 (1993), 148; lubšina tušek 
Marija, “gli scavi archeologici nel convento 
dei cappuccini di Ptuj,” Ceramica dal Bas-
somedioevo al Rinascimento in Italia nor-
dorientale e nelle aree transalpine: Atti della 
giornata di studio: Udine, 16. Marzo 1996 
(trieste: editreg, 1999), 163-5; vinko 
Škafar, “nekdanji kapucinski samostan na 
Ptuju (1615-1786),” Časopis za zgodovino 
in narodopisje 75, n. 2-3 (2004), 270-86.
26  the entire monastic complex was in 
this way protected against the cold north-
eastern winds and at the same time facing 
the warm sun as required by the venetian 
capuchin.
27  the venetian capuchins also founded 
in 1600 the former bohemian-austrian-
styrian commissariat, later divided into 
provinces. benedik Metod, “Kapucini na 
slovenskem v zgodovinskih virih: nekdanja 
Štajerska province,” in Metod benedik (ed.), 
Acta Ecclesiastica Sloveniae 16 (ljubljana: 
Inštitut za zgodovino cerkve pri teološki 
fakulteti univerze v ljubljani, 1994), 10.
28  one of such short transcripts is a work 
of the venetian capuchin Francesco Pizzet-
ta da venezia from around 1650, which is 
kept in the archive of the venetian capuchin 
Province in Mestre, Italy.
29  one of such sample books or the so 
called Musterbuch is kept in the archive of 
the capuchin monastery in vienna, austria.
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6.2.3 Foundations of renaissance architecture and 
treatises in Quentin Massys’ S. anne altarpiece (1509)

jochen Ketels 
Independent scholar, Belgium
MaxIMIlIaan Martens 
Universiteit Gent, Belgium

abstract

the architectural settings in the paintings by Quinten Massys have not re-
ceived the necessary scholarly attention. remarkably different from those of 
his contemporaries, like the antwerp mannerists, his architecture presents 
an elegant mix of flamboyant gothic and supposedly fantasized Italianate deco-
ration. however, no one has been able to pinpoint with conviction the doubt-
less Italianate architecture or painted sources which he may have known and 
used for his famous s. anne altarpiece (brussels, royal Museums). More-
over, the architecture has been restricted to the second plan, and considered 
as the necessary background for the theological subject. the association with 
the brother of the artist, who acted as architect for the church in which the 
altarpiece came to hang, has been underexposed. recent technical research 
revealed a complex system of incised and underdrawn construction lines, a 
construction based on an in-depth knowledge of perspectival theories. More-
over, there are similarities between architectural annotations in renaissance 
treatises and painterly construction and mathematical insights. We therefore 
demonstrate a very decisive role for the architecture and we will try to identify 
the relationships between early sixteenth-century built, theoretical and imagi-
nary architecture. although the composition of the work is seen as an ap-
propriate translation of a strict medieval religious motive, we will demonstrate 
that Massys transformed the iconographic program according to innovative 
renaissance insights. We will show that Massys relied on mathematical trea-
tises and managed to integrate them discretely into a pictorial masterpiece. 
therefore, this paper studies the architectural sources for the built system, 
the vocabulary used, and the underlying mathematics and renaissance prin-
ciples through computer animated 3d reconstructions and mathematics. It 
highlights another facet of architectural production at the beginning of the 
renaissance.

keywords 
Massys, painting, Irr, cross-ratio, perspective, architecture

I would pay a great deal to find someone who would teach me what it 
takes and what measure should be used to make a building (well) pro-
portioned, the source of these measurements, and why one reasons 
and builds in this manner. I would also like to know what their origins 
are.2

Filarete used the dialogue as a trope in his vulgarising treatise to explain the 
methodology of constructing to his readers. We would like to review another 
architectural dialogue: how in some early sixteenth century Flemish paint-
ings, Italianate architecture was treated and how theoretical architectural 
knowledge got transmitted.
since 2007, our research group, the ghent Interdisciplinary centre for art 
and science,3 has been working on a new catalogue raisonné of the oeuvre 
of Quentin Massys, the early sixteenth century painter whom tradition has 
always been considered as the ‘founding father of the antwerp school of 
Painting’. the purpose of this study is to come to grips with the master’s 
painting technique, his workshop methods, their diffusion within and outside 
his workshop and his artistic and theoretical sources. 
In 2010, we received the permission of the royal Museum of Fine arts of 
belgium, to investigate the quintessential Triptych of Saint Anne 4 (brussels, 
royal Museums), signed and dated 1509. documented as a commission of 
the leuven confraternity of saint anne in the church of saint Peter’s, it is 
known that the altarpiece was installed in 1511. the architectural setting 
of the Holy Kinship in the central panel, an impressive Italianate portico, 
has been commented on at large in the literature. however, no one has 
been able to pinpoint with conviction the doubtless Italianate architectural 
or painted sources that Massys may have known and used. although the 
composition invites analysis, no attempt has been made to determine the 
methodology that could have been used to construct perspective on such a 
monumental scale. 
When we directed our photographic lamps to the central panel, the raking 
light revealed something that hadn’t been mentioned in the literature at all: 
incised construction lines in the coffered vaults of the architecture. through 
the examination of the painting with infrared at wavelengths between 900 
and 1700 nm, we also discovered a complicated set of drawn construction 
lines,5 both freehand as well as aided ones, created with several tools and 
techniques. not only has such a complex construction system not been 
observed in northern paintings of this period, Massys must have used a 
mathematically based procedure to construct the complex loggia. both the 
application of such a comprehensive system and the architectural typology 
are unrivalled in the low countries at the dawn of sixteenth century. soon, it 
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became obvious that we needed to understand fully this construction system 
before we would be able to draw further conclusions on his theoretical and 
visual sources. 
the Irr-images revealed a meticulous outlining of forms and details for 
which he used a large vocabulary of graphical styles with variations in thick-
ness of strokes, the use of incisions and even transferred patterns. Most of 
the architectural design, however, was made with the help of instruments, in 
thin, barely visible lines. For the arches, he used wider strokes as accents, 
aided or by hand. during the preparatory phase of the design, he applied 
only some necessary indications. the original setup of the architectural un-
derdrawing had already begun with the assembly of the planks of the central 
panel, as one of the joints coincides with the central axes of the painting. 
Moreover, Massys adapted the length of the preparatory vertical lines of the 
architectural elements in such a way that there is almost no interference 
with the characters in front of them. 
the identification of the construction method required a systematical ap-
proach. For that purpose we made an elaborate digital database, based on 
sets of high resolution images and infrared reflectograms. applying cad-
software, we took into account the thickness, visibility, directionality and size 
of all lines visible in the underdrawing.6 because we did this for both painting 
and underdrawing, we were able to compare the original architectural con-
struction with the final paint layers, as well as to identify and analyze Massys’ 
architectural blueprint.7

at the outset of our analysis, we would like to focus on some intriguing 
features in the underdrawing, especially in the upper part of the truncated 
dome and in the left arcade. to design the contours of the truncated dome 
and its decoration, Massys hardly used any lines, but preferred points. the 
lower arch has been defined by several very short curved segments, which 
he didn’t connect as nicely and fluently as the segmented arches in the 
arcaded vaults. It is however strange that for such a prominent area, the 
accuracy in the preparation was noticeably less than in several minor com-
ponents of the portico. When we zoom in on the dome, some horizontal 
lines appear in the upmost part of the architecture, parallel with the bottom 
side of the painting. the highest and shortest one is hardly visible in infrared 
because of the presence of carbon in the superimposed paint layers in this 
dark area. the lowest one starts at the utmost right hand side of the dome 
and extends towards the arcade to the left.  While following this line in the 
direction of the left arcade, noticing that it also coincides with the lower part 
of the highest abacus of the frontal column at the left, another unexpected 
detail appears. close to the bottom of the capital, Massys added a few 
separated letters, presumable a ‘z’, ‘e’ or ‘c’ and ‘l’ or ‘e’. because of their 

position close to the element, and the fact that, e.g. Piero della Francesca 
had already used a similar system with numbers and letters in his drawings 
in De Prospectiva Pingendi (‘on the perspective of paintings’, about 1480), 
there are reasons to assume a link with the outline or the composition of 
the column. 
although they are placed close to the capitals, we could not find any simi-
larity between the lineament of the moldings and the shape of the letters, 
like alberti mentioned in book seven of his De re aedificatoria.8 since these 
letters are accompanied by points, placed upon what seems to be a con-
struction line, they rather may have had a function in the application of the 
linear perspective.
like in many other paintings, Massys used a central vanishing point by which 
he placed the architectural structure parallel to the picture plane.9 Whether 
he obeyed the rules of linear perspective, cannot sufficiently be judged by 
assessing only the consistency of the location of the vanishing point because 
the rate of diminution may be incorrect. While normally, based on a plan 
and section, a mathematically correct single point perspective could easily 
be elaborated into a distance point diagram, we applied this technique in 
reverse, in order to analyse the composition and its accuracy.10 

It appeared that the architectural underdrawing was carried out neatly, very 
methodical, systematical and even symmetrical. the reconstruction of the 
perspective revealed that the loggia had been shaped onto a square pat-
terned grid, on which he systematically placed the columns and walls, each 
with an interval of two units so that all of the arcades were of equal length 
and depth. because of the deviation in size of the grid-elements is limited 
to 1 or 2%, it proved that Massys designed a symmetrical structure of 8 
units wide by 4 units deep. although the difficult composition and the artistic 
improvisation in the capitals, it also appeared that the diagonals of the aba-
cuses intersected at the central joint. If this suggested that Massys didn’t 
make a lot of compromises towards accuracy, we tried to find a mathemati-
cal proof.
since simple algebraic techniques allow us to rate the regularity of recur-
rent patterns, both in the painted projection as on the plan, we were able 
to quantify the regularity of the vaults in the arcades on the left and right.11 
as mentioned above, Massys combined points and lines to mark the struc-
ture of the Italianate coffered ceiling, which, as we discovered trough the 
mathematical reconstruction of the architecture, was most likely intended 
as consisting of squares. 
For recurrent patterns, like the squares of the ceiling, we can apply what 
has been called amongst mathematicians the ‘cross-ratio’ or ‘double ratio’. 
associated with an order quadruple or collinear points, it provides a specific 
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ratio for those points, only specified by their individual distance.12 because 
this number doesn’t change by any kind of transformation, like trough paint-
erly perspective, it comes very handy to asses the correctness of the geom-
etry of receding regular patterns, like the decorated vaults in the arcades. 
We would have to take two cassettes in the same row and compare the 
results of the cross-ratio of each side that is not parallel with the image 
plane in perspective. If Massys was very accurate in his design, we should 
be able to find that it is the same for each couple of corners in the coffered 
ceiling. because we can do this both for the perspective and the orthogonal 
projection, we can even make an estimation of the error. 
When we apply this formula to the left arcade, we see that for each of our 
selected four pair of points, the cross-ratio is almost the same. When we 
also take into account that there is a margin of error, which we calculated 
for each pair of points, it becomes even more clear that variations between 
the different cross ratios are absolutely minimal or even non-existent. simi-
lar results are obtained by analyzing the arcade on the right. In other words, 
Massys was very correct, indeed. this accuracy is even more astonishing 
when we take into account that all these squares are only between 5 and 
15 cm long. 
by this method, we have found an objective way to show the accuracy of 
the architectural composition. Massys shows his competence in matters of 
perspective, equal to Italian renaissance standards. his ability to exploit an 
accurate perspective as an established part of his technique, rather than 
a new illusionistic device which needed explanation, comes as a surprise 
for a painter who presumably stayed in the north. the question is how this 
distance point construction became known to one of the prominent early 
sixteenth century antwerp painters. 
the first important printed and illustrated text on perspective, jean Pélerin’s 
De artificiali perspectiva, who wrote under the name of viator (‘voyager’), 
shows a rather similar bifocal constructional scheme. 13 Published in 1505, 
it was the first book on artistic perspective north of the alps, as well as the 
first to be illustrated with examples of perspective. because of these easily 
accessible and comprehensible illustrations, Pélerin’s treatise immediately 
became widely disseminated through several editions. he uses both a cen-
tral as well as two lateral points, which he referred to as ‘tiers points’ or 
‘third points’. unfortunately, viator’s treatise is merely emphasizing how an 
artist should construct angled views of architectural structures in perspec-
tive. viator, who employed very little text and only showed results, lacks the 
pedagogic vision of Piero della Francesca’s De prospective pingendi since he 
did not feel compelled to prove any geometrically or theoretical explanation 
about the construction. 14 neither did he explain anything on the relation 

between the distance point and the viewpoint or, the position of the viewer. 
however, it seems as though Massys paid attention to it.
let us shift our attention from the construction method to the artist’s at-
tempt of creating a convincing three-dimensional illusion on a two-dimension-
al picture plane. With imaging software one can easily adapt the perspective 
of an image to recreate the three-dimensional structure around it adapted 
to the focal point and length of the existing image. such an approach allows 
considering the visual impact of the altarpiece within its original architec-
tural setting. obviously, a perfect match of the 3d-construction onto its 2d-
projection would only be viewed correctly from one spot only, the vanishing 
point. When the observer stands at this location, he would see the perspec-
tive like it is meant in the painting. through our mathematical approach, we 
have found that this point is located at a distance of 250 cm from the paint-
ing. While attempting it through 3d, it is only a bit further away, at about 
277 cm. the little variation between both approximations is hardly notice-
able, and shows very clearly how two completely different approaches prove 
Quentin Massys’s meticulous accuracy and the architectural craftsmanship.
such early northern renaissance architectural representations have never 
been studied in relationship to contemporary architectural and perspec-
tival treatises. jan gossart is considered as one of the earliest painters 
who brought the ‘Rinascimento’ to the low countries, after his journey to 
rome in 1508, in the following of his patron Philip of burgundy.15 the latter 
was supposedly already acquainted with the writings of vitruvius.16 however, 
gossart and other contemporary painters, like the antwerp mannerists, 
seem to have struggled with the fusion between the flamboyant late-gothic 
tradition and novel Italianate imagery.17 therefore, it has been assumed 
generally that it was not before Pieter coecke van aelst’s dutch transla-
tions of vitruvius in 1539,18 and serlio’s books since 1553,19 that theoreti-
cal knowledge on Italianate architectural design found its way in northern 
art. the discovered construction method in Massys’ Saint-Anne Altarpiece, 
precedes this by thirty years and bears witness of the master’s in-depth 
knowledge which enabled him to fuse the local fifteenth-century tradition 
with Italianate design. 
various sources have been suggested for the portico. because many works 
by Perugino from the period between 1480 and 1490 consist of portico 
structures in which linear perspective has been applied in such a way that 
the vaults could be observed rather prominently, he is referred to as a 
source of inspiration.20 however, the spaces of Perugino are rather series 
of arches than single vault constructions and also lack the dominant form 
of the open dome in Massys’ triptych.21 because of the truncated dome, 
scholars have also cited a comparison with cima da conegliano.22 In the 
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absence of better suited references to triple-arched openings in both Italian 
as netherlandish tradition, is has been presumed that Massys’ architectural 
setting of the altarpiece, unique in northern art, was ‘fantasized’. our ob-
servations on the systematic construction strongly counter this supposition.
the gaps in his known career and the scanty information of the painter’s life 
in contemporary archival sources, like those of the antwerp painter’s guild, 
have fuelled the hypothesis of a possible trip to Italy. however, until today, 
nothing has been found to substantiate undeniably such a journey.
the catalyst for the portico on the central panel of the Saint Anne Altarpiece 
may not have come from across the alps. there was a special relationship 
between the louvain church of st Peter’s and the Massys family. his fa-
ther as well as his brother, both called joost, were involved in shaping and 
decorating this most prominent church in the city. at about the same time 
as Quentin worked on the altarpiece, his oldest brother was designing an 
impressive new Western façade, which by its size and layout was a concept 
beyond comparison in the low countries.23 some scholars even assume 
that the commission for the altarpiece was granted to Quentin through me-
diation of his brother joost.24 
Where the architectural construction of the portico in the altarpiece is 
concerned, one may wonder whether Quentin was aided or advised by his 
brother-architect. the sophistication of the construction raises the possibil-
ity of collaboration. how tempting would this possibility of collaboration be? 
It would be paralleled by vasari’s account that bramante aided raphael in 
his School of Athens.25 In any case, the activity of his brother as an archi-
tect, may explain very well Massys’ familiarity with architectural construction 
methods. this is particularly interesting, as close professional ties between 
painters and architects seem to have been rather exceptional in the north 
as opposed to practice in Italy. 
another northern source, which may have influenced the design of the 
three-partite construction of the portico is the gothic jube.26 this rich or-
nated three-piece construction separated the choir from the rest of the 
church. the curious use of energetic sculptures above the capitals on either 
side of the central arcade, after all, are quite comparable to sculpture on 
the jubes.27 
the discovery of the tremendous effort put in the architectural construc-
tion raises the question why Massys was so pre-occupied with space and 
perspective, very much alike Italian renaissance artists. In any case, such 
an endeavour is lacking in any of his other works, even in the other large S. 
John’s Altarpiece (antwerp, KMsK). both alberti’s and leonardo da vinci’s 
treatises deal with the concept ‘decorum’. Perhaps the unfamiliar architec-
tural style and its unprecedented size for a traditional religious theme, was 

his way of constructing the right ‘decorum’ in the direct vicinity of the intellec-
tual environment of louvain university. It is not far-fetched to suppose that 
the theoretical knowledge was at hand precisely there. because of these 
easily accessible and comprehensible ready-made examples, jean Pélerin’s 
text immediately became widely disseminated, not in the least through pi-
rated editions. It may have been such a publication that served Massys as a 
practical guide.28 however, there is no illustration in viator’s treatise, which 
could have served as a model for the composition of the altarpiece.
our analysis indicates  a direction towards several influences, although  no 
irrefutable sources can be pin-pointed.the painter’s friendship with promi-
nent humanists, like erasmus, Petrus egidius, thomas More and dürer, is 
only attested one decade later, nothing excludes that he already maintained 
contacts with intellectuals while he was working on the altarpiece for lou-
vain.
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6.2.4 an Invented order: Francesco di giorgio’s 
architectural treatise and Quattrocento Practice

angelIKI PollalI 
DEREE The American College of Greece, Greece

abstract

Francesco di giorgio Martini could represent the epitome of the renais-
sance artist/architect of fifteenth-century Italy, as he exemplifies all the 
characteristics that traditionally we associate with that period. an ‘uomo 
universale’, he was trained as a painter, but he also practiced sculpture and 
architecture. In addition, he engaged in the writing of an architectural trea-
tise, which survives in a number of manuscripts and successive stages of 
preparation. scholars have identified in the evolution of the text Francesco’s 
transformation from a practicing artist to a humanist. the architect’s long-
standing interest in vitruvius has substantiated this conclusion. Francesco 
included passages from De Architectura in his treatise and also undertook 
a separate, almost integral, translation of vitruvius. despite Francesco’s 
renaissance pedigree, his architecture, his theory and their interrelation 
remain understudied. this is all the more surprising as Francesco’s oeuvre 
could provide us with a representative case study of Quattrocento archi-
tecture. unlike alberti’s humanistic enterprise and Filarete’s utopian vision 
of architecture, the treatise of Francesco di giorgio appears to be closely 
related to his Quattrocento practice. some sporadic attempts have been 
made to correlate diagrams/plans found in Francesco’s treatise to his build-
ings. In this paper, I will focus on Francesco’s discussion of the columns 
and his reception of antiquity. In particular, I will argue that the entablature, 
as discussed in saluzzianus 148, is not related to vitruvius, but reflects 
Quattrocento practice, as it can be seen in the buildings by both Francesco 
di giorgio and alberti. combining this “Quattrocento entablature” with the 
vitruvian columns, Francesco invents and proposes a new order for Quat-
trocento architecture.

6.2.5 donami tempo che ti do vita – Francesco laparelli 
(1521-70). Envisioning the new ‘City of the order’, 
Valletta

conrad thaKe 
L-Università ta’ Malta, Malta

abstract

valletta was conceived as a new fortified city for the knights of the order of 
st john in Malta. In the aftermath of the great siege in 1565 and the defeat 
of the ottoman turkish army, it became critical to build a new fortified city 
on the sceberras peninsula that separated the two natural harbours. the 
eminent soldier and military engineer Francesco laparelli from cortona was 
entrusted with the design and planning of the order’s new city. laparelli not 
only submitted four plans which delineated the new city in accordance with 
renaissance urban planning but also wrote an architectural treatise which 
forms an integral part of the codex laparelli. this paper will explore the re-
lationship between various theoretical concepts and principles as expounded 
by laparelli and the physical evolution and development of valletta, as one 
of the finest renaissance cities in europe during the second half of the 
sixteenth century. aspects of military defense, city planning, service infra-
structure and architectural principles will be considered in studying the dia-
lectic between theoretical issues emanating from laparelli’s treatise and the 
physical process of creating the city of valletta. the new ‘city of the order’ 
represents an ideal case study of ‘theory as practice’ within the historical mi-
lieu of the sixteenth century. during his brief but eventful stay on the island 
laparelli created the physical framework of the city conceived primarily as 
a fortified military city that would be able to safeguard the order of s. john 
from impeding threats by the ottoman turks. the convergence of theoreti-
cal principles and physicality of the construction and building process will be 
one of the main themes of the paper.

keywords

Valletta, Francesco laparelli, fortified towns, renaissance 
architectural treatises, military engineers
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the victory of the knights of the order of st john and the Maltese over the 
ottoman turks at the great siege of 1565 had served to make it abundantly 
clear that the building of a new city on the barren sciberras peninsula was 
now a matter of the utmost priority. even before the great siege, the knights 
had recognised that the promontory that separated the two main natural har-
bous would afford a strategic location for any invading enemy forces to launch 
artillery attacks on Fort st angelo and the nearby settlements across the har-
bour. the order had already invited a number of established Italian military en-
gineers to study and consider this issue and two of them bartolomeo genga 
and baldassare lanci from urbino had even submitted tangible proposals for 
a new fortified city to be built on the site.1 however, indecision on the part of 
the order mainly due to an acute shortage of finances had ensured that these 
urban visions were destined to remain on paper.
the victory over the turks was the impetus for the construction of a new 
city for the order. If anything the siege victory had served as the ideal pub-
lic realtions opportunity for the order to appeal to the european courts to 
provide much needed finances and technical expertise.2 It was within this 
context that Pope Pius v had offered to send Francesco laparelli to Malta. 
(Figure 1) laparelli was originally from cortona and had assisted the eminent 

military engineer gabrio serbelloni 
with the defences of his hometown. 
Prior to his arrival in Malta, laparelli 
had been in the employment of Pope 
Pius v and his predecessor Pius Iv 
on works ranging from the fortifica-
tions of civitavecchia, the pentagonal 
bastions of castel sant’angelo and 
fortification works on the vatican hill. 
he even had the opportunity to assist 
Michelangelo with the ongoing con-
struction of the dome of st Peter’s 
basilica.3

the order entrusted laparelli with 
the design of a new fortified city 
named valletta after grand Master 
jean de vallette. time was of the es-
sence as it was feared that the turks 
would return again and it is against 
this backdrop of the threat of anoth-
er immenent attack that laparelli set 
to work. this is well reflected in the 

Figure 1. engraving, portrait of Francesco 
laparelli (1521-70). Source: Filippo venuti, 
Vita del capitano Francesco Laparelli, (livor-
no, 1761).

architect’s plea Donami tempo che ti do vita (‘give me time and I will give you 
life’). upon his arrival on the island on 28 december 1566, just a couple of 
months after the lifting of the siege, laparelli immediately set to work, sur-
veying and measuring the land, and making  tentative notes and sketches, 
before presenting a set of four city plans to the order’s council.4 his notes 
and reflections on the design and construction of the new city form part of 
the Codex which today resides in the archives of the Museo dell’accademia 
etrusca di cortona.5 valletta is one of the most well-documented cities of the 
sixteenth century and eminent historians such as Paolo Marconi, Quentin 
hughes, albert ganado and roger vella bonavita have through their exten-
sive research provided us with a comprehensive and detailed overview of the 
genesis and evolution of valletta.6 My main objective in this paper relate to 
laparelli’s urban concepts as influenced by contemporary Italian architectural 
treatises and to discuss some shortfalls between the theoretical principles 
and the actual construction of the city.
the prime generator of the new city was the need for military defence. the 
city was first and foremost a war machine, that was very much its raison 
d’être and all other considerations  regarding urban form and aesthetics were 
secondary in importance. With this defensive programme in mind, strategic 
military considerations by far outweighed the needs of the inhabitants resid-
ing within the city. In fact in the formulation of the four plans laparelli was 
initially more concerned with establishing the optimal outline of the fortifica-
tions along the enceinte with the elaboration of the landfront fortifications 
complete with bastions, raised cavaliers, ravelins and dry ditch to guard the 
more vulnerable landfront approach. the logic of defence ultimately dictated 
that the planning of the enclosed spaces within the city walls was subservient 
to the military defence requirements. basically the configuration and design 
of the fortification walls and bastions were of critical importance. In as much 
as leon battista alberti had written: 

should you examine the various military campaigns undertaken, you 
would perhaps discover that the skill and ability of the architect have 
been responsible for more victories than have the command and fore-
sight of any general; and that the enemy were more often overcome 
by the ingenuity of the first without the other’s weapons, than by the 
latter’s sword without the former’s good counsel.7

urban concepts for the new city

although the final plan which was the basis of the city as actually built adopts 
a strict orthogonal grid-iron street pattern and a few urban spaces hemmed 
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in within the fortifications, there are clear indications that initially laparelli 
had another urban model in mind. the architect uses the words ‘piacevole 
e dolce storte’ in describing the street layout and makes specific reference 
to the serpentine streets of Pisa:

I shall make for beauty only one large street in the middle of the city, 
the others being narrow and with a pleasant and sweet serpentine 
way, and this I shall do because a city in a dry, hot place must have 
narrow streets, whereas cities in humid climates should have wide 
streets so that the wind and the sun can take away the humidity. nar-
row streets are cooler because they are not dominated by the sun. 
For windy places like Malta, it is necessary to find a way to break the 
wind with trees or high walls, but this cannot happen here because all 
the Island and especially this place is bare and without trees, so it will 
help to make the streets serpentine with sweetness like Pisa, which is 
fine to see and certainly was made in this way to break the strength 
of the winds. People should plant trees around the walls which will be 
useful in peace-time and and, in war-time, as wood is one of the most 
important munitions. trees which grow quickly should be planted.8 

his specific reference to Pisa is a rather strange one considering that the 
city’s terrain is completely flat having been built on reclaimed marshlands 
at the mouth of the river arno. bonavita states that ‘the gracefully curved 
streets that so impressed laparelli were originally estuarine waterways 
which were gradually filled in and turned into streets.’9 laparelli’s initial ur-
ban concept for the new city was to have one main wide street intertwined 
with a series of serpentine, picturesque streets, justifying this on the basis 
of practical and aesthetic reasons. he was certainly influenced by alberti 
and vitruvius who praised the virtues of the beauty of winding streets in 
small towns and their value from a defence point of view:

If the city is noble and powerful the streets should be straight and 
broad, which carries an air of greatness and majesty; but if its only a 
small town or fortification, it will be better and as safe for the streets 
to run straight to the gates, but to have them wind about, sometimes 
to the right, sometimes to the left, near the wall and especially under 
the towers upon the wall, and within the heart of the town it will be 
handsomer not to have them straight, but winding about several ways 
backwards and forward like the course of a river...10

this model may initially appear to run counter to the ethos of the renais-
sance city on the basis of straight lines set along an orthogonal grid or a 

radial-centric plan. Most of the architecture treatises of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth century are replete with examples of ideal planned cities.11 lapa-
relli was well aware of the anthropomorphic principles of city planning as 
espoused by Francesco di giorgio Martini (1439-1501).12 evenmore so, 
refering to the laparelli passage previously cited, it is also clear that he was 
well attuned with the aristotelian qualities of dryness, humidity, cold and 
heat.  In this aspect he appears to have been familiar with Pietro cataneo’s 
treatise I Quattro Primi Libri di Architettura, published twelve years prior to 
laparelli’s codex. cataneo writes:

Most cities in a cold climate should have wide roads because by 
means of their wideness they will be more healthy, more commodius 
and more beautiful; and even if the air is cold it will be less sharp and 
will not give people colds. and the more a city is in a cold climate 
and in thin air, and the higher the buildings, the wider should be the 
roads. but if the city is in a hot climate, if its roads are narrow and 
buildings are high, they will temper the heat of the site and they will 
be healthier.13

conceptualizinG the form of the city

laparelli’s original concept of having a main central axis interspersed with 
serpentine streets as described in his written account was not pursued fur-
ther. there is no evidence that he actually drew a plan based on this idea or 
if he actually did do so, such a plan has to date not surfaced. It is not clear 
what motivated laparelli to change course. one can only speculate as to the 
reasons that led to the abandonment of this initial concept. the sciberras 
peninsula upon which the new city was to be founded was entirely devoid of 
any buildings or structures except for a small rudimentary fort at its tip. the 
elevated promontory sloping steeply to the foreshore along its sides was 
totally unlike that of Pisa. the architect himself or the order considering 
the local context could have decided that having serpentine streets weaving 
along a central axis was too experimental and impractical to implement. the 
centuries-old practise of subdividing land into a regular grid was considered 
to be a safer and more straightforward method of planning and of oversee-
ing the construction of the new city within the shortest period of time pos-
sible. having serpentine winding streets would also have proved unpractical 
in terms of allocating different blocks to the individual langues of the order 
in what would have been irregular plots of land. there could also well have 
been serious objections to having winding narrow streets from a defence 
and military point of view.
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the four known plans prepared by laparelli and submitted to the order’s 
council for its approval instead adopted a strict orthogonal grid of streets 
of varying widths. there are variations in the different plans as laparelli 
modified the earlier larger square block subdivision into a city plan that pre-
sented a greater variety of rectangular blocks narrowing in depth as one 
moved away from the city centre.14. giacomo bosio, the contemporary his-
torian of the order, describes valletta as being much more attractive than 
any other Italian city stating that its true design was drawn from life and 
given its natural shape in the way in which it is now to be seen by the knight 
Fra Francesco dell’antella from Florence.15 the splendid aerial view of val-
letta was apparently displayed in bosio’s own personal residence and was 
later reproduced in the form of an engraving by vallamena as one of the 
illustrations in his book on the history of the order of st john.16 (Figure 2)

Figure 2. engraving by vallamena of map drawing Valletta Citta Nova di Malta by Fra 
Francesco dell’antella. Source: giacomo bosio, Istoria della Sacra Religione Militare di S. 
Giovanni Gerosolimitano, (roma, 1594-1602).

the enterprise of buildinG the city

once the plans for the new city were approved, laparelli immediately em-
barked on translating his urban vision from paper into stone and mortar. 
the urban morphology of the city as realized closely reflects the final plan 
that was approved. however there were a few important urban concepts 
that never came to fruition. In his third and final fourth plan of the city, la-
parelli had delineated a fine red line around the main central blocks which 
boundary has been interpreted as defining the footprint of the collachio. 
Prior to the order’s arrival in Malta when based in rhodes, the knights had 
resided in an urban enclave that was set apart and physically segregated by 
walls from the rest of the local population.17 the various auberges or hostels 
of the various langues constituting the order, the conventual church, hospi-
tal, armoury and other facilities were all originally accommodated within the 
collachio that was reserved exclusively for the order’s use. although in his 
plan laparelli did delineate the precise boundaries of the collachio, the order 
decided not to adhere to it. the order’s various buildings were dispersed 
throughout the city. It could well have been the case that the order had re-
evaluated the collachio model and deemed it to be too restrictive in physical 
terms and an anachronism from medieval times.
In his third and fourth plans, laparelli had proposed the creation of a 
mandracchio on the side of the city facing Marsamxett. the mandracchio 
was a small inland harbor that would be connected to the sea by means 
of a narrow channel cut through the fortifications. It was intended to pro-
vide shelter to the order’s galleys in times of inclement weather. laparelli 
first delineated it in the form of an oval or kidney-shaped harbor and sub-
sequently in his fourth and final plan, simplified it into a plain rectangular 
form. the order appeared to be keen on realizing this concept and one 
of the planning and building regulations explicitly stated that stone to be 
used for the construction of buildings within the city could only be procured 
either from the excavation of the actual building site or procured from the 
site where the mandracchio would be formed.18 however, it soon trans-
pired that the limestone quarried from the area was of poor quality which 
rendered it unsuitable for construction. Furthermore, it became evident 
that the order’s fleet of galleys could not realistically be accommodated 
within the project man-made harbor. the mandracchio project was aban-
doned and the area soon degenerated into an unregulated maze of hovels 
and ramshackle structures that was dysfunctional and morphologically un-
related to the rest of the city. 
laparelli should not be percieved as an idealistic architectural theoretician. 
he was first and foremost a pragmatist with a keen interest in the physi-
cal properties of building materials, construction methods and resolving 
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challenges encountered on the site. Insights of these can be gleaned from 
his notes in the codex. laparelli complained about the scarcity of building 
materials, labour resources and even basic provisions of food in valletta. he 
stated that

in this place, there is no lime, water, sand, timber, iron to be worked, 
earth, fascines, men and every other kind of wood, because this Island 
is really a bare rock. also for vitals, there is no bread, wine, meat, oil 
and, considering we are in the middle of the sea, we get little fish.19

this statement implied that most of the building material had to be brought 
over to the building site and that workmen had to be engaged from abroad. 
laparelli discussed in specific detail technical issues relating to the building 
materials and their properties. he noted that since there was no supply of 
hard stone like travertine in Malta, it was not possible to span certain dis-
tances as local stone was weak in tension and would crack when loaded. 
he was particularly concerned that if the rock was newly cut the exposed 
faces of the fortification walls could collapse when under enemy attack. 
laparelli stated that local stone resisted artillery fire well but time eroded 
it. he recommended that newly-constructed walls were to be kept damp 
so that the mortar had time to set, and the mortar itself had to be kept 
wet so that the heat would not damage it.20 In May he was overseeing 
works on the ramparts so that the heat and the wind would not dry out 
the mortar and cause it to pulverise into powder. Infact he gave explicit 
instructions that during the hot summer months from june to september 
construction works be suspended although stonework should still be cut so 
as to be ready when works resumed in the cooler season.
by 1567 laparelli reported that the fortifications could now resist enemy 
attack and that the critical landfront with its ramparts and cavaliers was 
at an advanced stage of construction. the bastions and curtain walls were 
progressing well. the Italian architect was by now becoming restless and 
relishing a new challenge overseas. In 1569 laparelli volunteered for ser-
vice with the papal fleet and sailed from Malta. the realisation and comple-
tion of the blueprint of the new city was entrusted to his assistant, the 
capable Maltese engineer and architect gerolamo cassar.21 Prior to his 
departure from the island, laparelli offered some valuable advice:

no fortifications is an end in itself – when there is a siege it is always 
necessary to get help from outside. It is important that the fortifica-
tions should resist long enough for the allies to be able to prepare a 
good relieving army. everyone knows that Malta is important to chris-

1093

tianity. the Island has been called many things including a ‘thorn in 
the eye of the Infidel’. the order must always spend much money to 
defend the Island when others have easier tasks.22

laparelli would never return to Malta. he did not have the satisfaction of 
seeing the city he created completed. In 1570, whilst serving on the cam-
paign at candia in crete he contracted the plague and died at the age of 
forty-nine.
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6.3 European architecture  
and the tropics

SESSION CHAIR: 
jIat-hWee chang
National University of Singapore, Singapore

europeans have a long history of social, cultural and economic contacts 
and exchanges with the people of the tropics. although this history can be 
traced to an earlier time, it intensified in the past few centuries, with exten-
sive formal and informal colonization of tropical territories by europeans. 
the circulation and translation of architectural knowledge and practices 
between europe and the tropics is an inextricable part of this long and rich 
history. 
by choosing the tropics over other geographic categories, this session 
foregrounds the environmental and climatic dimensions of this history of 
exchange. this session will focus on how european architectural knowledge 
and practices were ‘acclimatized’ to the ecologies, heat and humidity of 
the tropics. however, tropicalization entailed more than just environmental 
and climatic adaptations. scholars in various interdisciplinary fields, particu-
larly environmental and medical history, have shown that the tropicalization 
of european knowledge and practices involved social, cultural and political 
transformations too. david arnold developed the concept of tropicality to 
suggest that tropical nature – of which climate is an important component 
– could be understood along the lines of saidian orientalism as an environ-
mental “other”, deeply entwined with social, cultural, political, racial and 
gender alterities in contrast to the normality of the temperate zone. tropi-
cality is, however, not a monolithic category. not only have the construc-
tions of the tropics varied with the changing social, cultural and political 
conditions of european colonization in the past few decades, they have also 
changed based on the shifting medical, environmental and other scientific 
paradigms of understanding the tropics. how this climatic “other” has been 
addressed architecturally by various actors at different historical moments 
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has likewise been characterized by multifarious approaches.
this session invites papers that examine in a situated manner how european 
architecture has been tropicalized in any historical period at any tropical 
site. tropicalization is of course not a one-way diffusionist process. just as 
this session explores european architecture in the tropics, the very notion 
of european architecture is neither immune to outside influence nor neces-
sarily produced solely by europeans. this session also, therefore, invites 
papers that explore how european architecture outside the tropics was 
transformed by tropicalization and how european architecture might have 
been a hybrid entity coproduced by non-europeans.

6.3.1 the afro-Brazilian Portuguese Style in lagos

ola uduKu
The University of Edinburgh, UK

abstract

this paper seeks to re-evaluate the categorisation of ‘brazilian’ style archi-
tecture on lagos Island. For long the notion of the brazilian style, Aguda 
houses on the island has allowed for an exotic reading of the built form, 
allegedly transmitted to lagos through the labour and construction skills of 
mainly yoruba repatriated african slaves from brazil and elsewhere in south 
america. Whilst the original owners of these buildings would have had con-
tact with brazil, the essential styling can be traced back to Portugal, and 
indeed is seen in earlier traditional architecture in locations such as benin 
(nigeria) and parts of coastal West africa, which had centuries earlier had 
contact with Portuguese traders. the paper seeks to question the labelling 
of the afro brazilian style on these buildings in lagos, with no reference to 
earlier Portuguese-european influences on their styling. What does this tell 
us about the embodied identity of the built form and its presentation within a 
richer african mediated cultural discourse related to past remembered and 
forgotten histories? I will be relying on the use of textual histories of lagos, 
as well as existing records of buildings in areas such as campos square in 
central lagos, the epicentre of what was considered to be lagos’s brazilian 
Quarter. 

keywords

afro-Brazilian architecture, lagos, housing, aguda, Saro
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introduction

Much has been written about the city of lagos, nigeria. the historical re-
cords stretch far back to its first mention as a small fishing outpost near 
to the more powerful slave trading town, badagry, and seat of the local 
oba (king). this paper however considers the lagos in the mid nineteenth 
to early twentieth century, when it had become one of the major coastal 
‘cosmopoles’ in West africa. It focuses specifically on the architecture and 
culture associated with a group of repatriated indigenes of mainly brazilian, 
extraction, the Agudas.1 
the spatial and cultural focus of this group, has centred on the island area 
in lagos, specifically around campos square. the logic behind this, relates 
to their ability to purchase land for their residence and businesses, in and 
around this area. the most noted example would be Water house, built by 
the Aguda businessman, joao esan da rocha, who had once been a native 
of salvador, in bahia, brazil.2 they were also involved in the construction 
of institutions such as the holy cross catholic cathedral of lagos, and 
premises of other middle class or elite members of lagos society, such as 
vaughan house, built for the same named family, who were of Saro origin. 
this paper seeks to investigate the reality, and contrast this with the nar-
rative of origin, cultural transfer and authenticity of Aguda culture to lagos 
in the nineteenth century from its ‘brazilian’ origins. Its focus is on the built 
environment and landscapes in which this indigenous sub-group inhabited, 
and also their interaction with other lagos associated migrant groups, who 
were also identifiable and prominent in their own right at the same time; 
such as the Saros, Amaros, and others, whose cultures it is argued also at 
this time had a significant influence at this same period.
the main sources for the paper are narrated records of residents and oth-
ers who lived, or had interests, related to the group and their sphere of 
influence, current photographs of the buildings, and plans, both from earlier 
research and also inferred from this material. also the paper refers to 
published historical documentation relating to this period and group.3 Finally 
academic papers, and relevant books and publications that make mention 
of the Agudas, Saros, Amaros, and other groups, and also the campos 
square area, and creole lagos are also referred to.4 
From the study and analysis of the material gathered, the paper suggests 
a re-evaluation if not reinterpretation of the existing canon of residence 
culture and settlement of the agudas in central lagos, and suggests in its 
place a more globally engaged interpretation of this culture’s encounter with 
lagos and vice versa. 

the socio-spatial context to early laGos

In the 1800s lagos was a relatively small city, with the main business and 
residential areas on lagos Island, and with only a small population resident 
on the mainland in the ebute Metta area. the integrated community of 
lagosians, despite living in close proximity to each other, formed distinct 
cultural groups who occupied delineated territories on the island. the local 
indigenous lagosian families, with links to the Oba of lagos, living near the 
oba’s residence on the Island, the Saro-descendant families living near the 
breadfruit street area of the city, whilst the Aguda group, that this paper 
focuses on, lived near and around the campos square area of the Island. 
definitions are important to this paper. Lagosians as a term relates to all 
residents of lagos, irrelevant of their group affiliations. the ‘indigenes’ how-
ever refer to the group of lagosians who claim prime ‘ownership’ of lagos 
and its lands, claiming as they have always been resident in lagos, they are 
effectively the true owners and keepers of the land and also cultural tradi-
tions on the Island. the Saros, the next most populous group on the island 
in the 1800s, were an educated group who traced their ancestry to repa-
triated slaves and freemen, who had either been freed from illegal slaving 
ships off the West african coast, or had been emancipated from slavery, 
and had elected to return from the usa and re-settle in Western nigeria, 
most being able to trace their ‘roots’ to yoruba families in the areas in and 
around lagos, abeokuta, and akure. 
amongst the resident expatriate population in lagos were the colonial rul-
ers, the british, the traders, contractors and businessmen involved with 
lagos’ mercantile trade in goods and raw materials. Whilst the british were 
exclusively white, there were also a number of West Indians, sierra leo-
nians, and nationals of other ex-british colonies, who were also resident in 
lagos. this group also had to be allocated ‘residential quarters’, built by the 
colonial government, and larger businesses at the time. Finally the Agudas, 
who like the Saros, were a distinct group that had resettled in lagos from 
principally brazil but also cuba and other areas of the West Indies, who 
again could trace their roots to Western nigeria.5 
location and culture also are key features in this analysis. For the expatri-
ates who were civil servants and workers in the associated service and 
educational establishments, staff quarters were often on site, (in the case 
of the railways, the Public Works department (PWd), and most residential 
high schools). culturally also for these expatriates, the anglican church, st 
saviors and the Ikoyi club formed the focal points religio-culturally. For the 
saro’s, most of whom were well educated, and running their own profes-
sions and businesses in the areas of law, raw materials export, (such as 
cocoa) or banking for example, the ebute ero (anglican) church, was their 
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religious focus, whilst their activities of moral improvement such as con-
certs and debates were held at publicly built edifices such as the glover hall. 
the Agudas, according to the research ‘canons’ were more likely to have 
come back to nigeria with practical, (as opposed to academic) creden-
tials and had the city’s catholic holy cross cathedral, close to the campos 
square area, as their focal point, and the area surrounding campos square, 
incorporating odunlami street, campbell street, Igbosere road, etc. as the 
heart of their community where the residences and business premises of 
prominent scions of their community lived, such as the aforementioned Wa-
ter house. the expatriates from the West Indies, sierra leone and other 
empire dependencies and also traders involved in managing trading outlets 
such as the uac, gb ollivant and other british companies’ nigerian hQs, 
had a more fluid, less demarcated residential area. 

Analysing spatial identity in eighteenth-century Lagos 
given this described background context to lagos, it is clear that this associa-
tion with location was critical to family and social identity in the city. however, 
whilst the early historical records might suggest there was a clear demarca-
tion or delineation of specific parts of the city to the different local identities; 
Saro, Aguda, expatriate etc, the picture it is suggested was more fluid.

Figure 1. holy cross catholic cathedral.

as with other social hierarchies, particularly those in british colonies, class 
identity and wealth often ensured that families and individuals were able to 
improve or consolidate their social status through marriage into families of 
equivalent or higher wealth, despite their initial origins.6 thus the distinction 
of extraction, i.e. between being an Aguda, or Saro, it is suggested is less 
clear, as most of these groupings had family links via inter-marriage, trading 
and religious affiliations with other identified groups7. 
When translated to architecture, the issue of attribution and origin becomes 
more complex. It is not clear that there were distinctly different construc-
tion practices in place amongst the different groupings, although stylistically 
the Saro style might be viewed differently from the Aguda-brazilian style. 
In vlach’s (1984) view, there is a clear distinction between the Saro archi-
tectural heritage, which is grounded in the importation of styles, and even 
wholesale prefabricated housing from europe. this is whilst the brazilian 
house plan layout as well as its external architectural styling he argues can 
be traced back to the construction style of ‘brazilian-Portuguese’ houses in 
bahia, where most of the Aguda population had lived before their voluntary 
repatriation. 
he suggests that the local yoruba elites from all cultural backgrounds ad-
opted and assimilated the ‘brazilian’ plan and stylisms, and this, as opposed 
to the british PWd bungalow, formed the basis for the evolution of the typi-
cal domestic house type in Western nigeria, with the storey building being a 
further adaptation on the initially imported ‘brazilian’ house style.  
since vlach’s thesis, more prominence has been given to the british bunga-
low thesis being also assimilated into local housing design and style across 
the post-empire, mainly through King’s (1984) publication, The Bungalow. 
It is suggested here that this thesis is of equal importance to our analysis 
of evolved architectural style in lagos, where there was a considerable 
amount domestic housing provided by the PWd and similar large expatri-
ate employers, whose houses did influence all lagosians. thus the purity of 
stylistic transmission to buildings in lagos, and elsewhere in emerging parts 
of urban Western nigeria needs to be interrogated. 
the main difference in plan styles is the courtyard layout (brazilian) vs the 
elongated PWd bungalow layout with the PWd remaining generally a ground 
floor or elevated ground floor dwelling, whilst the brazilian style could be one 
or even two stories high, wealth and status permitting. lifestyle and use of 
these dwellings was initially more culturally differentiated, with the Saros 
being seen to imitate closely the victorian social customs and mores of the 
europeans, whilst the Agudas were more affiliated to the local lagosian 
indigenous residential and cultural practices.8

In the late nineteenth century, when much of the brazilian architecture in 
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lagos was built , it seems unlikely that the tradesmen employed in the con-
struction of Water house, would have been exclusively Agudas. It is more 
likely that there would have been a mix of artisans, possibly with an Aguda 
master mason, who would ensure that the final edifice built was made to 
look like, the received lagos ‘brazilian’ style, but cater for the cultural lifest-
lye of the cosmopolitan lagos elite. 
certainly the most skilled craftsmen in lagos would have been able to deliver 
different stylistic interpretations to buildings. they could also have taken 
their cue from the original, institutional edifices such as the holy cross 
cathedral, also said to be brazilian style in design and construction, and 
initiated to serve the religious needs of the initial group of repatriated slaves 
from brazil, who were catholics.9 this group had successfully sued for the 
establishment of a catholic church in lagos.10 again however we cannot fully 
validate this, as the original ecclesiastical building was rebuilt in the 1930s 
under the management of an Irish Priest, which does not suggest there 
was any residual brazilian architectural influences in its rebuilt style, except 
possibly for the wooden fretwork on the main doors.11

a further complication when identifying brazilian style, is the inclusion of 
the Amaros, who were repatriates of cuban extraction, and would have 
brought with them hispanic cultural influences in style. both the Agudas 
and the Amaros, were terms used used together and interchangeably to 

Figure 2. Water house.

describe the non-Saro returnees to the lagos. stylistically then it is argued 
‘brazilian style’ might include traces of Amaro, Saro, colonial british and 
indigenous lagosian style in its compositon. existing literature suggests that 
the aguda / brazilian style shows a distinctiveness, which we can read, as 
different from any of the other styles mentioned. In the analysis of Water 
house and campos square, it is argued that the style may have had some 
unique features but can be more accurately read as a ‘metize’ configuration 
of styles and influence from lagos at the height of its nineteenth century 
cosmopolitan cultural era.

Interpreting authentic Brazilian Style 
the case study examples discussed here are; vaughan house, residence of 
the vaughan Family, near to campos square, on lagos Island. the other is 
the now demolished shitta bey Mosque, formerly on Martins street, lagos 
Island.

Vaughan house
the 29 Kakawa street residence of the vaughan Family, , was built in similar 
style, to Water house, has been extensively refurbished but demonstrates 
the mixed nature of the brazilian style construction process. the vaughan’s 
were saros, and related to the Pearse Family by marriage, also saros, but 
whose elephant house, now pulled down, was also considered a ‘brazilian 
house’ of note. 
vaughan house is stylistically rich in design, with the tracery and use of mo-
tifs, characteristic of ‘brazilian’ style architecture. there is no record of how 
the craftsmanship for the building was procured, and it is this writer’s sup-
position that given the affluence of its commissioning patron, dr vaughan, he 
could also, as his Water house colleague da rocha, have commissioned the 
best tradesmen in lagos to build his house. the u-shaped plan also suggests 
the courtyard style feature which would have been in keeping with the original 
Portuguese-brazilian style, although as an educated saro family, is likely that 
residential use would have been more formerly after a victorian fashion. 

Shitta Bey mosque
‘[the mosque] reflects the essential eclecticism that is lagos. Financed by 
a sierra leone-born merchant, designed by a brazilian, built by a nigerian, 
and opened by an englishman.’ 
located at Martins street, on lagos Island , this mosque was commis-
sioned in 1892 by the freed Muslim sierra leonean slave, Mohammed 
shitta-bey, who had made his fortune trading in the niger delta region 
of south-eastern nigeria. It was designed by the repatriated afro-brazilian 
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craftsman senor joao baptista da costa, whose braziilian influence could 
be seen in the decorations in and around the mosque. It was built on site by 
a nigerian builder, sanusi aka, and was finally opened by the then governor 
of lagos, Mr carter in 1894. now demolished, the building did symbolize 
clearly the interaction and collaboration that existed between the different 
social religious, business and ethnic groups in that era. Its use as a mosque 
followed more spanish-moorish cultural influences, possibly via the Amaro, 
than the Aguda settlers. 

Architectural fluidity analyzed 
What these two case studies show is the fluid nature of architectural con-
struction in lagos in the mid nineteenth century. Whilst the buildings and 
many more were stylistically ‘brazilian’, their ownership, provenance, and 
construction tell a different story. also the notion of what was ‘brazilian’ 
suggests that the styling developed in isolation and as a ‘pure’ version. the 
records seem otherwise. as the shitta bey Mosque case study shows, the 
myriad of actors involved in the delivery of the project.
For most of the architecture in lagos of the period, it is suggested that 
this mixing of authenticity and provenance is the norm. not factored in here 
are the other external influences that would clearly have had an effect on 
lagosian architecture of the time. the saros and british colonial administra-
tion were also involved in their own building projects at the time and would 
by association their work have had some influence on the aguda craftsmen 
involved in the construction of the iconic brazilian architecture buildings.
Furthermore who or what as authentically Aguda or ‘brazilian’ is called into 
question. Many lagosian families did marry across indigenous or associa-
tional groups, therefore the authentic purist ‘aguda’ craftsmen by the late 
nineteenth century, would have been a dying breed. Most of the craftsmen 
involved in the construction of later houses such as Water house and as 
we already know the rebuilt holy cross cathedral in lagos would have had 
little direct knowledge of the historic Aguda craftsmanship that would have 
reached its peak in the late nineteenth century. 
Instead this paper suggests that what was most distinctive about the ‘bra-
zilian’ style architectural heritage of lagos, was its variety and fluidity in 
its representation and interpretation, Whilst this did initially derive from 
the different and distinct identities of the different groupings, freed slaves, 
colonial rulers, and locals, who all brought with them, their culture and also 
their representations of the built environment, this separation became less 
distinct as african lagos society grew and intermingled relatively freely, both 
socially via marriage, and in business, dealings. It therefore argues that it 
is more accurate to talk of a lagosian-brazilian architectural style emerging 

from the legacy of workmanship and construction brought in by the original 
brazilian-repatriated craftsmen who built the foundations for the distinctive 
lagos style architecture.  
In architectural categorization and history it is important to take a critical 
but not exclusively purist attitude to architectural style. this should in turn 
encourage, researchers and historians to take a more lateral approach to 
material and information analysis, understanding that there are few specific 
categorisations of the buildings viewed, instead it is important to construct 
a broader frame from which to view lagos architecture, which should also 
pay closer attention to spatial and cross-cultural use analysis.12 even more 
important is the call to create a more accurate identity that responds to the 
fluid nature of lagos architecture and craft in the mid-1800s. 
In so doing it calls for lagosian architecture to be considered cosmopolitan 
in design and provenance, and difficult to categorise or define as being dis-
tinct of any indigenous group as the fluidity of cultural exchanges and con-
nections in the city have always ensured that the metize culture, that is able 
to appropriate from a range of sources is the norm and not the exception to 
how we should view lagos architecture, with terminologies such as Aguda 
style giving an over-simplistic view of these complex relationships, which 
contribute to the ‘style’.
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1 Aguda is a term used to identify the first 
settlement area given to these repatriated 
persons, a marshland part of lagos island 
called popo Aguda. Kunle akinsemoyin and 
alan vaughan richards, Building Lagos 
(lagos: 1977). however the Amaros who 
were cuban repatriated Yorubas, were also 
often included within this grouping. solimar 
otero, Afro Cuban Diasporas (new york: 
university of rochester Press, 2013) 71. 
the Saros, who were returnee Yorubas who 
had come back from american plantations 
were distinct from this grouping. 
2 anthony b. laotan, “lagos a history in 
Pictures,” Nigeria Magazine 69 (1961). 
anthony b. laotan, Brazilian Influence on 
Lagos, and j. brook, “touches of brazil-
ian style,” New York Times, March 26, 
1987. sunmi smart-cole, “the late ghana-
ian nigerian lawyer b.j.K. da rocha re-
membered in lagos 29th august, 2010,” 
sunmismartcole.com http://photonews.
sunmismartcole.com/2010/08/29/
the-late-ghanaiannigerian-lawyer-b-j-k-da-
rocha-remembered-in-lagos/ accessed, 
31/3/2014 
3 alister Macmillan, The Red Book of West 
Africa (london: W.h. collingridge, 1920).
4 these would include the following: akin-
semoyin and richards, Building Lagos and 
Michael echeruo, Victorian Lagos (london: 
Macmillan, 1977). see also the recent 
scholarship on West africans with trans-
atlantic connections, such as otero, Afro 
Cuban Diasporas and elisée soumonni, 
“the afro-brazilian communties of ouidah 

and lagos in the nineteenth century: a 
comparative analysis,” in jose c. curto 
and renée soulodre-laFrance (eds.), Africa 
and the Americas: Interconnections during 
the Slave Trade, (new jersey: africa World 
Press 2005), 231- 42. 
5 For more on the cuban repatriates see 
otero, Afro Cuban Diasporas.
6 Kristin Mann, Marrying Well, Marriage, 
Status, and Social Change among the Edu-
cated Elite in Colonial Lagos (cambridge 
uK: cambridge university Press, 1985)
7 john Michael vlach, “the brazilian house 
in nigeria, the emergence of a 20th cen-
tury vernacular house type,” Journal of 
American Folklore 97, 383.
8 echeruo, Victorian Lagos. Mann, Marry-
ing Well.
9 this is of particular interest, as it was 
noted that the then governor of lagos was 
so impressed by the masonary skills of 
the aguda tradesmen involved in the con-
struction of the cathedral, that he initiated 
draughtsmen training schemes for african 
Public Work department employees to go 
to london to learn the trade, thus this 
set of trained craftsmen would also have 
brought back a different set of construction 
practices and aesthetics to contribute to 
the ‘lagos-brazilian style’. laotan, “lagos a 
history in Pictures”.
10 lagos had at that point only Wesleyan, 
Presbyterian and the british colonial gov-
ernment’s affiliated cMs-anglican churches. 
allu babs Fafunwa, A History of Education in 
Nigeria (london: allen and unwin, 1974)

11 laotan believed that that the main altar 
was retained and had been carved by the fa-
mous brazilian craftsman, however during 
a visit in 2014 (image in presentation) there 
were no remains of this, although the fret 
work on the wooden doors might be traced 
back to the original workmanship. laotan, 
“lagos a history in Pictures”.
12 dell upton, Holy Things and Profane: 
Anglican Parish Churches in Colonial Vir-

ginia (cambridge Mass: MIt Press 1986); 
William j. glover, Making Lahore Mod-
ern: Constructing and Imagining a Colonial 
City, (Minneapolis: university of Minnesota 
Press, 2007), who, together with vlach, 
“the brazilian house in nigeria,” have suc-
cessfully undertaken detailed studies in the 
re-imagination of spaces in the usa and 
lahore.
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6.3.2 tectonics of Paranoia: the tropical Matshed 
System within the First Fabrication of hong Kong

chrIstoPher coWell
Columbia University, USA

abstract

emerging at the very beginning of subtropical hong Kong’s colonial devel-
opment in 1841 was a building system known as the ‘matshed’. seeming 
to arise from indigenous southern chinese construction, yet akin to rural 
Indian construction technologies, this bamboo-framed, palm-leaf-roofed, and 
woven-cane-walled entity had started life as an endlessly adaptable construc-
tion kit suited to the pragmatic needs of both the anglo-Indian military and 
anglo-chinese commerce. rapidly deployable, it transformed into almost ev-
ery building typology conceivable: from the storage of troops (the barracks), 
to the storage of cotton (the godown); and from the place of mammon (the 
market bazaar), to the place of worship (the colonial ‘mat church’). however, 
following the hong Kong Fever of 1843, more solidly constructed buildings 
were demanded as being both safer and morally respectable. the matshed, 
therefore, began to acquire a dubious character. It had become the prototype 
of paranoia: as if a progenitor of disease, criminality and conflagration. In ad-
dition, the existence of the matshed had become an anachronism: the dated 
component of a founding mythology. the physical state that urban hong Kong 
had been in a mere three years before was now viewed through the collective 
memory of european residents with some incredulity. and yet, the matshed 
stubbornly endured. this paper will trace the environmental politics of this 
early transformation and how it fed into a founding narrative utilizable on 
both sides of a community unsure of the island’s permanent viability as a brit-
ish possession. sitting chronologically between two significant architectural 
theoretical models, respectively, of neoclassicism and tectonic romanticism: 
Marc-antoine laugier’s primitive hut (Essai sur l’Architecture, 1753) and 
gottfried semper’s caribbean hut (Der Stil, 1860-63), it will also examine the 
wider discourse of contemporary debates and thoughts between europeans 
and their colonial counterparts in the tropics.

keywords

hong Kong, matshed, primitive hut, malaria, medical topography, 
tectonics

the matshed – indigenous, highly adaptable, made from bamboo, cane and 
woven-leaf – was the earliest building system used in the construction of 
colonial hong Kong. resident europeans, throughout this first decade of 
the colony’s expansion in the 1840s, saw the system as increasingly rep-
resentative of much wider debates concerning health, security and morality 
against a backdrop of shifting politics and power relations on the island. this 
paper will briefly look at the development and layers of this involvement. In 
the process the matshed went through three perceptual phases. the first, 
from 1841, framed it as rudely utilitarian, later to be romanticized and 
linked to the harsh but vigorous, entrepreneurial life of the very first set-
tlers. the second phase, from 1843, joined it to a wider politics, when, due 
to an epidemic of malaria – wherein the very nature of hong Kong’s politi-
cal existence seemed to hang in the balance – the matshed fused with the 
wider topography both metaphorically and literally. Following a reassurance 
of continued british sovereignty the third phase, from 1845 onward, saw 
the colony’s population return to health, a transformation of construction 
methods with more permanent materials and building codes, and the intro-
duction of finer european styles. hence, there developed a disdain for native 
construction, and with it, a clearer racial inscribing. It was the initial frenzied 
alliance then decoupling of european interests with the matshed system that 
allowed an unstable ‘otherness’ to play out upon this architectural system, 
partly suppressed, partly declared.
In timothy Mo’s novel, An Insular Possession, the protagonist gideon chase 
marvels at the rapid spread of dwellings on the island of hong Kong in 
1841. among the crowd of hucksters, fishermen, lascars and laundry girls 
were the white pepper-pot 

tents of the military lines... outnumbered now by the ugly mat-shed 
constructions: wooden huts some 100 feet long, with chinks in the 
walls crudely plastered in mud, or often not at all, and rude grass-weave 
roofs. they can glimpse through the crowds the men lying on their pal-
liasses inside, or smoking while they clean their accoutrements.1

Mo’s depiction of life on shore during those chaotic first months suggests 
familiarity with the diary of naval surgeon edward cree:

Mon. 19 April dined with the 18th officers. afterwards went over to 
hong Kong, where the people all living under canvas. a great influx of 
natives – all the ruffians from canton – have erected huts and shan-
ties, where are drinking booths and gambling booths and every kind 
of debauchery.2
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cree distinguished between european canvas and chinese matshed: the 
latter a concealment for immoral, native behaviour. despite this, it was the 
adaptable matshed, not the tent, which would supply european interests 
with the initial means of hastily constructing the first components of the new 
settlement by victoria harbour.3 
What were these ‘matsheds’? rapidly deployable – and known as  
(hei3 paang4, literally ‘play shed’) by the cantonese – matsheds transformed 
into almost every building type conceivable: from the storage of troops (the 
barracks), to the storage of cotton (the godown); and from the place of 
mammon (the market bazaar), to the place of worship (the colonial ‘mat 
church’). the matshed was also used as scaffold – in this case known as 

 (daap3 paang4, literally ‘build shed’) by the cantonese – a fully framed 
and roofed structure to protect enclosed construction. english clumsily 
elides these two distinctions together as ‘matshed’.
When dealing with a construction system so basic and adaptable, so trans-
posable and transportable, it becomes difficult to determine lines of gene-
alogy – a different matter than discussing the mobility of form types such 
as the bungalow or use types such as the godown or church. however, 
in the minds of contemporary europeans – despite certain adaptations by 
merchants and military – the system was considered indigenous. skeletons 
of lashed bamboo, these structures had walls of woven cane or mud, with 
window or door openings cut out. the roofs were covered in palm leaves 
locally called kwai.4 (Figure 1).
Matshed construction in locations prone to typhoons, yet with an abundance 
of surrounding granite, such as found in hong Kong can, in part, be attrib-
uted to communities without the skills or traditions of stone building. While 
the Punti and especially the hakka were reputed stonemasons on the island, 
the boat dwelling tanka and hoklo were not.5 their preferred water-based 
existence may explain why they saw no need in investing in more secure 
structures upon land. Further, this system suited the needs of early euro-
pean settlers, since the chronicle of heung-shan recounts that in 1553 
the first Portuguese to Macau, Western sailors, constructed, with local 
labour, storage matsheds on the peninsula before their merchants stealthily 
started building in stone.6 
It may be wishful to link the matshed, as encountered by european colo-
nists, too closely to contemporary Western architectural theory. neverthe-
less, certain re-evaluations and shifts in attitude at home within historicism, 
geographic and climatic determinism, and concepts of national character, 
formed part of a wider debate, contributing towards and being influenced 
by colonial experiences within tropical climates. For instance, gone were the 
static, rationalist eighteenth – and early-nineteenth-century origin stories of 

architecture. Whether it be Marc-antoine laugier’s singular primitive hut 
or Quatremère de Quincy’s tripartite sources of cave, tent and hut (with its 
new suggestion of climatic variation); a move was underway towards a more 
dynamic, positivist notion of origins as constituted in anthropological studies 
of native island tribes, and a plethora of travel literature that began to gain 
popular readership. laugier’s primitive man constructing his first cabane 
might be languid and easily receptive of nature’s training, but viollet-le-duc’s 
primitive man, in the words of joseph rykwert, had become, one hundred 
years on, ‘brutish, beastial, barely recognizable as human’.7 such a dramat-
ic shift reflected not just a new, unsentimental notion of the primitive state, 
but rather, through repeated colonial encounter, a familiarity of the primitive 
as a present and not just as an historical condition, of peoples perceived as 
being of lesser development. gottfried semper, in 1860, argued as much 
in his introduction to Der Stil connecting simple hut construction to cultural 
degeneracy, of time going backwards, writing: 

the most primitive tribes known to us do not give a picture of the 
original condition of humanity, but rather of its degeneration and im-
poverishment... their provisional tents...an be seen more correctly as 

Figure 1 a matshed barracks for ‘native’ (non-european) troops in hong Kong. Source: 
Illustrated London News, 1857.
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an image of their present alienation and homelessness than as the 
origin type of oriental architecture.8

the british, with greater exposure than the other european nations to a 
wide range of south and south-east asian peoples, underwent a similar sea 
change in attitude. seventy years before semper’s remarks, with almost 
Piranesi-ian iconoclastic delight, an architectural treatise written by the eng-
lish painter William hodges attempted to show that hindu and Mughal ‘pro-
totypes, or first models of architecture’ possessed their own historical and 
cultural validity and distinctiveness, while being in no way poorer counter-
parts to those in the Western classical tradition against a supposed master 
prototype, the greek hut.9 they were equally authentic, hodges argued, 
since they arose out of their own climate, material and social conditions.10

however, by the second quarter of the nineteenth century, as ideologies and 
strategies among the british ruling elites altered, the british began to bodily 
distance themselves from the populations they governed. suspicions of the 
unfamiliar accompanied new tropes of backwardness and degeneracy, con-
signing the vast mass of encountered natives into the category of an un-
washed lower class through their ‘impoverished’ architecture, their modes 
of dress, their physiognomy. In this light, as the matshed began to secrete 
its way into the domestic lives of early european hong Kong settlers, cer-
tain disturbing proximities arose. the danger of ‘going native’ or of placing 
tremendous hardships upon the white body became articulated fears while 
the matshed began to be read simultaneously against concerns over climate 
and the physical environment.
one of the earliest examples of travel reportage on hong Kong is entitled 
Hong Kong and the Hongkonians.11 Published between 1841-2, it contrast-
ed the living conditions of a native chinese fisherman’s family with those of 
a british regimental officer. both occupied a matted hut. but while that of 
the fisherman’s was described as simple-hearted, honest and fitting, the 
quarters of the officer was considered ill-served as even a basic means of 
shelter.12 such a european had become, in the writer’s words, Hongkonian, 
melded in some dangerous way to his surroundings, irrespective of the anti-
dotal book of shakespeare and the toothbrush resting on his corner table.13

still, for a british army accustomed to tents, and especially for the troops 
of the chusan (Zhoushan) campaign in july 1840, matsheds were already 
a considerable improvement. the white-coned tents had been a disaster. 
Pitched improperly on uneven ground, they contributed to solar exposure, 
and consequently one year after embarkation from calcutta 500 men had 
died from fever.14 
native roadside market stalls in hong Kong had been covered in simple 

palm leaves, but military residences went through required adaptation. the 
kwai were now carefully woven together against bamboo strips into board-
ing that could be positioned as operable doors and windows. other building 
types such as warehouses extended this further, using a double layering of 
boarding and even constructing internal rooms made entirely of brick for 
added security and stability.15 In addition, the matshed’s physical adaptability 
was essential in generating building structures that could quickly exploit 
the island’s irregular terrain while road construction and levelling attempted 
to catch up. For instance specially designed and privately owned matshed 
bazaars open to the street were strategically inserted where there was 
maximum growth potential – within ravines between the descending ridges 
of hills.16 
Ironically, while the army persisted for some time living in draughty matsheds, 
as did the first deputy-governor,17 the merchants quickly began to produce 
the most sturdy and permanent structures upon the island, not least as 
storage facilities. For example, the american entrepreneur charles van-
bruggen gillespie – like the wisest of the three little Pigs – soon realized 
that for security purposes, protection from arson, resistance to typhoons, 
and repeated breaches in his walls from attempted larceny, the double mat-
ted walls of his godowns in Wanchai had quickly to change to brick, and 
eventually to local granite.18 competitors vied with each other in newspaper 
advertising, describing their storage facilities as ‘extensive’ and ‘substantial’ 
as well as ‘spacious, dry and secure’,19 words soon transferred to the selling 
of domestic luxury property on the island. thus, matshed use would soon 
divide along the lines of wealth, class, and institution: that is between the 
armed forces, civilian government and european commerce. to be fair, the 
military were obliged to tread carefully: more permanent construction could 
be misconstrued as implying that the settlement of hong Kong was covertly 
to become a military garrison town, thus a dissuasion to commercial invest-
ment, particularly sensitive, since the treaty for the colony’s existence was 
anticipated shortly to be ratified between Peking and london.20

the military and their matsheds became the bellwether for malaria attacks 
upon the colony. Principally afflicting the european and south asian sepoy 
troops – constituting about ninety percent of the non-chinese population – it 
struck sporadically in 1842, and then more virulently in 1843, after which 
it was christened the ‘hongkong Fever’, since it had become, at that stage, 
so indiscriminate and widespread.21 
the West Point barracks was the first to be struck. lying to the extreme 
west of the city, these matshed-type structures, raised on brick bases, were 
arranged on the terraces of abandoned paddy fields. theories abounded 
as to the source of the fevers. First, blame was placed upon the land it-
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self. Poorly drained, uncultivated terrain was thought to harbour dangerous 
gases, marsh miasma, which crept out at dawn and dusk to assail those 
unfortunate enough to be exposed. but, as the city rebuilt itself in the fol-
lowing couple of years, residents began to reflect upon the materials of the 
buildings themselves. Medical topography was now allied with architectural 
scrutiny; context and construction were read together for the first time 
by the medical establishment.22 Where previously, disarticulated notions 
of climate, height and general location were thought as principal factors of 
malaria, now a wider yet more precise assemblage of parts were placed un-
der observation. at last the island was considered tectonically, as a discreet 
articulation of components needing to work properly together if good health 
was to be maintained: that is, concerns with height, orientation, dryness 
and ventilation of the site upon which would be placed substantial, well-
shaded and voluminous enclosures. the matshed represented in its parts a 
microcosm, indeed an allegory, of this wider tectonic paranoia. 
two technologies that aided this new scrutiny were first, the introduction of 
contour lines on military maps to designate height with scientific precision, 
from 1845 onwards. the second was the building boom, now with properties 
constructed entirely of brick and/or granite. and just as semper was soon 
to dissect the carrib hut as a means of explaining his four elements of archi-
tecture: of (clay) hearth, (stone) mound, (woven textile) wall and (timber) roof, 
so too the matshed constituted the paranoid tectonics of ‘enclosure’ with its 
woven wall in relation to the island’s granite mound, raised or sunk into the 
malarial morass of a waterlogged or ill-ventilated granite terrain.23

the year following the fever, while one senior government official insisted to 
a worried colonial office in Whitehall that the island possessed an irredeem-
able pathology, its broken granite surface ‘decayed... rotten... putrescent,’24 
West Point, now abandoned, revealed its secret. as the boards were lifted 
from the platforms in preparation for the barracks’ removal it was found that 
‘the floors were totally rotten, and beneath them a quantity of water was 
lodged’.25 this account was recalled in 1846, the healthiest year to date. 
West Point’s lingering importance was that it, together with the matshed 
system, would serve as the ideal anti-model in almost all respects of how 
not to build in hong Kong, whereby all of its essential, experienced detri-
ments of dampness, poor ventilation and ground-hugging cramped-ness was 
reversed and keenly focused upon by developers and landlords with their 
fixations on airflow, volume, dryness and position.26

disease was now one of three interconnecting prongs of attack by european 
authorities upon the beleaguered matshed. the second was its perceived 
susceptibility to fire (including fears of arson by chinese spies), which led 
naturally to the third criticism, the harbouring of chinese criminals, and the 

concealment of immoral acts. this third perception, of course, was always 
latent in the minds of the authorities. 
these prongs finally connected during the annual ball celebrating Queen 
victoria’s birthday on 24 May 1845, when a massive matshed enclosing 
the military hospital under construction at the admiralty docks caught fire. 
all the carpentry was destroyed. notwithstanding their vulnerability, such 
matsheds had been hailed by one royal engineer on the works as ‘speci-
mens of chinese ingenuity in scaffolding’, whereby he noted ‘when they are 
about to build a house in hong Kong, they put up a shed of the length, 
breadth & height of the house before they do anything else’.27 the royal 
engineers were so fascinated by this practice that they produced a study of 
it in their Professional Papers. (Figure 2). In a rare gesture Major aldrich 
and lieut. collinson’s study demonstrated a sincere interest in and admira-
tion for local construction and craftsmanship.28 this was significant since, 
apart from the comprador system, it could be said that the building industry 
contained the most sustained set of forced relations between the chinese 
community and the british in the colony. 
despite several fires, the government and military continued to support the 
building of such flammable matshed scaffold enclosures and, hypocritically, 
those despised matshed barracks for non-european troops. yet, sufficient 

Figure 2 e. aldrich & t.b. collinson, ‘Mat covering sheds’ used to construct the ordnance 
buildings. Source: Professional Papers of the Royal Engineers 10 (1849), Plate 5.
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reasons were now given to remove those other matshed structures entirely 
within the native districts.29 a notice was published in september 1845 de-
claring that, due to frequent fires, police would now forcibly remove any ‘mat 
sheds or grass buildings of any description’ still standing after 1 october.30 
after the notice’s release raids were made by police upon chinese areas. 
under this logic, the activities these remaining structures contained had to 
be illicit since their envelope was now illegal. It seemed that the worst the 
police uncovered were gambling establishments, all promptly closed down 
and their proprietors and customers arrested.31 the matshed’s mere exis-
tence was justification enough for such random, warrant-less forays each 
and every time a crime elsewhere was committed.32

Matshed dwellings for europeans had transformed back into entirely native 
objects becoming, once more, foreign and suspicious. by 1844 the local 
press felt sufficient historical distance to be able to romantically reminisce 
upon the early hardship of William caine, hong Kong’s elder statesman 
and chief Magistrate, having been ‘cast, as it were, on the side of a bar-
ren mountain, with literally nothing but a mat hut to shield him from the 
weather... [and] without architect or engineer, a suitable jail, court-house, 
&c., rose under his indefatigable industry and auspices’.33 like the primitive 
hut in architectural theory, the matshed had been comfortably relegated to 
that of a founding, heroic myth, while simultaneously, its continued physical 
presence posed a hindrance to modern Western progress and civil order, 
particularly when those architects and engineers that had been lacking were 
now making up for lost time.
Fear of malaria linked to matsheds persisted throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury as hong Kong expanded its territory north into Kowloon and beyond, 
with the requirement of speedily constructed accommodation for members 
of the colonial civil service placed within local chinese populations.34 this 
ever-adaptable system haunted such expansion and stubbornly endured. 
yet, in a fin-de-siècle act of ironic reversal the matshed was salvaged by 
swiss bacteriologist alexandre yersin, discover in hong Kong of the bubonic 
plague bacterium in 1894. against medical advise, ‘he built a laboratory for 
himself close to the Plague hospital, and... so earnest was he that along-
side the laboratory he put up a mat-shed dwelling, so that he might not 
waste time going to a fro to his work’.35 hovering slightly above the uneven 
ground, housing both yersin’s bedroom and a home laboratory, it command-
ed strange nobility. Its temporariness and bespoke purpose suggested both 
clinical newness and functional clarity. and while the nearby brick hovels of 
the chinese western part of the city were found diseased and subsequently 
torn down, the matshed stood aloof and detached, renewed and redeemed, 
at least for one more brief, mythic moment.
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abstract

substituting climatic theories of difference, a conception that was com-
mon to the eighteenth century, with biological propositions – an approach 
advanced in the nineteenth century by victorian theorists of race – aided 
britain’s territorial interests in tropical India1 (harrison 1999). breaking the 
association between racial distinctiveness and climate and identifying differ-
ence and superiority with biological attributes effectively negated questions 
relating to the viability of white settlement within the world’s tropical regions. 
Parallel strategies, as evans (2007) and anderson (2002) have argued, 
were also evident within early twentieth-century australia. here a ‘series of 
influential scientific and medical writers boosted a vision of virile whites de-
feating the sickness and neurasthenia in the tropics.’ Previously positioned 
as a ‘hot bed of disease,’ tropical australia now became the ‘staging ground’ 
for a ‘higher type’ of white australian – a distinctive ‘tropical type […] a new 
race, bred of sun and soil’2 (evans 2007: 173-5). the aim of this paper is 
to consider the strategies developed in the first half of the twentieth century 
that permitted the acclimatisation of the white man and his architecture 
to tropical australia. a particular focus will be the correlation between an 
emerging discourse on a tropical architecture in northern australia and the 
writings of anton breinl, rapheal cilento and jack elkington, directors of the 
australian Institute of tropical Medicine. demonstrating the Institute’s inter-
est in theories of racial segregation and eugenics in addition to preventative 
medicine and hygiene (anderson 2002), the paper suggests these writings 
offer an alternative “rationale” for the tropical architecture of twentieth-
century australia revealing a logic which extends beyond the instrumental 
concerns of comfort and amelioration to consider more broadly theories of 
race, culture, politics and place. 

keywords

tropical, subtropical, neurasthenia, fatigue, climate, post-war
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While the attention of the world has been directed with incredulity 
and amazement upon small colonies of europeans striving to obtain a 
footing in brazil and Peru, rhodesia, german south-West africa and 
other localities, thousands of australians have been living in identical 
latitudes unaware that by doing so they were controverting the old-
established, generalised dictum that the white man cannot persist 
under tropical conditions.3

In 1944, the german émigré architect Karl langer (1903-69), in a short 
pamphlet titled Subtropical Housing, argued for the necessity of housing 
that was responsive to the social and climatic conditions of subtropical and 
tropical Queensland. central to langer’s thesis was the rejection of the 
domestic architecture he confronted when first arriving in brisbane in the 
early 1940s; multiple variants of the timber cottage, with single skinned 
walls, highset and elevated on stumps, surround by screened verandahs 
and roofed in corrugated iron. suggesting the Queensland house failed cli-
matically on multiple fronts, the focus of langer’s critique settled on the 
‘fatigue’ of the Queensland housewife. 4 this idea, I will argue, links langer’s 
thesis to a long running debate within Queensland concerned with the de-
generative effects of tropical and subtropical climates and the ability of the 
‘white man’ and ‘women’ to acclimatise to such contexts.5 While langer’s 
contribution to the debate on climatic architecture within australia has long 
been recognised, the debt of his ideas to the above discourse, and its impli-
cations, has yet to be considered

white man in the tropics

In White Man and the Tropics (1925), the medical practitioner and public 
servant, raphael (ray) cilento (1893-1985) put forward an argument for 
continuing european settlement in australia’s tropical north. ‘to the great 
majority of the inhabitants of temperate climates,’ cilento noted, the tropics 
conjured: 

visions of sweltering mangrove flats, the haunts of the crocodile; or 
rank and steaming forests that exhale the musky odour of decaying 
vegetation and conceal within their leafy depths ‘miasmic’ swamps; 
of deadly snakes and of the skulking savage with his poisoned spear. 
they have heard travellers tales of the mildew that lays it damp hand 
on paper, cloth, or leather, and brands it with its blue-green scurf; 
of the ravenous swarms of white ants; and the dense clouds of dis-
ease-bearing mosquitoes that blacken the skies at sunset. returning 

settlers wrecked by alcoholism, but labelled by a kindly practitioner 
as ‘tropical neurasthenia,’ justify their collapse to their sympathising 
friends by tales of enervating heat that drains the energies and saps 
mental vigour.6

seeking to debunk such negative tales of tropical enervation and mental de-
cline cilento pointed to australia which had the ‘distinction of having bred up’ 
over the course of seventy years ‘a large, resident, pure-blooded white popu-
lation under tropical conditions’; approximately ‘103,000 along the eastern 
coast of Queensland alone.’7 collectively, this community, ‘some of them the 
second and third generation,’ represented for cilento the largest popula-
tion of white europeans settled in any part of the tropical world. offering a 
living and ‘unconscious experiment’ in acclimatisation, the interest of this 
community lay in its success and specifically the absence of any evidence 
of degeneration or racial decline. Families within the region, cilento wrote, 
show no ‘disability from climate’. ‘nor is the fertility of the women lessened’ 
or ‘the children in any sense handicapped.’ the product of large families, the 
physical ability, stature, weight and mental reactions of the children all com-
pared favourably, cilento concluded, with those born in temperate climates.8

the success of white settlement within australia’s northern tropics could 
be attribute, cilento suggested, to two factors. the first was the ‘relative 
absence of tropical diseases and… [a] resident native race.’9 While cilento 
failed to elaborate on this point in any detail in this early publication, his later 
writings indicate that he associated the former with the latter and viewed 
the success of the european within the north (and australia more generally) 
as being dependent on its segregation from any indigenous populations.10 
this absence in turn generated the second condition for the white man’s 
success in the australian tropics; the necessity to undertake ‘every occupa-
tion, from the work of the labourer to the highest intellectual pursuits.’11

the one feature in common with all these colonies where success 
is recorded is that the residents worked, and worked hard, and it is 
probable, that, far from being an impossibility for the white man, work 
is the factor which will render it ultimately possible for him to adapt 
himself entirely to his new environment.12 

the interest of cilento’s thesis lies in its adherence to the idea that the 
gradual adaptation and acclimatisation of the european body to the northern 
tropics had generated a new racial type. ‘the [white] race is in a transition 
stage and it is very apparent that there is being evolved precisely what one 
would hope for, namely, a distinctive tropical type, adapted to life in the tropi-
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cal environment in which it is set.’13 he identified the outcome this process 
of transformation as the ‘north Queenslander,’ a viable example of a ‘tropical 
born [white] australian.’ 14 

It is useful to compare cilento’s thesis with hardy Wilson’s (1881-1955) 
contemporary account of the tropical problem.15 In The Dawn of Civilisa-
tion (1929), the architect and author, like cilento before him, asserted the 
superiority of the white man over his native counterpart when placed within 
the context of the australian tropics.16 While the ‘white [man]’ in australia 
‘was harassed by the heat,’ he was in Wilson’s opinion ‘the more vigorous 
type’ due to his cooler climatic origins, one which had ‘enabled him to im-
prove the energy of [his] species.’17 yet, while the native of such regions 
was enervated by a tropical climate, this did not, in Wilson’s opinion, result 
in ‘physical’ or biological inferiority. rather it simply limited the ability of such 
groups to ‘perform those tasks by which a nation maintains itself.’ removed 
from this context, such capacity would be quickly restored.18 likewise, the 
long-term occupation of the world’s warmer climes by people originating 
from cooler latitudes would quickly eliminate any advantage that this group 
initially held. ‘In the long run’, and over a number of generations, ‘the white, 
would reach the same level’ of tropical enervation and decline.19 suggesting 
that the differences that distinguished ‘the races of mankind were slight,’ 
Wilson’s promoted a theory of race that was clearly biased but also fluid 
and malleable, and which allowed for both improvement and degeneration 
for all races.20 depending on the climatic context all ‘men’ could be vigorous 
or enervated, primitive or civilised. For this reason alone – the inability of the 
european settler to avoid the inevitable decline that had historically been as-
sociated with the tropics – Wilson did not support the long-term settlement 
of australia’s northern tropics by white communities. 
cilento replaces the sliding scale of improvement and degeneration sug-
gested by Wilson by one of biological difference and fixed racial distinctions. 
the gradual development of the tropical australian was for cilento ‘one of 
natural selection.’21 there is no doubt, he claimed, that, ‘both mentally and 
physically, certain people are better adapted to a life in the tropics than 
other people of the same stock and strain.’22 While the european male had 
thrived in the context of northern Queensland, resulting in a new racial type, 
others, cilento suggested, had not. the ‘resident native race’ or aboriginal 
peoples, for example, were largely ‘absent’ within cilento’s scheme.23 While 
this absence appears to have been essential to cilento’s solution to the 
tropical problem – in that it minimised the european’s exposure to tropical 
diseases – the fate of australia’s native races within his thesis remains un-
clear. some insight is perhaps found in cilento’s discussion of Pearl’s ‘vital 

index’, a mathematical measure used to ascertain the supposed healthiness 
of any race, and its application to the population of the ‘american negro’. It 
would be difficult, cilento argued: 

to find a more complete and critical demonstration than that furnished 
by these indices of the fact that the negro is biologically a less-fitted 
animal in the american environment physically, socially, and generally 
than the white. under conditions as they are, nature, by the slow 
dreadfully sure process of biological evolution, is apparently solving the 
negro problem in the united states in a manner which when finished 
will be like all of nature’s solutions, final, complete and absolutely de-
finitive.24 

Identified by Pearl and cilento as biologically distinct from the white man – who 
had racially adapted to his new climatic context – the american negro (and 
presumably australian aboriginal) was deemed by the author as remaining 
susceptible to the degenerative influences of his climatic context. 
cilento expressed a similar concern for the white women of Queensland. two 
factors, the author suggested, could limit the capacity of the white woman to 
acclimatise to her tropical and subtropical context: a sedentary life in which 
every form of exercise was avoided; or, at the other end of the scale, fatigue 
caused by excessive levels of physical labour. neurasthenia continued to oc-
cur in women who otherwise ‘pass the borders of physical resiliency’ when 
they were exposed to ‘unjustifiable labour, day in day out, in grossly hot, ill 
ventilated, and ill built kitchens.’25

draft report on tropical housinG

In 1943, many of the ideas explored by cilento in his 1925 text were revis-
ited in a draft ‘report on tropical housing’ submitted to the director of the 
bureau of Industry. the report was prepared by a committee which included 
cilento, then director-general of health in the department of health and 
home affairs, douglas h.K. lee, Professor of Physiology at the university of 
Queensland, e.j. a. Weller, Queensland architect and President of the Insti-
tute of australian architects, and robert. P. cummings, Professor of archi-
tecture at the university of Queensland. 26 the report considered the quality 
of housing in australia’s tropics and concluded that existing models were 
‘working strongly against the physical and mental well-being and efficiency 
of [the] people.’27 a widespread ‘lack of… modern features which improve 
home-life… labour saving devices, refrigeration, attractive and efficient kitch-
ens, improved ventilation, and social amenities of various kinds’ had col-
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lectively contributed to a lack of ‘household pride’ and ‘fostered discontent, 
poor morale and neurasthenia’ throughout tropical australia.28 suggesting 
the tropical house should work to ‘improve’ its residents the committee rec-
ommended the future development of guidelines and designs suited to the 
various climates of Queensland.29 
recalling cilento’s concern for the women of the tropical north the commit-
tee ‘fatigue’ and its prevention, particularly to the housewife, as the most im-
portant item to be addressed. all the items learnt in the control of industrial 
fatigue’ should, the report suggested, ‘be applied to the home wherever pos-
sible.’ ‘labour-saving devices, organisation of work in continuous sequence, 
adequate lighting, accessibility of materials, freedom from insects, attrac-
tiveness and variety of outlook’ were all to play a part in this process.30 

subtropical housinG 
In langer’s 1944 pamphlet Subtropical Housing the problem of fatigue is 
once again identified as the primary consideration of the architect interested 
in the development of housing type suited to the climatic conditions of south-
east Queensland.31 noting, like cilento before him, that the Queensland 
climate imposed an added strain upon the ‘white housewife’ – in ‘no other 
part of the world does [she] work under such strenuous conditions’ – a 
problem that was aggravated in Queensland by the lack of domestic help, 
langer recommended that the rooms of the Queensland house be reduced 
in number and that the layout and decoration of these spaces be simplified. 
‘When there are children in the home the kitchen should [also] be placed 
so as to overlook their play area.’ the removal of unnecessary rooms and 
rationalisation of the plan would, langer suggested, reduce the number of 
steps taken by the housewife over the course of her day. ‘running a house 
a women walks a mile a day,’ the architect observed.32 
central to langer’s plan was the simplification of the kitchen. reduced in 
size and well serviced with modern appliances, everything was now within 
the immediate reach of the housewife. the elimination of stairs – ‘the equiva-
lent of a corridor a hundred feet long’ – and the second storey also lighten 
the white housewife’s load. For the same reason, langer suggested, it was 
also undesirable to build house on high stumps,’ a practice that was not only 
common in Queensland but climatically expected.33 
langer demonstrated the application of such ideas in the designs that ac-
companied Subtropical Housing. In Plates, 1, 2 (Figure 1), 4 and 5, the 
living areas are gathered into one open-plan space in which kitchen, dining 
and living seamlessly merge. the kitchen in each is significantly reduced in 
size and carefully planned to include cooker, refrigerator and other modern 

appliances. Plates 1, 2 (Figure 1) and 4 have outdoor areas dedicated to 
children’s play and these are fully visible from the kitchen. When no play area 
for children is included, as in Plate 3 (Figure 1), the location of the kitchen is 
more flexible. each scheme is also modest in scale and built directly on the 
ground. When the human figure is represented, they are portrayed (both 
male and female) as relaxing in the indoor or outdoor living areas, often with 
a cup of tea or having a barbecue. some even sunbake or lounge by the 
pool. a sole reference to work – a quality all important to cilento’s thesis of 
tropical acclimatisation – is made in the form of a single rather muscular 
male figure (the new tropical australian male perhaps) who in plates 4 and 5 
enthusiastically mows the lawn. the fatigued housewife, previously exposed 
to unreasonable levels of labour – a condition that limited her capacity to 
acclimatise to a tropical or subtropical climate – is now replaced, through 
effective planning and design, by one that is relaxed, comfortable and in 
control both of her household and the climate she lives in. langer’s plates 
are significantly dated 1943, the same year cilento and lee circulated their 
draft report. a recommendation made by the report was the preparation 
by the committee of designs for houses and fittings suitable to the various 

Figure 1. Plate 2 and 3 Karl langer, subtropical housing (1944)
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climates of Queensland.34 It is easy to imagine that langer’s drawings were 
prepared with this idea in mind. 
Motivating the redesign of the Queensland house, the discourse on fatigue 
also informed langer’s conception of the ideal neighbourhood. noting that 
is it not uncommon to see women ‘carrying their shopping long distances 
in prams and boxes on wheels,’ a condition which again contributed to the 
problem of fatigue, langer pointed to effective town planning as a solution. 
‘the shopping centre should never be more than ten minutes walk from any 
house. the same applies to such amenities as the primary school, kinder-
garten, health-care centre, library, church, recreation and sports ground, 
hall and bus stop’.35

drawing the readers attention to Plate 8, a ‘schematic lay-out for a com-
munity of approx. 2000 with Walking distances Max.10 Mins,’ langer 
mapped out the key requirements of such a community. ‘as can be seen, 
the shopping centre, elementary school, kindergarten, swimming pool, play-
grounds, library, healthcare centre and bus stop [all of which form the core 
of langer’s scheme] can be… reached in no more than ten minutes without 
crossing any road used by vehicles. such an arrangement is only possible if 
the above facilities are decentralised and each community supplied with its 
own.’36 the advantage of such a scheme, langer suggested was threefold. 
First, it minimised the amount of walking the Queensland housewife would 
have to undertake in the completion of her daily duties, and thus limit any 
additional contribution to her workload. second, it would minimise a reliance 
on the car within the Queensland state, a circumstance that would not only 
increase the value of individual neighbourhoods but also open up spaces 
within these communities for recreation and sport.37 Finally in reducing the 
workload and thus fatigue of the state’s housewives, it would also ensure 
the white women within Queensland, and the community in general, didn’t 
revert to a sedentary lifestyle; a condition identified by cilento as hindering 
the evolution of the white settler into successful tropical australians. an ap-
propriate level of activity could be maintained langer suggested, by ready 
access to recreational facilities, both communal and private.  

the ordinary house with its front garden and backyard does not pro-
vide suitable outdoor recreation within the allotment. nor do most 
cities and towns provide, within reasonable walking distance, such 
recreational facilities as play areas, swimming pools, picnic areas, 
sport-grounds, nor any place in fact, where people can walk freely and 
undisturbed by traffic. so the poor citizen has to buy a car in which to 
take his family to a tree-shaded creek or to the seaside. Why not give 
the citizen his tree and lawn, his swimming pool, and his walk, all within 

easy distance of his front door? It is obvious that the cost per head of 
supply all these amenities to a community would be considerably less 
than the cost of upkeep of a car.38 

the central location of recreational facilities was an idea that motivated a 
number of town planning schemes prepared by langer’s for regional (includ-
ing tropical) Queensland. his plan for Mackay (1945), a regional centre 
969 km north of brisbane, divided the city into six neighbourhood clusters, 
each containing a central green space for recreation (Figure 2). these were 
inturn interconnected by a series of additional green spaces and collectively 
grouped around a civic centre consisting of a library, a museum, administra-
tive offices, open-air theatre and public-square. Integrated into the scheme 
were a swimming pool and sports fields. Kindergartens and shops were all 
placed within walking distance of the residential precinct and efforts were 
made to enhance pedestrian access. vehicular traffic was fully excluded 
from the centre city39. 
on a smaller scale, a parallel interest in recreation and outdoor living 
emerged in langer’s designs for individual houses. ‘Whatever means we 
devise for cooling and ventilating our rooms,’ langer observed, ‘we find it is 

Figure 2. Karl langer, Mackay city Plan looking east, 1945. Source: Mackay regional 
council, historical Mackay city Planning schemes.
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far more refreshing under a shady tree in the open air.’ 40

sand pits, open air showers, fireplaces, pools, seats, hedges for privacy, 
shady trees, vegetable gardens and open lawns all feature within langer’s 
suggested designs.41 the citizen is literally given his ‘own tree and lawn, his 
swimming pool, and his walk, all within easy distance of his front door.’42 
the open plan house, efficient and labour saving kitchen, minimal footprint 
and introduction of outdoor living are features of the modern house that 
have long been explained in terms of changing social structures, the demise 
of the servant, material shortages, new technologies and increased recre-
ational time. langer’s attachment of these features with the sub-tropical 
house to the discourse on fatigue suggests, however an alternative reading. 
defined by the writings of cilento and the authors of the draft ‘report on 
subtropical housing,’ the idea of fatigue locked into debates surrounding 
tropical acclimatisation and degeneration. centred on the housewife and a 
continuing anxiety regarding her susceptibility to tropical neurasthenia, one 
the white male had successfully avoided through work and exercise, efficient 
designs that streamlined her management of the house and the number of 
miles she walked each day were encouraged. seeking also to avoid of an 
over sedentary life, an equal emphasis was given to neighbourhood plan-
ning, the placement of essential services within ten minutes of the home 
and a focus on recreational spaces and sporting facilities. acknowledging 
the motives that informed the fatigue debate demonstrates the climatic 
basis of such design features within langer’s subtropical house and later 
town plans. Moving beyond the physical concerns of comfort and salubrity, 
they also reveal a continuing anxiety regarding the [white] settlement of 
Queensland, the process of degeneration implied, and the desire to sidestep 
such concerns through effective design.
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6.3.4 health, hygiene and Sanitation in Colonial India

IaIn jacKson
Liverpool University, UK

abstract

using guidebooks, pamphlets and government reports this paper will inves-
tigate british notions of health, sanitation and hygiene in India with respect 
to city infrastructure and housing, focusing on the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. nearly all colonial planning, housing and large infra-
structure projects were concerned, if not obsessed, with providing ‘clean’ 
and ‘healthy’ solutions for their european residents. of course, notions of 
cleanliness are far from fixed or absolute. Whilst scientists and the medical 
profession looked for cures to the many diseases and ailments that afflicted 
the european populations in the tropics, running in parallel was a belief that 
the built fabric and wider city planning also had a significant impact on the 
health of its visitors and occupants. It is this kinship that tropical architec-
ture and tropical medicine share that I want to investigate. Moving beyond 
the mere separation of local and european dwellings, what other tangible 
attempts were made to improve sanitation, hygiene and health? the annual 
public health and sanitation reports for all the major cities and provinces of 
India provide an acute picture of the correlation between disease, sanitation 
and city infrastructure. Is there any connection with the outbreak of disease, 
perceptions of filth and attempts to prevent such an occurrence? In addition 
to the citywide governmental approach what of the domestic arrangement 
and small-scale adjustments to residences? What practical tips and advice 
were dispensed to those about to embark to India from britain and how were 
british notions of domesticity tempered to suit the Indian conditions? again, 
within publications devoted to health a chapter is frequently included on “the 
house”. It is through these two extremes of scale that this paper hopes to 
contribute to the historicizing of the tropical architecture canon and to ex-
plore the connection between health and architecture in the tropics.

Keywords
India, Calcutta, sanitation, hygiene, planning, health
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the relationship between architecture and climate, health and comfort has 
long been intertwined, especially in terms of colonial architecture and plan-
ning in the tropics.1 notions of ‘hygiene’ and ‘sanitation’ emerged in the nine-
teenth century as a means of making ‘decay less rapid, life more vigorous, 
and death more remote,’2 with the built environment seen as a key arena 
for improving the inhabitants health and productivity.3

the hygiene officer and sanitation inspector were charged with improv-
ing living conditions, and their outlooks, perceptions and decisions had 
major consequences for development in tropical cities where death rates 
far exceeded those of temperate climes and the fear of disease haunted 
the visitor. In addition, their reports provide a glimpse into how the local 
populations were viewed. copious amounts of general advice was offered 
to europeans about to embark to the colonies in pamphlets, books and 
lectures, offering tips on how to survive in the tropics and India in par-
ticular, which is the focus of this paper. there is a predictable amount of 
abhorrence found in these publications, as well as considerable affection 
for India. the range of topics covered was diverse but most offered a stan-
dard approach of advising on suitable clothing (underwear to be changed 
at least one per day in the tropics, and the midriff to be kept covered to 
avoid chills), diet (bananas to be eaten only in moderation), bathing (tepid 
baths at least once per day), working arrangements (excessive work to be 
avoided), medication, servants, schooling and domestic arrangements – a 
vast array of literature whereby every facet of life was viewed through a 
lens of health, well-being and comfort.4 the sheer quantity of information 
prevents an indepth discussion of this material, instead the focus here will 
be on the civil sanitation endeavors in calcutta focusing mainly on the late 
nineteenth century.
the earliest depictions relay the opulence, opportunity and splendor of the 
town – these renderings were perhaps, in part, a desire of the east India 
company (eIc) to portray a successful endeavor in the east, and to bolster 
investors’ confidence. William Wood’s engravings of the 1740s are but 
one example of calcutta viewed from the leafy banks of garden reach, 
looking out onto the country estates with Palladian villas and subtle hints 
of the east portrayed through servants sat under exotic looking fauna. It 
is only in the 1780s that thomas daniels shows something of an urban 
settlement, the east portrayed through parasols and modes of transporta-
tion. at the same time William hodges noted,

the line of buildings surrounding two sides of the esplanade of the fort 
is magnificent; and it adds greatly to the superb appearance, that the 
houses are detached from each other, and insulated in a great space. 

the buildings are all on a large scale, from the necessity of having a 
free circulation of air, in a climate the heat of which is extreme5 

the general consensus is positive, but a lack of ‘coherence’ gave rise to 
critiques, such as that of jemima Kindersley, an early female british travel 
writer, who found calcutta in 1768, ‘as awkward a place as can be con-
ceived, and so irregular that it looks as if all the houses had been thrown 
up in the air, and fallen down again by accident’.6 although her disposition 
found the town unsightly, there is no mention of its infrastructure, sanita-
tion, or lack of, despite a lottery being formed in 1797 to raise revenue for 
‘cleansing and beautifying the city.7 captain r. jump ventured into the north-
ern parts of the town in 1837 and produced some early depictions of the 
non-european districts8; showing rather grim scenes of poverty and decay 
when compared to the romanticized views of affluent calcutta, and giving 
some clue that there was another facet to the settlement. clearly there was 
concern over that part of calcutta as lieutenant h. abercrombie proposed 
‘opening up of streets in the north part of the town’, predominantly occupied 
by Indian residents, to create larger north-south orientated thoroughfares. 
the plan remained unexecuted, not least because it was impossible to de-
termine ownership of the land and far too complex to negotiate purchasing 
it. by 1836, it was proudly noted that 170 miles of roads had been laid in 
the town, a pumping station had been constructed and unfiltered river wa-
ter pumped in conduits along the roads and ‘open drains were improved.’9 
james baillie Fraser had depicted the open drains in 1819, a simple chan-
nel system that proved ineffective due to the rather flat terrain liable to col-
lect mud ‘several inches in depth, which, being mixed with the excrements 
of herds of horses and cattle occasion an emission of the most offensive 
effluvia...’10 although the drainage, dirt, and miasmic theories were consid-
ered problematic to all races, europeans were considered in grave danger, 
with children most at risk. despite this by 1844 reports were produced to 
the contrary,

there is a vague impression abroad that the climate of India is ex-
tremely fatal to european child-life. Paradoxical though it may appear, 
it may be stated that such a belief is at once true and untrue; the mor-
tality has been enormously in excess of that which prevails in europe, 
and it may be lower than, or as low as, that of europe11

soldiers children could ‘thrive, if anything, better than in england,’12 but 
should they become sick then death was highly likely. Further observations 
were made in 1844 with reference to the living conditions; 



6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
tI

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
t I

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

1134 1135

In the more filthy localities [of calcutta] the actual death rate is but 
slightly in excess of that of the cleaner places; and the proportion of 
deaths among the various races is maintained without variation in all 
localities; proving that the terrible result is really due to the domestic 
treatment of the infants, and not primarily or principally to dirt13 

an argument if true, would render attempts at improving sanitation as futile 
and having little effect on health and mortality rates, perhaps excusing the 
eIc’s lack of action. the duality of the eIc as being ‘subjects’ in one country 
and ‘sovereign’ in another was not lost on the uK Parliament and the eIc 
was able to use its ambiguous position to its advantage. With the lotter-
ies abolished in 1836 public sanitation projects ceased, and after almost 
twenty years of no investment,14 a pamphlet published in 1853 revealed 
how rather ‘creative accounting’ was used to disguise expenditure on, 

canals, embankments, and roads and bridges – and what on civil and 
political buildings which are not conducive to the increased prosperity 
and welfare of our Indian population15 

In 1854 a petition was raised in the uK parliament on behalf of the ‘trade 
association and Inhabitants of calcutta’ who claimed it was, ‘worse lighted, 
paved, drained, and cleansed, than any fifth or sixth-rate town in england’. It 
was delivered by the earl of albemarle16 who described calcutta as, 

the most un-healthy of the great towns in India. bilious affections, 
dysentery, remittent fevers, and malaria, were the common diseases 
of the place, and as old as its oldest inhabitants; but calcutta was 
subject to a more fatal epidemic, which … was distinctly traceable to 
british exactions and british neglect… 17

he was referring to cholera, and that the only remedy was ‘a well-constitut-
ed municipal body’.18  the earl witnessed the first cholera epidemics in India 
and considered it a british disease induced from being ‘too busy draining 
the country of its resources to find time to remove the causes of disease, 
misery, and death, from the capital of our eastern empire.19

It was a severe critique raised in the house of lords, and he wasn’t a lone 
british voice in his concern over the Indian territories. equally, the british gov-
ernment had a major interest in the company and could have forced it to act. 
It was the significant military mortality rates that provoked the most anxiety 
and eventually action, but prior to the 1863 commission20 there were some 
attempts at improving the city’s sanitation. government departments were 

created in the 1850s, the beginning of a bureaucratic system split into sev-
eral branches with distinct expertise, including a Public Works department 
in 1854.21 the sewerage system was a priority designed by municipal engi-
neer William clarke in 1857.22 using the tidal river to flush the sewers away 
from the river to Palmer’s bridge Pumping station, the sewerage is then 
lifted 3m by means of a shones pneumatic ejector machine to a high-level 
sewer where it falls out to the salt lakes.23 although the residents of cal-
cutta complained of the want of drainage, they didn’t want to finance its in-
stallation through taxation. Many of the complainants already had their own 
water supply and were satisfied with the ‘sweepers’ removing their sewage; 
a method known as the ‘conservancy system’ whereby human waste was 
collected daily in buckets and removed by hand to another part of the city. 
clark however, wanted his system to cover all of calcutta and noted that,

It has been urged that it will be impossible to carry these smaller 
pipe sewers into the northern part of the city, where the lanes are so 
narrow and tortuous. to this I can only offer my judgement and experi-
ence: I am of the opinion that they can be…24

he described such an area, ‘exclusively inhabited by a native population’ 
which had been provided with sewers, but his example was in the south of 
the city.25 the sewer plan shows that in the north only four main sewer lines 
were initially built and the conservancy system would have to continue. 
In 1864 a sanitary commission was formed in each of the three Presiden-
cies to consider both military and civil health, sanitary improvements of 
barracks and hospitals, as well as bazaars, ‘native towns’ and perhaps most 
importantly to, 

exercise a constant oversight on the sanitary condition of the popula-
tion, european and native; to report on the prevalence, causes, and 
means of preventing sickness and disease26 

 ‘constant oversight’ was an appropriate phrase, as every aspect of city life 
was carefully studied and recorded. It was also at this time that the language 
used to describe the ‘Indian quarters’ decidedly changed and was overt it 
is criticism. despite the scientific agenda of the commission it frequently 
resorted to extreme rhetoric in describing the northern (a pseudonym for 
Indian) parts of the town. the President of the commission stated that, 

In the filthiest quarters of the filthiest towns that he had ever seen in 
other parts of India or in other countries, he had never seen anything 
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to be compared with the filthiness of calcutta, and that this was true, 
not only of the parts of the city inhabited by the poorer classes, but of 
the quarters filled with the houses of the richest and most influential 
portion of the native community27 

although this was a clear commentary on the Indian populous, and inti-
mated that regardless of their wealth or class, all Indian’s lived in the same 
conditions, he went on to declare, ‘the state of the capital of british India, 
one of the greatest and wealthiest cities in the world to be a scandal and a 
disgrace to a civilized government.’28

the sanitation commissioners were able to occupy a middle ground; they 
could criticize the general conditions of the town and also the government, 
and seemed to hold both parties in equal contempt. It is also important to 
put the commissioner’s comment into context with other cities, for example 
Friedrich engel’s description of Manchester was very similar and used the 
same lexicon. Indeed, the Indian cities were directly compared to uK cit-
ies and ratable values, area, population size and sanitation costs were all 
mapped. the Indian cities and those in the uK provinces were being directly 
compared to each other using the same rubrics. It was possible to use 
these statistics to demonstrate that Indian cities were in fact better funded 
than those in the uK.
the sanitary report was the start of an annual publication that collated the 
extensive statistics on death rates, disease, theories on health, and updates 
on military and civil works. as the quote above also demonstrates, it also 
offered a platform to ask questions, pass comment and challenge the ad-
ministration. 
Where clark’s sewers had not yet reached it was noted that ‘one hundred 
urinals are in course of construction in the principal thoroughfares.’ 29 a 
variety of designs and solutions were proposed and discussed in various 
publications. the location of these conveniences directly affected how the 
city was used and organized and the conservancy system continued with 
ever more attention paid to its operations. average daily excreta weights 
were calculated using prisoners’ samples and then compared to uK data; 
bucket designs were produced and the number of houses a sweeper could 
service carefully calculated and costed. other activities such as slaughter-
houses, tanning of hides and manufacturing were also regulated and moved 
away from residential areas. a slow cataloguing and systematic appraisal 
of the city and its inhabitants was taking place, removing, eradicating and 
organizing activities rendered injurious to health or simply contrary to the 
colonizers’ vision. 

In the second report, the plight of sailors in calcutta was discussed detail-
ing the ‘distress and destitution of many of this class’ many of whom were 
discharged in port with no means of returning to britain. there was a white 
‘underclass’ present in the city, occupying what chattopadhyay has identi-
fied as the overlapping geographies of so-called black and white towns.30 
the report, predictably, sought for more data and statistics, ‘regarding 
the mortality of the sailors and the necessity for a better supervision of the 
boarding houses and liquor shops.31 tilt labeled this group the ‘poor whites’, 
and stated that,

the english cannot get on in India unless they be well off… I would fein 
suggest that if the Indian government consider them past redemption, 
it might at least rescue their children from ruin, by bringing them up 
in some training ship…32 

For this group to feature in various reports and books suggests that it was 
not just lone sailors or absconders, but substantial groups and families. 
Where did they live and how did they survive? Were their living conditions 
any different from the Indian populations?
james cuningham was a particularly outspoken and prominent member 
of the commission, serving as secretary and chair of hygiene at calcutta 
Medical school in 1866,33 he arranged the collation of data to produce 
extensive statistics, sticking to a belief in general sanitation and cleanliness 
over recent bacterial theories. birth and causes of death were gathered, 
along with the geographical locations of disease cross-referenced to chol-
era outbreaks, which were mapped and featured at the start of each annual 
report.  he noted that,

It is only by a careful observation of the history and progress of this 
mysterious disease… that we can ever hope to ascertain within any 
accuracy the circumstances under which it is generated, the condi-
tions which are favourable and even necessary for its spread, and the 
precautionary measures which are requisite to arrest its progress34

although ‘improvements’ continued, streets widened, water filtered and back-
to-back properties demolished, the death rates did not always fall. cuning-
ham stubbornly disregarded the latest studies on cholera being water borne, 
costing many lives in bengal.35 Instead, fresh air was regarded as the ‘first 
requisite’ and the remedy was to widen streets and demolish housing wher-
ever necessary.36 It was an approach that continued well into the 1880s 
when William simpson37 became health officer; his rhetoric and criticism of 
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the administration far exceeding that of cuningham. he too used statistics 
and maps to plot disease, shifting to a macro scale that attempted to show 
each and every outbreak of cholera in the city on one map, and colour-coding 
blocks to reveal outbreaks at different periods. these maps informed where 
he would conduct further studies, and picking out Machooa bazaar he rec-
ommended, ‘nothing short of a wide street at least 90 feet wide through 
this frightful locality sweeping away the existing dens and then rebuilding with 
some attention to order and regularity’.38 he conducted studies into specific 
cholera cases, mapping the housing and movements of the residents onto 
large-scale plans showing wells, drains and tanks [reservoirs]. although he 
found the overcrowding and lack of ventilation a major concern it was also 
the gradual replacement of huts with brickbuilt houses that compounded the 
problem of introducing sewers and adding to the expense of demolition com-
pensation. he wanted ‘commissioners to have full powers over the regulation 
of buildings, also the direction and width of streets’ based on a ‘model plan of 
the city’.39 houses should be adapted to the streets and sewers and not the 
other way round, and whereas the administration had treated entire districts 
as an entity, he wanted attention paid to every single hut construction and for 
each design to conform to regulations on access, ventilation, drainage and 
street plan.40 the building heights were not to exceed the street widths, and 
simpson even recommended using abercrombie’s plan that had remained 
dormant for over 50 years. Instead of carting garbage out of the city he 
used it to fill in the tanks but these sites were then quickly occupied by new 
residents further compounding the problems. Furthermore, with the water 
tanks being removed and the new filtered water system unable to meet de-
mand, the residents were forced to drink from shallower polluted tanks, or 
‘compelled to fetch most of their water from the river…’41 
once the water supply had been improved and standposts increased (simp-
son recommended 4-5000 new standposts in 1886) cholera was largely 
contained and the city only had plague to contend with. 
We have seen how the Indian city was viewed primarily in terms of hygiene 
and health, and was developed according to the sanitary commissioner’s 
data and beliefs. the overlapping territories of the white underclass and the 
Indians residing in the southern part of the city need further investigation.  
Furthermore, the colonial cities were directly compared to uK provincial cit-
ies and both were considered primarily as commodities and analyzed using 
the same criteria, suggesting they were not viewed as distinct. the legacy of 
these reports was the creation of building regulations and set standards for 
street widths, water supplies and sewers that although flawed and lacking 
were only delivered as a result of the credible, contemporary critique of the 
administration that the sanitation officers were able to give. 
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6.3.5 Climate, disaster, Shelter: architecture, 
humanitarianism, and the Problem of the tropics

anooradha Iyer sIddIQI
New York University, USA

abstract

this paper presents a little-studied history of exchange between architec-
tural practice and humanitarian intervention, predicated upon a technology 
and rhetoric around climate formulated between actors in europe and the 
tropical zones in the second half of the twentieth century. Materially, human-
itarian activity during and after the cold War left a vast global footprint, with 
planned spaces and designed artifacts responding to tropical environments 
at local levels. rhetorically, an abstracted notion of climate masked interna-
tional development agendas inherent in this activity, embedding them within 
an architectural discourse around environmental disaster in the tropics that 
contributed to broad anxieties of the period. culturally, congregations from 
the early 1950s to the present in the legacy of “tropical architecture” con-
sistently directed a professional architectural gaze upon issues of hygiene 
and biopolitics in the global south, providing urgent claims for a discipline 
flirting with postmodernism. these constructions will be examined in three 
episodes, beginning in the 1990s with an international workshop convened 
by the united nations high commissioner for refugees to study cold climate 
architecture, moving to research endeavors by academic, private sector, 
and united nations actors in the 1970s in tropical sites, and finally, study-
ing delays, perversions, and other descendant practices and discourses in 
twenty-first- century camps for ‘climate refugees’. drawing evidence from 
archival and oral history research in geneva, nairobi, oxford, and along the 
border of somalia, this paper traces events, genealogies and a wide net-
work of figures through hard and soft architectural exchange. It examines 
the configuration of a space around the empirical and conceptual problem of 
tropical climate as translated through the european problem of humanitar-
ian intervention. 
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6.4 lost (and Found) in translation:  
the Many Faces of Brutalism

SESSION CHAIR: 
rÉjean legault
Université du Québec à Montréal, Canada

ever since the publication of reyner banham’s famous 1955 essay The 
New Brutalism, the idea that a modern building could display a ‘brutalist’ 
expression has flourished internationally. notwithstanding the many possible 
origins of this design approach – the usual suspect being le corbusier’s 
béton brut at Marseille’s unité d’habitation – it was banham who launched 
this memorable phrase. during the following decades, words like brutalist 
and brutalism have been freely employed by critics and historians alike to de-
scribe diverse architectural works realized between the mid1950s and the 
mid-1970s. From his british standpoint, banham wrote as a propagandist 
assisting the birth of an architectural movement. yet by the early 1970s, 
american historians – among others – were struggling to qualify buildings 
that had often received a lukewarm reception, not least because of the 
negative connotation associated with adjectives like brutal and brutality.
From banham’s ‘new brutalism’ to the historian’s brutalism, something was 
unquestionably lost in translation. however, as in all translations, something 
new was also created. It is this process of transference that forms the 
focus of this session. For if brutalism has been widely accepted as the key 
notion to characterize a certain genre of work produced during the post-
war period, the way this idea – and this expression – have penetrated into 
most national architectural cultures is still in need of closer examination. 
though banham himself touched upon the international dissemination of 
brutalism in his 1966 survey, this issue has not yet been thoroughly investi-
gated. When and how did the notion of brutalism enter (or reenter) French 
architectural culture? When and how did it enter other countries in conti-
nental europe, the Middle east, south america, australia? Was the original 
brutalist impetus acculturated within specific national or regional building 

traditions? What are we to make of the substantial differences in terms 
of planning, spatiality, and materiality between works that have been confi-
dently enshrined as brutalist, like vittoriano vigano’s Istituto Marchiondi in 
Italy (1954-8) and Paul rudolph’s Art & Architecture Building in the United 
States (1959-63)?
I seek papers that explore the penetration, adaptation, acculturation or 
reconceptualization of brutalism within various national contexts. contribu-
tions may address this topic from a broad perspective or through the study 
of specific buildings, architects, writers or publications. While the session 
aims to concentrate on the investigation of particular national situations, 
papers that study the translation from one context to another are also 
welcome.
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6.4.1 When Communism Meets Brutalism: the aua’s 
Critique of Production

vanessa grossMan
Princeton University, USA

abstract

In his 1966 book The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? reyner banham 
famously articulated previous ideas and tied the rise of ‘new brutalism’ in 
england with communism, but as a reaction against it. new brutalism was 
for him a counter ‘attitude and program’ that certain architects deployed to 
the ‘pre-Khrushchev anglo-Zhdanov line’ fostered by british officials, a revival 
that The Architectural Review dignified as new humanism. nevertheless, 
if the native-tenets of british ‘new brutalism’ moved away from the pictur-
esque and from communism altogether, that was not the case for their 
counterparts on the other side of the english channel.
this paper examines the self-proclaimed néobrutaliste attitude of atelier 
d’urbanisme et d’architecture (aua) from a different context, wherein French 
communist-affiliated architects and fellow travellers were stigmatized vis-à-vis 
the country’s major architectural commissions. the aua was founded in the 
bourgeoning Trente Glorieuses as a forerunner interdisciplinary cooperative 
gathering architects, engineers, sociologists, urban planners and decorators. 
not all of aua’s members were communists, but from 1960 to its dissolution 
in 1985, they established a symbiotic relationship with communist elected 
officials who welcomed new cultural practices and architectural experimenta-
tion. Working predominantly in the outskirts of Paris, the housing schemes 
and social facilities they collectively conceived were soaked with the societal 
universe of working-class towns and partisan intellectual impregnations: the 
textures of nineteenth-century brick-factories and cinderblocks combined 
through brechtian techniques of montage.
Much like le corbusier’s ethos in Marseille’s Unité, the aua promoted ‘high 
quality architecture for programs that were poor in means (by contamination 
[we] impoverished wealthier programs)’ according to Paul chemetov. despite 
their pioneer critique of mass production, they pursued the ‘re-humanization’ 
of béton brut and prefabrication methods when both started to be condemned 
in France. aua’s search for a workerist aesthetics allied with technological 
rationality had strong implications in the architectural form.

6.4.2 gravitas and optimism: the Paradox of Brutalism 
in Skopje

MIrjana loZanovsKa
Deakin University, Australia

abstract

brutalism came to skopje after the 1963 earthquake via a hybrid set of 
trajectories. the atmosphere was characterised by a paradox between the 
tragedy of the disaster and the international political optimism promoted 
by the united nations (un) and yugoslavia’s leading role in the non aligned 
Movement (naM). Kenzo tange’s winning master plan for skopje resulted 
in a reinvention of the city manifested in prominent structures including the 
telecommunications building (1972-81) by janko Konstantinov; the cam-
pus of ss. cyril and Methodius university (1974) by Marko Mušić; the na-
tional hydraulic Institute (1972) by Krsto todorovski; and the bank complex 
(1970) by r. lalovik and o. Papeš. Massive, raw structures have produced 
a monumental and enduring presence and have inspired skopje’s title as 
‘brutalist capital of the world.’ 
gravitas is associated with the weight and seriousness of destruction, and 
in this paper, the reference of the paradox between gravitas and optimism 
is to japanese Metabolism. For tange and Kisho Kurokawa, the devastated 
post-war condition was integral to their philosophy that robust structures 
provided the ‘vital force of the masses’ that a city needed to reinvent itself. In 
order to develop a complex historical trajectory of brutalist architecture, the 
paper will look in particular to the work of georgi Konstantinovski. yugoslavia 
had established international student exchange programmes and the young 
Konstantinovski was accepted in the Master programme at yale university. 
his architectural imagination was stirred by the mentoring of Paul rudolph 
and serge chermayeff. two buildings realized by Konstantinovski after his 
return – the skopje archive building (1966) and the goce delcev student 
dormitory (1969) – have been influential and have stood the test of time. 
What were Konstantinovski’s architectural inspirations and fantasies? While 
marginalised in the architectural debates, these two buildings challenge the 
historian to be more cautious about their location within existing narratives. 
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6.4.3 Bringing it all home: australia’s Embrace of 
‘Brutalism’ 1955-75

PhIlIP goad
The University of Melbourne, Australia 

abstract

In july 1967, australian architect and critic robin boyd wrote in The Archi-
tectural Review of “the sad end of new brutalism”. It was, simultaneously, 
a cutting critique and resounding endorsement of reyner banham’s The 
New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? (1966). by the mid-1970s, australia 
might have boasted that it had answered both parts of banham’s question 
in the affirmative. but the emergence in australia in the late 1950s of what 
came to be known as brutalism in architecture was complex and across a 
vast continent, regionally split. this was due partly to australia’s geographic 
isolation and longstanding commonwealth ties, partly to the postwar arrival 
of british and european émigré architects already steeped in modernist 
critique, partly to boyd’s reflections on brutalism in his buildings and writ-
ings, especially Kenzo Tange (1962) and New Directions in Japanese Archi-
tecture (1968), and partly due to long-standing professional traditions of 
working in england and the americas, made especially influential by shared 
experiences gained by cohorts of young australian architects working in 
specific architectural offices and their subsequent return. the london office 
of chamberlin Powell & bon in london and the toronto office of expatri-
ate australian architect john andrews, for example, were key loci for im-
mersion in particular aspects of an emergent brutalism. the translation of 
these experiences to australia was complicated by changed circumstances 
‘at home:’ a concomitant embrace of the indigenous australian landscape; 
the dramatic expansion of existing universities and the creation of new ones; 
and a government sponsored program of monumental public buildings in 
canberra, the nation’s capital, that would see that city become, by the late 
1970s, a showpiece of brutalist architecture, but of a distinctly antipodean 
strain.

keywords

Brutalism, australian architecture, modernism, reyner Banham, 
robin Boyd, Japan

new brutalism – the importance of definition

In july 1967, Melbourne architect robin boyd wrote in The Architectural 
Review (AR) of ‘the sad end of new brutalism’.1 It was, simultaneously, a 
cutting critique and resounding endorsement of reyner banham’s The New 
Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic? (1966).2 For more than twelve years, boyd 
had been closely following the trajectory of banham’s precise definition of 
new brutalism since his december 1955 AR article of eponymous title,3 
especially since boyd himself had, through the auspices of AR, inserted his 
own ‘ism’  – a ‘new eclecticism’ – between new empiricism and new brutal-
ism in 1951.4 banham’s 1955 definition is important because it colours 
the understanding of the reception and, often misapplied, codification of 
the term ‘brutalism’ in australia. banham defined new brutalism directly 
through the work of alison and Peter smithson as:

1, Memorability as an Image; 2, clear exhibition of structure; and 3, 
valuation of Materials ‘as found.’ remembering that an Image is what 
affects the emotions, that structure, in its fullest sense, is the relation-
ship of parts, and that materials ‘as found’ are raw materials…5

the key point is the first and the one, which has been largely omitted in most 
accounts of the international spread of so-called ‘brutalism’. these, by and 
large, emphasise, almost exclusively, the latter two points. banham’s idea 
of ‘Image’ derives from his discussion of topology – the study of shapes and 
spaces that are preserved through deformation according to forces such as 
connectedness, continuity and boundary - as a direct counter, anti-art and 
anti-architectural, to the formalism and Platonic geometries discussed by 
rudolph Wittkower,6 which had received great attention in the late 1940s, 
most notably by the smithsons themselves in their hunstanton school 
(1950-4). banham points rather to the importance of the smithsons’ afor-
mal, anti-geometric competition entry for extensions to sheffield university 
(1953), as being the most accurate example of the ‘new brutalism’.7 given 
this focussed explanation, it is appropriate to consider, for the purposes of 
this paper, the two terms ‘new brutalism’ and ‘brutalism’ as different, and 
admit that australian understanding of the distinction was dependent on 
individual experience and context.
robin boyd was fully aware of the distinction. In Architectural Forum, july 
1959, he included vittoriano vigano’s Istituto Marchiondi outside Milan as 
one of his ‘six different interpretations of “beauty”’, describing it as ‘brutalist’, 
predating its publication in AR in May 1961, and its inclusion in banham’s 
1966 book.8 In 1960, in his poignantly titled book, The Australian Ugliness, 
boyd recounted banham’s 1955 definition, and argued for its significance 
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as being ‘the first consistent assault on the classical conception of beauty’, 
but despaired over its ‘catch-phrase name’.9 of new brutalism in austra-
lia, boyd remarked that it had not yet appeared and that: ‘the coarse, 
crude anti-Featurism of the brutalists was too much even for architectural 
students in the land of the Featurists.’10 For boyd, never really as ‘bloody-
minded’ as the smithsons,11 new brutalism was instead a counter to his 
long-held concerns over an australian tendency to emulate the contempo-
rary american search for beauty, especially in commercial architecture and 
the non-pedigreed sphere of the australian suburban home. 
boyd completed two of australia’s earliest new brutalist buildings: his own 
house at south yarra, victoria (1957-9) and the black dolphin Motel, Mer-
imbula, new south Wales (1958-60). With its section of sweeping catenary 
roof and enclosed courtyard across a sloping site, the boyd house had the 
memorable image, direct expression of structure, and ‘as found’ materials: 
off-sawn timbers, untreated pine ceiling boards, and recycled brick floor. 
the black dolphin Motel was a refutation of american commercialism: a 
relaxed siting of linear blocks amongst australian eucalypts, with a palette 
of exposed local bricks, repetitive modular window infill panels, and peeled 
timber logs as columns to verandahs and covered walkways: a low-tech, ‘as 
found’ language – a grounded version of the smithsons’ elevated walkways 
at sheffield.12

the well-trodden path to enGland

boyd was unusual in australia for his appreciation of the nuances of new 
brutalism and his preparedness to explore these ideas in text, a measure of 
his sophisticated and long engagement with international discourse. by con-
trast, most australian architects were not unworldly but instead focussed 
directly on design and building, combining formative professional experienc-
es with architectural travel. one of the most enduring conduits of gaining 
experience was the habit of work and sometimes further education in great 
britain.13 
From the early 1950s until the mid-1960s, many young australian archi-
tects worked across a network of british offices like the architects co-
Partnership and denys lasdun, but most often within the london county 
council (lcc)14 and chamberlin Powell & bon.15 on returning home, these 
architects translated their office and travel experiences to an australian set-
ting. In sydney, this was realized in an unassuming ‘as found’ architecture of 
clinker bricks (deliberately chosen for their surface imperfection hence indi-
viduality), skillion roofs clad with terra cotta tiles, and stained timber struc-
ture and trim and seen in houses, schools and university buildings by firms 

like ancher, Mortlock, Murray & Woolley and individuals like Ian McKay, 
Philip cox, don gazzard and Peter johnson, as well as a host of architects 
within the new south Wales (nsW) government architect’s branch, one of 
the main beneficiaries of the english work experience.16 all shared interests 
in contemporary british, Italian and scandinavian architecture, especially 
the work of alvar aalto and heikki and Kaija siren, encouraged by lcc hous-
ing division head hj Whitfield lewis.17 Interestingly, while le corbusier’s 
work was well known, its influence in australia was almost non-existent, and 
if detectable, was almost always translated via british interpretations by the 
likes of lasdun, stirling and others.  
this domestic idiom was not conspicuously new brutalist. It was also not 
limited to sydney and could be found across australia in houses by john 
White (Perth), john chappel (adelaide), john reid and graeme gunn (both 
in Melbourne), and in the affordable brace of houses produced by proj-
ect house builders, Pettit and sevitt (sydney) and Merchant builders (Mel-
bourne) from 1965. If these houses echoed those of john voelcker, richard 
llewelyn-davies and john Weeks, and howell Killick Partridge & amis, the 
reality was an aesthetic sensibility borne of reaction to the typical product of 
the australian suburb rather than any sense of strident polemic. 
an architect who directly translated the smithsons’ ideas to an australian 
setting was tony Moore (1925-72). a student at london’s architectural 
association in 1953 he returned to sydney shortly afterward but remained 
fully committed to exploring the smithsons’ ideas.18 In 1959, he completed 
his own house in north sydney: a local interpretation of the smithsons’ 
sugden house (1956).19 different from the prevailing tendency to spread 
across the contours of sydney’s harbour-side landscapes, the Moore house 
was compact, vertical, gable-roofed, and designed around an open stairwell. 
jennifer taylor described house’s qualities:

the utterly convincing aspect of the house is its fundamental nature… 
no excuse is made for materials that are as basic and inexpensive as 
possible, building errors, and detailing that can only be described as 
crude. exposed pipes and wiring, industrial gas heaters and a heat-
ing stove with its outer case removed to expose the ‘true’ functional 
component, exist without apology. Its principal virtue is the lack of 
sophistication – a statement of the man’s convictions.20

earlier in 1957, using Social Structure and Personality in a City, a unesco-
funded study of patterns of australian family life,21 Moore devised a ‘cluster’ 
of hexagonal row houses each with an interior plan of biomorphic shaped 
walls and courtyard.22 Inspired by the smithsons’ ‘house of the Future’ 
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(1956),23 Moore combined their patio and pavilion concept with the hon-
eycomb plans of backström & reinius’s gröndal apartments, stockholm 
(1947), hoping to revive local interest in ‘row housing without the monotony 
of rows’ with a potentially infinite collection of polygons that would reorder 
the typical suburban subdivision.24  
Moore’s interest in the morphology of the inner suburbs of australian cities 
was not unique. the two-storey nineteenth-century terrace house, whose 
design was dictated by a generic language of party walls and rooms of 
generic size, was coming under increasing scrutiny as an alternative to sub-
urban living. reyner banham, visiting australia in 1962, remarked on its de-
sign and climatic potential as a typology worthy of investigation.25 significant 
examples include houses by david saunders in Parkville, Melbourne (1962) 
(visited by banham in 1962 and declared as ‘but this is not an australian 
house’),26 john railton in spring hill, brisbane (1963),27 dickson & Platten 
in north adelaide (1964),28 and judith and john brine in st vincent’s Place, 
albert Park (1967).29 again, while the language of ‘as found’ materials and 
clearly expressed structure was present, the experiences were particular: 
saunders had travelled to britain on a nuffield Fellowship specifically to study 
terrace housing; judith brine had studied under saunders at the university 
of Melbourne and so had railton; dickson had worked for Mangiarotti and 
Morasutti in Milan, then Fry, drew, drake & lasdun in london. all these 
houses could be described as ‘brutalist’ rather than ‘new brutalist’, and all 
were part of a general move locally away from australian preoccupations 
with the detached suburban house. 

the émiGré architect

there were other reasons for a so-called ‘brutalist’ language appearing 
across australia. Émigré architects like Maurice hurst, bernard joyce, bill 
nankivell, jeffrey howlett and Peter Partridge brought english sensibilities 
through their initial training at places like the hammersmith school of arts 
and crafts and london’s architectural association or work experiences 
in london, though these sensibilities were never completely consistent. 
howlett & bailey’s beatty Park Pool kiosk and residence (1962) in Perth, for 
example, was more indebted to united states-influenced Miesian modern-
ism. arguably more interesting, inventive and a challenge to the label ‘brutal-
ism’ was the presence of european émigré architects, who’d been arriving 
in australia since the late 1940s. Many deployed an aesthetic language 
of unadorned materials (invariably off-form concrete), figurative elements, 
and expressive structure. Italian émigré architects enrico taglietti (educat-
ed at the Politecnico di Milano) and ermin smrekar (educated in trieste) 

brought an expressive organic, Wrightian-influenced language of modern 
architecture promoted by bruno Zevi.30 taglietti’s libraries in dickson, can-
berra (1967-9) and st Kilda, victoria (1970-2), for example, had beton brut 
walls coupled with expressive roof forms and accentuated, ground-hugging 
massing. viennese émigré harry seidler was a long-time devotee of Marcel 
breuer, and his beton brut work owes much to that of his former employer. 
Polish-born and british-educated antoni solarski’s (1920-1975) design for 
hawkins & sands’ st lawrence’s church, dalkeith (1957) reflected his inter-
est in the mid-1950s work of Italian architect gino valle,31 while dutchman 
dirk bolt’s christ college, hobart in tasmania (1959-60) and long beach 
bathing Pavilion, sandy bay (1962) used off-form concrete, concrete block 
and sculptural bas reliefs, moving closer to banham’s more precise defini-
tion of brutalism. the topographically sensitive but materially direct forms 
of christ college drew an extreme reaction from local commentator Peter 
dermoudy in 1962, who wrote:

uncohesive, obvious, even characterless, but somehow tasManIan 
I hate this building for being a big, cold, concrete bastard, but I would 
also like to be friends with it.32

the presence of these european émigré architects and their work further 
complicates the already diffuse label of ‘brutalism’ in australia, bringing its 
use as a term into serious question. their work undercut the austerity of 
british influence, instead bringing to 1960s australian architecture, a ma-
terial richness, sculptural variety and expressionism it otherwise had not 
possessed. 

australia looks to japan

as if to complicate matters further, there was another diffusing influence, 
but much closer to australian shores. by the late 1950s, young australian 
architects like neville gruzman were travelling to japan, inspired by books 
such as Architectural Beauty of Japan (1955), or the new japanese em-
bassy in canberra, or by the organized tour run by the university of Mel-
bourne.33 bernard joyce, for example, accompanied the 1961 tour, and 
on his return was involved in designing bogle & banfield’s total house, Mel-
bourne (1962-5), which closely echoed Kiyonori Kikutake’s shimane Prefec-
tural Museum, Matsue, japan (1959).34 local interest in japan was given 
international validation with robin boyd’s well-received monographs, Kenzo 
Tange in 1962 and New Directions in Japanese Architecture in 1968.35 
these books from australia’s leading critic, his journal articles, his japa-
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nese-influenced houses, his Menzies college at la trobe university (1967-
70), and a series of unbuilt residential projects, gave elegance, shibui and a 
new sense of self-confidence to australian architecture. the Plumbers and 
gasfitters union headquarters, Melbourne (1969) by graeme gunn, who 
had worked for boyd, struck a common note with the vigorous language of 
1960s japanese architecture and australia’s prominent presence at expo 
70 in osaka meant that japan had become a regionally relevant benchmark 
for contemporary australian architecture.36 

the school and the university

the combined effect of travel, émigré influence, and regional example on an 
australian ‘brutalism’ find would its most enduring expression in buildings 
for education, a field, which boomed at the end of the 1950s with height-
ened demand for places at secondary schools and universities. the hale 
school Memorial hall, Perth, Western australia (1961), designed by tony 
brand in association with Marshall clifton, was a heroic framed structure 
with boarded off-form concrete walls and sculptural relief, the forerunner 
of similar buildings in Western australia that would find their apogees in rj 
‘gus’ Ferguson’s university of Western australia faculty buildings from 1967 
and brand’s south city beach change rooms (1970).37 In Melbourne, Kevin 
borland teamed up with daryl jackson, who’d worked for chamberlin Pow-
ell & bon and Paul rudolph in new haven, to produce the harold holt 
swimming centre (1967-9) in concrete block, off-form concrete and indus-
trial glazing, celebrating structure and circulation with sculptural ramp and 
chamfered forms in plan and section. simultaneously, jackson designed 
for lauriston girls school (1965-8), a three-storey mixed use block around 
a ‘special studies court’, creating an ‘urban’ or ‘city’ square with spatial 
connections resembling streets or lanes, the first of a series of significant 
brutalist school buildings that jackson designed with evan Walker between 
1965 and 1979.38 
as in great britain and canada, so too was there dramatic expansion of 
australia’s tertiary education sector from the early 1960s. completely new 
universities were established in outer suburban, semi-rural or bush settings. 
the 1960s bequeathed brutalism to every campus, despite differing ages, 
sites and urban character. two buildings at the university of Queensland 
best satisfy banham’s call for imageability through topology. james birrell’s 
zig-zagging union college (1963-74) and his agriculture and entomology 
building (1966-9) with its hinge-like crank in plan, precast concrete hoods 
and ugly yellow and over-burnt reject clinker brick walls are arguably austra-
lia’s most original and homegrown ‘new brutalist’ examples.39 elsewhere, 

the almost universal embrace of a language that celebrated honest con-
struction, places of community and pedestrian connectivity coincided with 
a resurgent interest in indigenous australian flora that was actively encour-
aged within the nsW government architect’s branch. the university of 
newcastle, Macquarie university, griffith university and further education 
campuses benefitted from the involvement of landscape architects like rich-
ard clough, alan cole and bruce McKenzie.40 but no university could outdo 
the bravado of university of technology sydney’s high-rise slab of 32 floors 
(1969-79), the tallest educational building in the country with its expressed 
horizontals and an interior of Piranesi-like concrete stairs, voids and cof-
fered ceilings.

canberra: brutalism’s indian summer

While the australian tertiary education sector expanded rapidly in the 
1960s, the institutional embrace of brutalism also took hold in the nation’s 
capital, canberra. by 1964 the city had gained prim monuments like the 
russell offices and the national library of australia. but in july 1968, things 
changed. the winning competition entry for a new australian national gallery 
by sydney architects edwards, Madigan, torzillo & Partners was a brutalist, 
landscape sensitive design. robin boyd was one of the assessors. While the 
project took more than a decade to come to fruition, the die was cast for an 
aesthetic sea change in canberra. that same year, john overall refreshed 
the capital’s design review committee (national capital Planning committee), 
adding boyd and Professor gordon stephenson. From his first meeting in 
january 1968, boyd had significant impact. he and stephenson updated 
the aesthetic principles for any new building in canberra’s central area: 
all new buildings should be white (later amended to white or near white), 
copper for visible roofs or landscaped roof terraces, and a structural/ex-
pressive module.41 these guidelines determined the general appearance of 
all later buildings in canberra’s central area, including daryl jackson evan 
Walker’s canberra school of Music (1970-2), harry seidler’s trade group 
offices (1970-4), edwards, Madigan, torzillo & briggs’ high court of austra-
lia (1973-80), and the eventual building of the national gallery of australia 
(1971-81). all fell under the descriptive mantle of ‘brutalism’. 
1968 was also important because overall went to canada and invited aus-
tralian expatriate john andrews, architect of scarborough college, Miami 
Passenger terminal and harvard’s gund hall, to design a 4000-person gov-
ernment office complex in the canberra satellite suburb of belconnen.42 this 
project, a vast seven-winged, concrete portal frame megastructure with 
indigenous-themed landscaped courtyards and completed by 1977, was the 
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first in a spate of brutalist office complexes in canberra.43 It was also the 
project, which brought john andrews home to australia in 1969, and ef-
fectively launched another chapter in his already stellar international career. 
If new delhi represented an Indian summer for classicism courtesy of edwin 
lutyens and herbert baker, canberra was the setting for brutalism’s Indian 
summer, only receiving its marching orders in 1980 with australia’s new 
Parliament house by Mitchell giurgola thorp, due in part – ironically - to 
john andrews being on the competition jury. If boyd announced internation-
ally in 1967, the ‘sad end’ of new brutalism, he had, by contrast, in large 
part engineered within his own country its ongoing life but in another guise: 
as a state-sanctioned style. given the recent destruction and overt govern-
ment intervention encouraging the demolition of many of these buildings 
in australia, brutalism’s ‘catch-phrase name’, however, would ultimately be 
unhelpful to an idiom of multiple strands, an idiom which had been a key 
partner in the rediscovery of the australian landscape, a key factor in the 
rediscovery of the australian city, and in the construction of its educational 
institutions, and a key indicator of the complex interaction of travel, experi-
ence, migration and mobility of ‘bringing it all home’ that characterized aus-
tralian practice in the three decades following World War II. 
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6.4.4 african Ethic, Brutalist aesthetic: Vieira da Costa 
in huambo

ana tostões
Universidade Técnica de Lisboa,  
Portugal
MargarIda QuIntã
Instituto Superior Técnico, Portugal – École Polytechnique Fédérale de  
Lausanne, Switzerland

abstract

In 1970, vieira da costa designed a veterinary academic hospital in huam-
bo, a city located on the angolan central plateau. the building was commis-
sioned by the Portuguese government, which, at that time, still ruled the an-
golan territory. a decade earlier, the year 1960 marked the independence 
of 17 african countries and the beginning of rebellion towards independence 
in angola. the Portuguese dictatorship’s ultimate effort to maintain its pow-
er over the colony was control by military force and the fostering of inland 
development in several fields. Paradoxically, the architecture developed in 
the country escaped the repressive control of the regime and expressed 
the changing values of angolan society. the beginning of a new historical 
path could be detected in african architecture from 1945, as pointed out 
by the german art historian udo Kultermann (1963, 1969, 2000). his 
writings on Post-War african architecture focused on the search for a new 
ethic in african architecture, whose aim was to encompass the original link 
between ancient tradition and innovation. Kultermann’s vision goes beyond 
the buildings’ adaptability to climate and envisions a wider cultural scope 
to the foundation of a new african modernity. reyner banham’s “the new 
brutalism” (1955), The New Brutalism: ethic or aesthetic? (1966) and 
The Architecture of the Well Tempered Environment (1969) will guide the 
presentation in order to frame the author’s view in the evolving character 
of Modern Movement’s formalism. vieira da costa’s brutal building in wild 
central angola embodies the changing nature of Modern african architec-
ture. by describing the spatial and tectonic nature of the huambo academic 
veterinary hospital, this paper tries to identify the overlaps between brutal-
ism and africanism in da costa’s design. It argues that brutalist expression 
embodies a developing angolan modernity, as a process of returning to 
african fundamentals.

6.4.5 hard Cases: Bricks and Bruts from north to 
South

ruth verde ZeIn
Universidade Presbiteriana Mackenzie, Brazil

abstract

a polemical term with fuzzy borders, brutalism has been employed to de-
scribe a wide variety of buildings designed between 1945 and 1975, with 
works employing diverse construction materials (brick, concrete, steel), 
responding to varied situations (from the domestic to the monumental), 
benefiting from different technologies, appearing across many geographical 
contexts, and exhibiting peculiar local traits. It is extremely complicated to 
pinpoint its precise definition, but there is definitely a pervading mood that 
connects the so-called brutalist buildings: a certain fondness for exploring 
the plastic expression of structural solutions and materials, which has often 
been interpreted as a desire to express a ‘moral and material truth.’ how-
ever, the sheer complexity of the aesthetic and material operations involved 
in the architectural design of its best examples far exceeds this simple ethi-
cal premise, and deserves a more careful examination. 
although brutalism evokes rough exposed concrete, since very early on the 
term has been applied to brick structures, either of homogeneous fabric 
or interspersed with concrete, steel, or wood frames. this paper will re-
consider the contributions of several architects and critics on the subject 
of ‘brick brutalism’, ranging from le corbusier’s Maisons jaoul (1951-5) 
to banham’s discussion of brick brutalism ‘hard cases’ (1966) and those 
by other recent authors. It will then proceed into a close reading of two 
exemplary early ‘brick brut’ cases: sigurd lewerentz’s Markuskirk at stock-
holm, sweden (1956-63), and eladio dieste’s church of christ Worker at 
atlantida, uruguay (1952-9), considering their specificities and differences 
as a means of uncovering some of their conceptual proximities. While geo-
graphically far apart, they share a similar attitude toward radical technologi-
cal and rational inventiveness. In this they may perhaps stand as conceptual 
counterpoints to one of le corbusier’s masterpieces, the notre-dame-du-
haut chapel at ronchamp, France (1950-5).
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6.5 Southern Crossings: Iberia  
and latin america in architectural 
translation

SESSION CHAIRS: 
Marta caldeIra
Yale University, USA 
MarIa gonZÁleZ PendÁs
Columbia University, USA

architects, buildings, and ideas about the built environment have intensely 
constructed the various historic routes linking the Iberian Peninsula and 
latin america during the twentieth century, routes that remain peripheral 
to an architectural history field still dictated by a northwestern discourse. 
since cuban independence in 1898, the southern transatlantic throughway 
has been a prime stage of postcolonialism and a persistent geopolitical and 
cultural force. the final severing of colonial bonds between Iberia and the 
american continent gave way to a mirror effect in the ongoing redefinition 
of spain and Portugal on the one hand, and of the various latin american 
states on the other. From diplomatic efforts and ideological allegiances, 
to institutional initiatives and economic investments, the consolidation of 
the southern transatlantic axis invariably comprised an architectural front. 
through its various iterations, these crossings represented resistance to an 
imperialist pastand the possibility of an alternative model of progress, while 
maintaining privileged connections between the Iberian and latin countries.
this panel invites papers that examine the ways in which architecture, urban 
planning, and their related disciplines have inscribed and symbolized this 
bi-directional route, how architecture travelled through it, and how architec-
tural knowledge emerged from these southern exchanges. emphasis will be 
placed on the complex dynamics through which architects engaged with the 
social, economic, and geographical dissonances implied in these transfers, 
whilst claiming cultural accord on the basis of language, religion, and his-
tory. Papers may address the construction of latin luso crossed imaginar-
ies through exhibitions, histories, buildings, or journals – whether promoted 

by state agencies, cultural institutions, private enterprise, or individuals, and 
whether designed by political exiles, economic émigrés or cultural jet-set-
ters. We look for scholarship that emphasizes both the poetic and the politi-
cal dimensions of these crossings, addressing stylistic, technological, and 
theoretical developments positioned within post-colonial tensions, such as: 
hispanism, lusophony, and their counter-ideologies; processes of syncre-
tism, mestizajes, exile, and migration; or challenging prevailing narratives 
of modernism and modernization. spain and Portugal are as marginal to 
europe as latin america is to america, at least in terms of historiography. 
this session seeks to understand these architectural southern crossings 
as leading to paradigms and discourses of modern and postmodern culture 
substantially different from, but also structural to, those launched from the 
globalizing north.



6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
tI

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
t I

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

1162 1163

6.5.1 Southern readings: lúcio Costa on Modern 
architecture

carlos eduardo coMas
Universidade Federal do Rio Grande  
do Sul, Brazil

abstract

costa’s Razões da nova arquitetura (1934) and Universidade do Brazil 
(1937) deserve as much attention as hitchcock and johnson’s The In-
ternational Style (1932). they look to europe with american eyes overtly 
interested in the poetics of modern architecture. the north americans 
emphasize its german-dutch roots and uniformity. the academically-trained 
brazilian stresses its Mediterranean spirit and formal diversity. resulting 
from change brought about by the machine, modern architecture is for him 
a comprehensive proposition where gothic-oriental drama and greek-latin 
serenity meet and complete each other. It is the heir to the classical tradi-
tion defended by the academy, classical implying forms of the greek-roman 
world including Portugal and her colonies, or forms that simply endured. In 
Eléments et Théorie de l’Architecture (1904), young costa’s bedside book, 
julien guadet considers tolerance a hallmark of the academy at the turn 
of the century. In Casa Grande e Senzala (1933), costa’s friend gilberto 
Freyre considers tolerance a hallmark of the Portuguese world in its heyday, 
the age of discovery. accordingly, tolerance is no longer necessarily tied to 
backward historicism or historical backwardness, no longer deemed incom-
patible with the unity of style or language, but postulated as prerequisite 
for a richer environment and society. costa’s texts are about the need for 
renewing the academy as much as reappraising and reclaiming of the Portu-
guese heritage in brazil, overcoming the limitations of the International style 
as much as orienting the development of brazilian modern architecture. 
Written for a Portuguese-speaking audience, their arguments appeal to a 
specific history and geography but are far from localist. opting for both-and 
instead of either-or, post-modern avant la lettre, they challenge received 
wisdom and open up new horizons for understanding modern architecture.

keywords

lucio Costa, Julien guadet, gilberto Freyre, International Style, 
Brazilian modern architecture

lucio costa (1902-98) trained as an architect at escola nacional de belas 
artes in rio de janeiro.1 Formerly affiliated to the neo-colonial movement, 
he switched to Modern architecture in 1930. Razões da nova arquitetura 
is an essay written in 1934, published in 1936.2 Universidade do Brazil is 
a report done in 1936, published in 1937. both texts deserve as much 
attention as henry-russell hitchcock and Philip johnson’s The International 
Style: architecture since 1922, published in 1932.3 all look to europe with 
american eyes, and are disinclined to idealize industry although committed 
to its support; weary of grandiloquence and wary of radicalism, all show 
interest in the poetics of modern architecture. all agree that architecture is 
defined by choice or ‘conscious plastic intention’ instead of need.4 the north 
americans emphasize nordic roots and uniformity, pointing out Frank lloyd 
Wright’s pioneering work. aware of the contributions of auguste Perret or 
le corbusier, they favour Walter gropius, Mies van der rohe and j. j. P. 
oud. the brazilian stresses a Mediterranean spirit and multiformity. aware 
of the contributions of Wright, Perret, gropius, and Mies, he prefers le 
corbusier. 
costa presented modern architecture in Razões as the result of changes 
brought about by the industrial revolution and as the heir to the academic 
tradition. he sees no sense in opposing modernity to tradition. Factory-like 
because it refuses ornamentation and grandiloquence, modern architecture 
applies equally to house and palace. Its forms correspond to contemporary 
technical and social standards, as once did the forms of the Parthenon, 
hagia sophia or the cathedrals of rheims and amiens. Its secret is the 
independent skeleton that liberates walls from load bearing, requiring the 
apparent absence of beams and the presence of cantilevers to ensure a 
truly free plan and facade. In other words, in the machine age, the indepen-
dent skeleton is the normative condition of construction, but the normative 
condition of architecture is the independent skeleton promoted by le cor-
busier, the brunelleschi of the twentieth century, with the Maison dom-ino 
project (1915). Modern architecture remains founded on construction but 
distinguished from it, true to its etymology. It favours an open ground floor 
over a massive base because modern construction prompts the revision of 
plastic values, but it does not reject symmetry. It reasserts commensura-
tion, and redefines compositional rules, while thriving on the repetition of a 
limited number of elements, like great styles in the past. standardization is 
not a modern invention, he implies: industrial and artisanal production differ 
in degree, not by nature. 
costa then recalls that the internationalization of architecture did not start 
with reinforced concrete and the First World War. the romanesque and the 
gothic may have been diffused by the catholic church, but the renaissance, 
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born locally out of a desire for simplification, was imported by French armies 
before spreading to all europe, leading to seventeenth-century classicism 
and later, after a baroque interlude, to academicism. Modern architecture 
is neither jewish nor germanic, although Weimar germany was its base 
before hitler. other than the work of gropius and Mies, german modern 
architecture displayed reprehensible baroque traits. Modern architecture 
is not slavic either, although russia before stalin was another base. at its 
best, modern architecture is animated by pure Mediterranean reason, and 
if its forms are novel it features the clarity and objectivity that distinguish the 
greek-roman world to which Portugal and her american colony belonged.5 
the reference to masterpieces of the past implies a late-academic and 
comprehensive notion of the classical canon, irrespective of time, place and 
school, as julien guadet argued in Eléments et Théorie de l’Architecture 
of 19046, young costa’s bedside book.7 costa’s pluralism is not merely 
stylistic: he acknowledges both trabeated and arcuated architecture. Fur-
thermore, he knows that the dom-ino structure suits both a picturesque, 
additive play of volumes under light and a compact or hollowed out box.8 his 
description of the free plan indicates a clear grasp of its dialogical nature, 
most visible when geometrically ordered columns contrast with topologically 
ordered walls. he says nothing about roofs or load bearing walls, although 
his own domestic designs employ both inclined and flat roofs, and mix point 
supports with load bearing walls, much as did le corbusier’s. 
unsurprisingly, costa amends and expands his ideas in Universidade pre-
senting modern architecture as a comprehensive proposition in which two 
hitherto opposed architectural conceptions meet and complement each oth-
er, gothic-oriental exhilaration and greek-latin or Mediterranean serenity. 
the tall rectorate exemplifies apollonian calm. a pure and ordinary prism 
hides a dom-ino kind of structure. In a smaller Palace of the soviets, the 
squat aula Magna exemplifies dionysian dynamism. Its exoskeleton features 
a parabolic arch and suspended frames reminiscent of flying buttresses. 
le corbusier is also the century’s abbot suger. by comparison, hitchcock 
and johnson downplay the importance of le corbusier. they recognize the 
basic role of the independent skeleton, but their emphasis is on skin: vol-
ume instead of mass, and regularity instead of axial symmetry, along with 
avoidance of ornamentation.9 For them, modern architecture combines in 
a single building the gothic focus on structure with the classical focus on 
design, while costa sees buildings or parts of buildings with classical over-
tones next to buildings or part of buildings with gothic overtones.
hitchcock and johnson do not overlook local resources, noting the suitability 
of the balloon frame to contemporary aesthetics. but they mistrust local 
traditions, whereas costa does not. If modern architecture is international, 

he writes, because technology knows no frontiers, it can be given a local 
character by the use of representative plans, materials and finishes, plus 
suitable vegetation. this abridged paraphrase of the entry ‘character’ in 
Quatremère de Quincy’s Encyclopédie Méthodique of 1788 conforms to 
guadet’s comparative analysis of programmatically similar Italian buildings in 
rome and Italian-derived buildings in Paris.10 guadet suggests that any de-
gree of local character can be displayed by inflections within the same style, 
and not by a different style, as the earlier nineteenth century presupposed. 
neither the expression of genius loci nor the expression of national identity 
is incompatible with stylistic internationalism. a more important source of 
variation is the expression of programmatic character. In his competition 
project for Monlevade company town, done concurrently with Razões, cos-
ta aims to ‘give to each building the character appropriate to their purposes 
(and situation) retaining that unity, that family air [...] that characterizes the 
true styles.’11 he condemns eclectic historicism, but he does not object to 
the academic understanding of good architecture as correct composition 
endowed with proper character.
subsequent texts add details. In Documentação necessária of 1937, an 
essay on the evolution of the brazilian house, costa praises the straight-
forwardness of Portuguese contractors in late nineteenth-century rio, ad-
vancing the idea of an unconscious popular architecture.12 Implicit in Uni-
versidade, the rehabilitation of the baroque and of expressionism becomes 
overt in the report on The Brazilian Pavilion at the New York’s World Fair 
of 1939 designed by costa with oscar niemeyer.13 For costa, the curves 
impart Ionian grace and elegance to the composition in contrast with the 
doric severity of most modern output. derived from the geometry of the 
plot’s longer frontage, they suggest movement and give to the Pavilion a ba-
roque twist, establishing a connection with the brazilian colonial past. costa 
refined his terminology in Considerações sobre o ensino de arquitetura, pub-
lished in 1945. he pairs the nordic-oriental spirit with an organic-functional 
approach to architecture and the greek-roman spirit with a plastic-ideal 
one. In gothic architecture, forms blossom like plants growing from within 
to without. In classical architecture, forms are contained like elementary 
solids, turning inward, from without to within.14 once again, costa intimates 
that modern architecture admits both freely shaped and geometrically de-
fined forms as well as contained and spreading masses, whether singly or 
in combination.15 
costa also has in mind a brazilian modern architecture oriented by his two 
earlier texts.16 niemeyer’s Pampulha (1942-5) provides a condensation of 
costa’s ideas. an updated aristocratic eighteenth century picturesque cir-
cuit park anchors an upper middle class garden suburb. a dammed river 



6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
tI

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
t I

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

1166 1167

becomes a liquid plaza, and follies are distributed along the shores as at 
henry hoare’s stourhead (about 1746). a boating circuit complements the 
motoring circuit of the parkway around the lake and the pedestrian circuit 
along the shoreline.17 
rising on a small island, the one-story dance hall is all curves and matronly 
grace. It recalls both a circular primitive hut and the maloca of the curutu 
Indians.18 yet it is not unlike a docked barge or river steamboat. narrow but 
of similar length, the yacht club stands on land but exudes vitality: an angular 
houseboat slipping into water, a stratified pyramidal composition that cross-
es the errazuris and citrohan houses. the mechanomorphic, virile muscle 
tone does not exclude the occasional curve. bigger and richer, the casino 
sits atop a promontory. a two-story box for gambling and a drum over stilts 
for dancing define a square of almost equal arms. Projecting bodies, recess-
es and diagonal symmetries extend the composition. colossal columns at 

Figure 1. oscar niemeyer - Pampulha. left to right, casino, church, yacht club, dance 
hall. below, hotel. Source: stamo Papadaki, the work of oscar niemeyer (new york: re-
inhold, 1950), 104.

the entrance convey grandeur. a casino was first a recreation cottage and 
then a suburban villa. aware of the beauty of the site, niemeyer chooses 
to present his as a villa-belvedere, paying homage to venerable precedents, 
to Palladio’s rotonda, brazilian neoclassical houses and le corbusier’s sa-
voye.19 the even bigger but unbuilt hotel is another pyramidal composition 
and an extreme take on the drum and box theme. the box becomes a linear 
block of apartments bent in the georgian crescent tradition. the drum turns 
into an elongated volume bound by complex, curved surfaces that shelter 
the ground floor public rooms.
the casino, yacht club, dance hall and hotel are variations on a dom-ino kind 
of structure. the chapel of st. Francis is vaulted from the ground up. the 
nave rises with a parabolic section, a trapezoidal projection and a truncated 
conic volume, flanked by service rooms under lower shells. Its silhouette is 
an ideogram of spiritual elevation with a neo-gothic or expressionist flavor 
that brings to mind gaudi and dominikus böhm – together with Freyssinet’s 
hangar at orly and Maillart’s cement hall. the simple nave, parvis, and 
bell tower face the lake, and a panel of azulejos about the life of the saint 
covers the wall facing the parkway: niemeyer’s hangar of god follows the 
Franciscan tradition. While alluding to village or plantation chapels of similar 
t-shaped plan, niemeyer reduces to miniature scale the characteristic traits 
of the order’s grand churches in brazil.20 vernacular and machine-related 
allusions combine in the entrance facade. the vaguely aeronautical metallic 
curtain protects the transparent upper panel – evoking both the screen of 
wooden rods in the entrance of a plantation chapel and the pipes of a non-
existent organ behind the choir.21 
the golf club and the Kubitschek house are rustic buildings with load bear-
ing brick walls, proving that modern architecture can accommodate as-
tylar buildings along with independent skeleton frame structures. costa’s 
improved wattle and daub boxes for Monlevade fall into that category, as do 
pure balloon frame buildings. structurally, the comprehensiveness of mod-
ern architecture is triple rather than dual. the u-shaped house uses the 
butterfly roof with a thrust quite different from the yacht club. the golf club 
is a larger version of the oswald de andrade binuclear country cottage of 
1939. their plans are rectangular; roofs exhibit a shallow vault between 
inclined slabs. the mural below the vault dissolves the weight of the stone 
wall on which it is painted, a rough version of the azulejo panel on the cha-
pel’s front wall.
Pampulha updates the variety of the eighteenth century park’s follies without 
reverting to stylistic eclecticism. niemeyer endows each folly with a distinct 
personality that conveys a lot about their different purposes, through plan, 
materials and finishes as well as structure. Pampulha reinforces costa’s 
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view of modern architecture as a comprehensive proposition and as heir to 
the academic tradition. guadet had considered tolerance a hallmark of the 
beaux-arts at the turn of the century: ‘l’originalité de notre école est d’être 
la plus libérale qu’il y ait au monde,’ he wrote.22 he criticizes the archaeo-
logical bent of nineteenth century architecture, but cannot logically condemn 
stylistic eclecticism. In agreement with niemeyer, costa affirms that formal 
diversity is not incompatible with the unity of style in modern architecture, 
as long as that unity is not defined purely by the works exemplifying the 
International style in the MoMa show of 1932. costa does not actually op-
pose hitchcock and johnson’s principles, though he gives primacy to struc-
ture instead of skin. he rejects their restrictions on shapes, materials and 
textures, their Sachlichkeit bias, and their focus on the machine aesthetic. 
costa wants to overcome the limitations of the International style. con-
cerned with the creation of a richer environment, he sides with the excep-
tions in the show, the rusticity of the de Mandrot house by le corbusier, 
the sumptuousness of the tugendhat house and the barcelona Pavilion by 
Mies, the muscularity of the turun sanomat newspaper plant by alvar aalto. 
In the decade following the 1929 crash, when faith in the machine van-
ishes, when aerodynamics undoes the association of rectangular surfaces 
with advanced movement technology, the technical failures of many modern 
buildings become all too obvious. Proscribed in germany and the ussr, 
practiced by a minority elsewhere, modern architecture faces a dilemma, 
and costa knows that. In order to survive, it must become competitive, 
coping with a diversity of programs new and old, materials, techniques, and 
sites. In short, for costa, it must emulate the classical tradition as defined 

Figure 2. oscar niemeyer- oswald de andrade Week-end house. Source: stamo Papadaki, 
the work of oscar niemeyer (new york: reinhold, 1950), 18.

by guadet, admitting an eclecticism of sources as long as they are filtered 
by abstraction.  
costa’s texts are also part of a brazilian reappraisal and reclamation of the 
Portuguese heritage. contempt for all things Portuguese had accompa-
nied the Proclamation of the republic of brazil in 1889. a reaction started 
around 1914 when the neocolonial style became another offering in the 
eclectic banquet, although its austere plain surfaces and appeal to roots 
looked aristocratic in comparison to the ornamental excess that pandered to 
massive immigration and new money. the reaction becomes more intense, 
though still only belonging to a minority, in the mid-twenties, as modernists 
in literature and the visual arts started to become interested in their colonial 
past. the real breakthrough was the publication of Casa Grande e Senzala 
in 1933 by gilberto Freyre.23 contrary to the opinion prevalent amongst the 
country’s elite, Freyre argued that the Portuguese colonization of brazil was 
the only successful european venture in the tropics; with the intermixing of 
races as its weapon, it led to a rich cultural blend and an expanded com-
mon language in which three races were joined in an ‘equilibrium of antago-
nisms’. Portuguese culture was already a hybrid by 1500, the by-product 
of a longstanding and complex relationship with the Moors. the brazilian 
experience simply extended the experience of the Iberian peninsular. ac-
cordingly, Freyre considers tolerance of ethnic diversity a hallmark of the 
Portuguese in the age of discovery: miscegenation and its Iberian roots are 
no longer tied to historical backwardness, but understood as positive fac-
tors in the construction of a nation in the new World.24 In that light, costa’s 
admiration for le corbusier takes on another sense. at least two of the key 
architectural elements that the Frenchman promotes can be assimilated 
to elements readily found in the popular and rational luso-brazilian building 
tradition, the colonial janela de rótula anticipating the brise-soleil, and the 
imperial caixilharia corrida anticipating fenêtres en longueur and pans de 
verre. Indeed, costa recognized the oriental influences upon the forms of 
modern architecture in the twenties, just as the inhabitants of  Pessac or 
stuttgart objected to the arabism of the new developments there.25 and he 
makes good use of those family traits, along with vernacular plain surfaces, 
affirming brazilianness without reverting to folklore, and modernity rooted in 
tradition without reverting to backward historicism. 
Written for a Portuguese-speaking audience, costa’s texts are far from local-
ist. they make certain post-World War II debates sound sectarian or tenta-
tive. the polemic of bruno Zevi in Verso un’architettura organica of 1945, pit-
ting a Wright-inspired organicism – the architecture of democracy – against 
rationalism – the architecture of dictatorships – seems crude pseudo-human-
ist verbiage. his prejudices show when the same curves as are hailed as con-
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siderate in aalto are condemned as frivolous in niemeyer.26 at the opening of 
the MoMa 1948 symposium on ‘What is happening to modern architecture?’ 
alfred barr jr. stated that the neue Gemütlichkeit, or International cottage 
style was superseding the neue Sachlichkeit or International style, but added 
that an exponent of the former would design a high-rise building according to 
the principles of the latter. he was ambivalent about the cottage style being a 
style for the job or a question of programmatic expression, avoiding the word 
‘character’ and its implications.27 
barr noted though that hitchcock and johnson defined style as ‘a frame of 
potential growth’, and the International style as ‘broad and elastic’.28 john-
son’s own estate (1946-9) illustrates the point, combing a brick house with 
a glass house that featured a brick drum inside a transparent box.29 he 
cites neither niemeyer’s casino – which he knew from Brazil Builds – nor le 
corbusier’s savoye in the carefully edited list of precedents from schinkel 
to Mies via choisy. unwittingly perhaps, there is kinship of design concerns 
and strategies between johnson and niemeyer, both in pursuit of diversity of 
character within the same style.30 In an appendix of 1951, hitchcock wrote 
that modern architecture should allow a range of diverse effects as shown 
by the work of Wright, the Michelangelo of the twentieth century. he recog-
nized that le corbusier had done the most to extend the sanctions of the 
International style, but insists in the greater typicality of gropius and cites 
aalto’s senior house at MIt of 1948 as most representative of contempo-
rary work featuring inclined and curved forms.31 arguably, by evidencing con-
tinuities between academic thought and modern architecture, costa’s texts 
are the more stimulating. The International Style reads in the late forties 
mostly as an epitaph to the twenties work it sanctioned. costa’s texts ring 
like an announcement, although the complex and contradictory work they 
identified in brazil – and latin america – never got full approval in the north. 
they are venturian avant la lettre.32 but costa outdoes venturi, because he 
also finds place for Mies and for rough textures. his texts opt for both-and 
as well as for either-or. Well worth translating, they challenge established 
historiographic wisdom at the same time as they open up new horizons for 
understanding modern architecture and its development.  

1 Founded in 1826 by d. Pedro I, brazil’s 
first emperor, as Academia Imperial de Be-
las Artes, after the French académie des 
beaux-arts. Prix de rome winner grandjean 
de Montigny organized the course of archi-
tecture and was its first director.
2 both articles “razões da nova arquite-
tura” and “universidade do brasil” were 
republished in lucio costa, Sobre arquite-
tura (Porto alegre: ceua, 1962), 17-40, 
67-85.
3 henry-russel hitchcock and Philip john-
son. The International Style: Architecture 
since 1922 (new york: norton, 1932)
4 costa defined architecture as ‘construc-
tion with conscious plastic intention’, costa, 
Sobre arquitetura, 113.
5 costa’s rhetoric is not entirely coherent, 
for he also criticizes ancient romans (and 
modern north-americans) for being re-
markable builders rather than architects. 
oddly enough, hitchcock and johnson make 
the same point. 
6 ‘le classique est tout ce qui est reste vic-
torieux dans les éternelles luttes des arts… 
le classique n’est le privilège d’aucun temps, 
d’aucun pays, d’aucune école’. julien gua-
det, Eléments et Théorie de l’Architecture. 
tome 1 (Paris: librairie de la construction 
Moderne, 1904), 83.
7 this definition was given by costa on a pri-
vate conversation with the author (1995). 
8 as shown in ‘les quatre compositions’ 
exhibited at the fifth buenos aires confer-
ence, in le corbusier, Précisions (Paris: 
crès, 1930).

9 avoidance of ornamentation is their third 
principle, the only one that does not concen-
trate on exterior effects.
10 antoine chrysostome Quatremère de 
Quincy, Encyclopédie Méthodique (Paris: 
Panckouke, 1788). a princeps edition is 
found in the national library at rio de ja-
neiro. guadet. Eléments et Théorie, tome 
1, 134.
11 lucio costa, “vila Monlevade,” in Id., So-
bre arquitetura, 42-55.
12 Ibidem, 86-94.
13 Paul lester Wiener designed the layout 
of the exhibition. the report is published in 
Album comemorativo do Pavilhão Brasileiro 
de Nova York (new york: h.K. Publishing, 
1939). translated in carlos edurado co-
mas and david leatherbarrow, “solving 
problems, making art, being modern,” Jour-
nal of Architectural Education 64 (2010), 
65-68.
14 he includes in the text a full definition: 
‘architecture is construction with plastic 
intention in function of a given epoch, mi-
lieu, material, technology, and program; it 
is erudite when that intention is conscious, 
popular when it is not’, in costa, Sobre ar-
quitetura, 111-7.
15 costa recapitulates in 1952. In Con-
siderações sobre arte contemporânea, 
the flower and the crystal are presented 
as metaphors for two kinds of beauty. the 
crystal is associated with a static and cen-
tripetal concept of form prevailing along 
Mesopotamian-Mediterranean axis and 
yielding sensations of density, balance, 
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and containment. the flower is associated 
with a dynamic and centrifugal concept of 
form prevailing along a nordic-oriental axis. 
costa provides a taxonomy of curves- as-
cending (gothic) expanded in simultaneous 
contradictory directions (baroque), spin-
ning and turning into itself (hindu), swirl-
ing in search of a vertex (slav), fragment-
ing imprisoned in conventional limits (arab) 
branching (Iranian) or bending in a stepped 
rhythm (sino-japanese), giving rise to sen-
sations of swaying, rapture, graphic sleight, 
vertigo, anxiety, overflowing impulse, ex-
altation along with sensations of surface 
fragmentation and the predominance of 
masses of arbitrary appearance as well as 
elaborate silhouettes: sharp, irregular, tor-
tured, twisted, intricate, graceful or wavy. 
republished in costa, Sobre arquitetura, 
202-29.
16 exemplary projects include the Minis-
try of education (1936-45) by costa and 
team and the brazilian Pavilion (1938-9), 
the ouro Preto grand hotel and the Pam-
pulha complex by niemeyer, the nova Fri-
burgo Park hotel (1945) and the guinle 
Park apartments (1943-53) by costa, the 
santos dumont airport by M. M. M. ro-
berto (1938-46) and the rio grande do sul 
railways headquarters by affonso eduardo 
reidy (1944-5). For a detailed analysis, 
see c. e. comas, “Précisions brésiliennes 
sur un état passé de l’architecture et de 
l’urbanisme modernes, d’après les projets 
et les oeuvres de lucio costa, oscar ne-
meyer, M. M. roberto, affonso reidy, jorge 
Moreira & cie, 1936-1945” (Phd diss. 
université de Paris vIII 1998). Pampulha 
is examined in chapter 5. carlos eduardo 
comas, “Memorandum latinoamericano. la 
ejemplaridad arquitectónica de lo marginal,” 
2G 8 (1998), 129-43; Mariangela castro 
and sylvia Fingerut (eds.), Igreja da Pampul-
ha. Restauro e reflexões. (rio de janeiro: 
Fundação roberto Marinho, 2006).
17 Pampulha was extensively published. 
Key sources for photographs and icono-
graphic reference are Philip goodwin and 
george Kidder-smith, Brazil Builds: Archi-
tecture New and Old, 1652-1942 (new 

york: MoMa, 1943); stamo Papadaki, The 
Work of Oscar Niemeyer (new york: re-
inhold, 1950); henrique Mindlin. Modern 
Architecture in Brazil (amsterdam: colibris, 
1956).
18 see the plates made by josé joaquim 
Freyre in the fac-simile edition of alexan-
dre rodrigues Ferreira. Viagem filosófica 
pelas capitanias do Grão-Pará, Rio Negro, 
Mato Grosso e Cuyabá (1784-1792) (rio: 
conselho nacional de cultura, 1971). the 
original is kept at the national library in rio 
de janeiro in Desenhos de gentios, animais 
quadrúpedes, aves, amphibios e peixes; ar-
mas, instrumentos músicos e mechanicos, 
vestidos, ornatos e utencis domesticos dos 
mesmos gentios etc. Da Expedição Philo-
sophica do Pará, Rio Negro, Mato Grosso 
e Cuyabá. rio de janeiro: biblioteca nacio-
nal, codex 21,1,1. Part of the report was 
transcribed in heloisa alberto torres, con-
tribuição para o estudo da proteção ao ma-
terial arqueológico e etnográfico brasileiro, 
Revista do SPHAN 1, 1937. sPhan is 
serviço do Patrimônio histórico e artístico 
nacional, founded that same year, later 
IPhan, brazilian national heritage. anoth-
er article speaks of malocas identified as 
casas de dança, dance halls: gastão cruls, 
decoração das malocas indígenas. Revista 
do SPHAN 5 (1941), 158, at the same 
time that niemeyer was working in the ouro 
Preto grand hotel with that agency. a biog-
raphy of Ferreira had come out in 1939. 
v. correia Filho. Alexandre Rodrigues Fer-
reira. Vida e obra do grande naturalista 
brasileiro (são Paulo: companhia editora 
nacional, 1939). For the persistence of 
malocas, see roy nash, The Conquest of 
Brazil (san diego: harcourt brace, 1926) 
cited as epigraph in costa’s report on Mon-
levade, 1934. translated as A conquista 
do Brasil (rio de janeiro: editora nacional, 
1939), 227. 
19 niemeyer was also trained at rio’s es-
cola nacional de belas artes. note that the 
casino of Pius Iv was illustrated in guadet, 
Eléments et Théorie, tome 4, 195, fig. 
1635. topologically similar to Palladio’s 
rotonda, it features an elliptical central 

patio and four orthogonal pavilions. Paolo 
almerico, the first owner of rotonda, had 
been a referendario apostolico of Pius Iv. 
Pertinent neoclassical houses in rio are 
grandjean de Montigny’s own house and jo-
seph Pézérat’s house for the Marchioness 
of santos, the mistress of d. Pedro I. While 
Montigny had been a student at the beaux-
arts, Pézérat had been trained at the École 
Polytechnique in Paris. 
20 such as cairu in bahia (1654-86). see 
germain bazin. L’architecture réligieuse 
baroque au Brésil (Paris: librairie Plon and 
são Paulo: Museu de arte, 1956) vol. 2, 
plate 34.
21 specifically, the chapel of the santo an-
tônio Plantation (1681) in são roque town-
ship, state of são Paulo, featured in Mario 
de andrade, “a capela de santo antônio,” 
Revista do SPHAN 1 (1937). see also luis 
saia, “o alpendre nas capelas brasileiras,” 
Revista do SPHAN 3 (1939).
22 guadet, Eléments et Théorie, tome 1, 
80. 
23 costa befriended Freyre later. Freyre 
was the author of “sugestões para o es-
tudo da arte brasileira em relação com a 
de Portugal e a das colônias,” Revista do 
SPHAN 1 (1937), and then of Mocam-
bos do Nordeste (rio de janeiro: sPhan, 
1938), the first Caderno de Cultura edited 
by the agency, for which costa was work-
ing since 1937 in the Museum of the Mis-
sions as an external consultant, becoming 
an employee in 1939, promoted to direc-
tor in 1946. costa cites Freyre already in 
Documentação Necessária. costa, Sobre 
arquitetura, 87. Freyre cites costa: gilber-
to Freyre, “a moderna arquitetura brasilei-
ra ‘moura’ e ‘romana’,” in Um novo mundo 
nos trópicos (são Paulo: editora nacional; 

edusP, 1971), 213-4. see “entre o cIaM 
e o sPhan: diálogos entre gilberto Freyre 
e lucio costa,” in ethel volfzon Kosminsky, 
claude lépine and Fernanda arêas Peixoto 
(eds.), Gilberto Freyre em quatro tempos. 
(bauru: edusc; são Paulo: editora unesp, 
2003).
24 gilberto Freyre, Casa Grande e Senzala 
(rio de janeiro: josé olympio, 1987), 189-
281. english translation: The Masters and 
the Slaves (new york: Knopf, 1946). 
25 jorge Francisco liernur, “orientalismo 
y arquitectura moderna: el debate sobre el 
techo plano,” Block 8 (2011), 10-25.
26 bruno Zevi, Verso un’architettura organ-
ica, (torino: einaudi, 1945). english transla-
tion: Towards an Organic Architecture (lon-
don: Faber & Faber, 1949).
27 niemeyer, a communist, was supposed 
to attend but was denied a visa. hitchcock 
and johnson were there. 
28 What is Happening to Modern Architec-
ture? (new york: MoMa, 1948), 8. 
29 Philip johnson, “house in new canaan,” 
Architectural Review 108, n 645, (1950), 
in david Whitney and jeffrey Kipnis (eds.), 
Philip Johnson The Glass House. (new york; 
Pantheon books, 1993), 8-15.
30 even if the former does not seem fond 
of flowing lines and never mentioned the 
beaux-arts.
31 henry-russell hitchcock and Philip john-
son. The International Style. With a new 
foreword and appendix (new york and lon-
don: W.W. norton 1966 ), 237-55, esp. 
239, 246.
32 even if venturi keeps silent about bra-
zilian modern architecture, and celebrates 
aalto along with le corbusier.
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6.5.2 avant-garde Crossings between Italy, argentina 
and Spain: From gropius and argan to Nueva Visión and 
Arte Normativo

Paula barreIro lóPeZ
Université de Genève, Switzerland

abstract

In 1957 Nueva Visión published the first spanish translation of giulio carlo 
argan’s book Walter Gropius e la Bauhaus, which became a reference for 
architects, artists and art critics on both sides of the atlantic. apart from 
being a study of gropius’ work, the text propagated the convictions of the 
Italian professor and militant critic. It advocated the integration of the arts 
and architecture, the collectivisation of the artistic production and above all 
the transformative role of the arts within social praxis and was understood 
as a statement for the recuperation of the humanist and social ambitions of 
the historical avant-garde. after the first publishing of the text (1951 in Italy) 
argan’s ideas had found in argentina within the circle of tomás Maldonado a 
fertile ground reverberating in the contributions of the journal Nueva Visión. 
When Walter Gropius y el Bauhaus was then published by the journal’s 
editing house, it responded to the modernist, internationalist and Marxist 
interests that guided this group of artists, designers and architects. argan’s 
text became also in spain – above all within the circle of arte normativo – a 
reference work connecting spanish artistic dissidence with the ideas of the 
Weimar avant-garde. along with the thoughts of Maldonado and Max bill – 
introduced via Nueva Vision, too – argan´s book was fundamental for the 
development of an avant-garde that was conceived as an integrative part 
of a contemporary architectural production with a social and anti-Francoist 
political mission. this paper will analyse the impact of argan´s thought on 
the southern transatlantic axis and assess how his ideas were transformed 
and appropriated by artists, architects and art critics within their distinctive 
socio-political context. It will be explained how Nueva Vision functioned as a 
device for the configuration of an alternative route of modernism between 
Italy, argentina and spain as well as a tool for disseminating the outlined 
theoretical corpus.

6.5.3 Shells across Continents

juan IgnacIo del cueto ruIZ-Funes
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Mexico

abstract

Mexican architecture surprised the world in the 1950s with incredibly light-
weight reinforced concrete roofings with an amazing esthetic quality, built by 
architect Félix candela. When he was a student at the Madrid architecture 
school (1929-35), candela became acquainted with concrete laminated 
structures, state-of-the art-technology from the period in europe between 
the wars. he was impressed by the works of engineers such as eugene 
Freyssinet in France, Franz dischinger and ulrich Finsterwalder in germany, 
robert Maillart in switzerland or eduardo torroja in spain, among others.
candela brought this seed to Mexico where he founded a company named 
cubiertas ala. From there, he designed and built many such type struc-
tures, popularly known as ‘shells’. he was able to raise them thanks to 
his structural logic and his mastery of geometry and constructive capacity, 
joined with the skillful hands of Mexican workers. thus, he shook up the 
sphere of world architecture with a constructive technology of european 
descent that achieved an unheard of development in Mexican soil.
candela was neither the first nor the only one to build this type of structure. 
however, he opened new paths to this specialty by using the hyperbolic pa-
raboloid profusely and with exceptional skill. he profited from the structural 
and expressive advantages of this geometrical form to their full extent to 
create works that made an impression on architecture worldwide in the 
second half of the twentieth century.
this paper presents the life journey and the professional legacy of this struc-
tural design genius, and it analyzes his contributions and influence on world 
architecture.

keyword

Concrete Shells, Felix Candela, European technology in Mexico
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Mexican architecture surprised the world in the 1950s with incredibly light-
weight reinforced concrete roofs of amazing esthetic quality, built by archi-
tect Félix candela.1 as a student at the Madrid architecture school (1929-
35), candela had become acquainted with concrete laminated structures, 
a state-of-the art-technology in interwar europe. Interested in the works of 
engineers such as eugene Freyssinet in France, Franz dischinger and ulrich 
Finsterwalder in germany, robert Maillart in switzerland or eduardo torroja 
in spain, among others, candela developed an architectural practice based 
on this technology in Mexico in the 1950s, as part of his construction 
company named cubiertas ala. From there, he designed and built many 
such structures, popularly known as ‘shells’. candela was neither the first 
nor the only one to build structures of this type. however, he opened new 
paths to this technique by using the hyperbolic paraboloid profusely and with 
exceptional skill, profiting from the structural and expressive advantages of 
this geometrical form to their full extent. In all, candela’s shells arose from 
the conjuncture of his structural logic and mastery of geometry with the 
constructive capacity and skillful hands of Mexican workers. thus, candela’s 
practice shook up the sphere of world architecture with a constructive tech-
nology of european descent that achieved an unheard of development in 
Mexican soil.

1. shell technoloGy: Geometry and labor

In 1961 Félix candela received the highest of the many tokens of recognition 
of his career, the auguste Perret Prize awarded by the International union 
of architects. at the awards ceremony, held in london, héctor Mardon, 
president of the uIa, described candela as a ‘confirmed talent whose dar-
ing and fertile imagination has contributed new avenues for expression in 
contemporary sculpture and architecture in the form of his original work on 
reinforced concrete structures’.  What was it that turned Felix candela into 
a world famous builder, and his concrete shells into the quintessential forms 
of Mexican modernism? 
candela had learned about the technology of reinforced concrete shell struc-
tures as a student in Madrid in the 1930s, but the seeds of this idea lay 
fallow in his mind until much later when he could put into practice his long-
developing theories. In the summer of 1949, ten years after he stepped 
ashore at Mexico as an exile of the spanish Franquista regime, Félix candela 
had the chance to build his first experimental shell: an anti-funicular vault, 
the formwork for which was made of timber catenary arches. the architect 
was delighted with the result, anticipating the promising future that struc-
tures of this kind could have not only in the field of industrial architecture, 

which was growing apace in Mexico at that time, but also for schools and 
housing. soon thereafter, Félix candela began to make a name for himself 
among the members of the architectural profession, especially following his 
address to the society of Mexican architects given on 23 november 1950 
on the use of reinforced concrete shells as a solution to the problem of 
roofing. after that, new professional horizons began to open up for candela, 
and his career would reach its zenith over the next two decades through the 
production of cubiertas ala, s.a.. the catalogue of Projects and buildings 
of cubiertas ala is kept in the candela Martín archive (Mexican architects’ 
archive, architecture school-unaM), and consists of thirty-two 50 by 20 
cm file cards listing 1437 projects on which the firm worked at different 
stages between 1950 and 1976. these projects range from mere price 
quotations to entire construction projects, of which around eight hundred 
were actually built. the archive speaks of the range of these shells, not only 
in Mexico but all over latin america. the minds that met at cubiertas ala 
were keen to resolve the structural and construction problems following the 
three basic premises of Félix candela’s architectural philosophy: economy, 
simplicity of calculation and flexibility. 
Initially, candela employed cylindrical vaults, which he came to use with great 
skill once he understood how they worked. however, he saw that more could 
be done in the creation of lightweight concrete roofs, and this intuition was 
confirmed when he built the cosmic ray Pavilion at Mexico’s university city 
in 1951, where he applied a hyperbolic paraboloid for the first time. he had 
discovered this geometric shape in a paper by Fernand aimond published 
in 1936. 
candela eventually became the most successful exponent of the geometry 
and building technology of the hyperbolic paraboloid, the complicated name 
of which was simplified to, employing them with extraordinary virtuosity in 
the gentle, sinuous mantles that marked his most emblematic creations. 
the hyperbolic paraboloid is a double inverse curved or anticlastic geomet-
ric shape, which means the concavities of the two curves run in opposite 
directions. the fact that it is a ruled surface constituted by straight lines 
facilitates construction. Its name refers to its configuration formed by a 
series of parabolas, which generate hyperbolas where they are intersected 
in a horizontal plane. the solutions Félix candela presented to his clients 
were based on structures that were robust due to their geometric form. 
the hyperbolic paraboloid has the quality of transmitting almost exclusively 
forces under compression while minimizing flexions. this makes it possible 
to construct very slender shells of a constant thickness, generally of around 
four centimeters. among the factors that influenced the rise of shell struc-
tures were its technical and construction properties, which made them very 
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economical compared to other kinds of roof, and in particular their aesthetic 
qualities, which earned their designer the nickname of ‘the wizard of con-
crete shells’. candela’s hypars can be roughly classified into straight edged 
roofs and curved edge roofs. he reached the zenith of his creativity in his 
free-edge shells, which did away with the need for perimeter reinforcement. 
by this time, candela was fully aware of the importance of proportion and 
scale in the behavior of shell structures and had realized ‘that this behavior 
had to be reflected in the (greater or lesser) complexity of the calculations 
necessary for construction’. candela’s expertise developed through a skillful 
manipulation of the dynamic and versatile geometry of the hypar, to gener-
ate a ruled surface with a double inverse curve. after determining the ge-
ometry of the shell and verifying the structural calculations, the construction 
process required skilled carpenters to build the formwork and then a whole 
army of building workers to put the frame in position, pour the concrete 
dismantle the formwork and complete the finishing work. the key to building 
the shells was, then, the complex process of building the timber formwork 
that gave the final shape to the roof. a frame of steel rods was then laid to 
create the mesh over which the concrete was poured in a viscous mass. 
once it had set stone hard and the formwork had been removed, the roof 
would hold itself up without the need for any stays or pillars to contaminate 
its graceful shape. the shell thus took on its definitive form, supported sub-
tly on the ground, giving the impression of a structure floating weightlessly 
like a masterly conjuring trick.

2. the twiliGht of shell structures

It had been possible to build the reinforced concrete shells that marked an 
epoch in Mexican architecture thanks to the spatial vision and pragmatism 
of Félix candela and a few other architects who succeeded in understand-
ing and managing the complex geometry and difficult construction of such 
structures. but the specifics of the Mexican context was just as important. 
It would have been difficult to have arrived at such audacious solutions in 
other parts of the world, as the paper thin concrete of the shells did not 
meet the normal minimum safety standards of any approved building codes. 
More particularly, there was the political and economic context of Mexico, 
and its labour conditions: the profitability of the shells was based on the 
cheap but skilled labour of Mexican building workers. In 1964, president 
gustavo díaz ordaz, signed into law a bill establishing a minimum wage 
for workers. this, together with the rising cost of raw materials (wood for 
the formwork, cement, and steel rods for the reinforced concrete), meant 
structures of this kind no longer offered economic benefits compared to 

other roofing solutions. this ‘dealt the death blow to the shells [… a tech-
nology that] was based on a perception of’, as Fernando lópez carmona 
has put it, the ‘reality and a respect for architectural doctrine that was so 
special and local that it achieved universal validity when it was actually built.’
the inexorable decline of shell structures in Mexico was not only due to so-
cio-economic factors, however, but also to personal circumstances. When 
candela was at the height of his career and colin Faber’s book had only 
recently been published, candela suffered a family tragedy that also affected 
his professional life: in 1963 his wife, eladia Martín, died. thereafter can-
dela’s light dimmed, and his building activity declined and came to an end by 
the end of the 1960s, though he did not die until 1997.

1 born in Madrid in 1910, Félix candela outeriño went into exile to Mexico 1939 after par-
ticipating as captain of the republican army in the spanish civil War (1936-9), which broke 
a year after he had received his degree from the Madrid architecture school.
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6.5.4 Emili Blanch roig and Modern architecture: 
Catalonia and Mexico 

geMMa doMènech casadevall
Instituto Catalán de Investigación en Patrimonio Cultural, Spain

abstract

on 22 May 1942, the architect emili blanch roig disembarked at the port 
of veracruz. he was just one of over twenty thousand spanish refugees who 
arrived in Mexico, fleeing the Fascist repression of general Franco and the 
horror of France during the german occupation under hitler. emili blanch 
studied at the barcelona school of architecture and played an active role 
in the renewal of architecture and the approach to avant-garde european 
trends in catalonia during the 1930s. the proclamation of the spanish 
republic and the catalan republic in april 1931 ushered in new policies to 
provide dignified housing for the working classes, modern urban planning in 
designing the city, the building of public amenities, and the protection of cul-
tural heritage. the military uprising led by general Franco in july 1936 and 
the Fascist victory over catalonia in january 1939 towards the conclusion 
of the spanish civil War marked the end of all dreams of renewal as well as 
the start of the nightmare of repression for the supporters of the republic. 
Fleeing reprisals and retaliations, half a million republicans crossed over the 
border into France. the demographic, social, and economic consequences 
of this exodus were compounded by losses of cultural significance, as many 
of the exiles were writers, philosophers, teachers, artists, and architects. 
the talent lost to catalonia and the rest of spain would make major contri-
butions to the countries that hosted the refugees. during this period, some 
fifty architects left spain. Many had been part of the architectural renewal 
group and would later introduce the new trends to their host countries. 
In this paper, we will analyse the professional career of emili blanch roig 
(1897-1996) and his role in the introduction of modern architecture in 
Mexico.

keywords

Modern, avant-garde, exile, Mexico

emili blanch and catalonia durinG the second spanish 
republic (1931-9)
emili blanch (la Pera, girona, 1897) graduated from barcelona school of 
architecture in 1925. his fellow students Francesc Fàbregas, raimon du-
ran, ricardo de churruca and germán rodríguez arias were to play leading 
roles in the catalan architectural renewal of the 1930s as members of the 
group of catalan architects and technicians for the Progress of contempo-
rary architecture (gatcPac) under the leadership of josep lluís sert. their 
aim was to promote contemporary avant-garde european trends based on 
functionalism, the absence of superfluous decoration, and the rupture with 
historical architecture.1 the gatcPac soon had over eighty members, but 
many others, including emili blanch, although not actually affiliated (often 
because they did not live in barcelona city, where the group was based), 
shared its ideals of modernising the country in the light of the new trends 
in european architecture by building schools, hospitals, abattoirs, covered 
markets, and proper salubrious housing. 
In the early 1930s, these young professionals fully identified with the pro-
gressive policies of the second spanish republic. For them, the proclama-
tion of the republic on 14 april 1931 in catalonia and the rest of spain 
would be the materialisation of a utopia of dignified housing for the working 
classes, modern urban planning in city design, the building of public ameni-
ties for community use, and the protection of heritage.2 
emili blanch fully subscribed to this longing for renewal. he espoused the 
principles of rationalism and introduced this new type of architecture to 
girona province. the catalan government commissioned him to lead major 
projects for improving and modernising public services, particularly in the 
fields of health and education, the two basic pillars of the republic. emili 
blanch extended the map of school premises throughout the region, and 
expanded and renovated the hospital network according to the gatcPac 
principles, i.e., well ventilated buildings with good orientation, flat roofs, and 
total absence of ornamentation and grandiosity. at the same time, in his 
own studio, he was designing what would become the best-known buildings 
of his professional career: the junquera, blanch, and teixidor houses in 
girona, and the reig and guillamet houses in Figueres.3

the military uprising led by general Franco in july 1936 heralded the end 
of the renovation dream. emili blanch continued to design social amenities 
for the catalan government during the three years of the spanish civil War. 
however, as the battlefront drew nearer, lack of supplies and manpower 
meant that an increasing number of projects never left the drawing board. 
all efforts were destined to creating defence works and field hospitals, both 
of which were under the responsibility of emili blanch, who was also officially 
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involved in protecting cultural heritage at the height of the iconoclastic vio-
lence that occurred during the first weeks of the civil War.4

after the war, the Fascist victory marked the start of a strong wave of puni-
tive repression against the supporters of the republic. apart from the thou-
sands of deaths and imprisonments, everybody who was in any way associ-
ated with democratic politics was brought before the specifically instituted 
Tribunal of Political Responsibilities. emili blanch’s political militancy and his 
work for the government of the second republic earned him a conviction 
that led to the seizure of all his assets, and professional disqualification 
and relegation that obliged him to seek work outside the peninsular terri-
tory for a period of fifteen years.5 In its fervour to wipe out the recent past 
and to find adepts for the new ideology, the Franco regime brought in civil 
procedures designed to punish and  – above all – intimidate the vanquished, 
which resulted in an intense purge of professionals who had worked for the 
republic. From the end of july 1939, the Purge Commissions set up inside 
the architects’ associations examined the conduct of each of their members 
according to the parameters of the new regime. In july 1942, the profes-
sional tribunal declared emili blanch completely disqualified from practising 
architecture.6 

emili blanch in exile: from france to mexico 
by the time these sentences were passed, emili blanch had already trav-
elled far from catalonia. he was among the half a million republicans who 
crossed the French border in january 1939. the pre-war climate existing 
in europe and the german invasion of France in May 1940 placed their lives 
in danger, and many of the exiles decided to avail of the facilities for cross-
ing the atlantic offered by the Mexican government. on 14 april 1942, 
emili blanch and his wife, Maria batlle, left the port of Marseille aboard the 
Maréchal Lyautey bound for casablanca, continuing their journey to Mexico 
on the Nyassa. they disembarked on 22 May.7

once established in Mexico city, emili blanch began to work for con-te 
building company. he also opened his own studio, where he received com-
missions from both local residents and the large catalan community. later 
on, he set up a company called Rivaud and Blanch Architects in partnership 
with spanish brothers josé and juan rivaud, engineer and architect respec-
tively. In his six years in Mexico, emili blanch designed over forty projects 
for dwellings and industrial premises, most of which displayed the rationalist 
repertoire he had brought with him from catalonia. examples of the use of 
modern forms of architecture into Mexico include the emilia garcía house 
(Figure 1), the josé María Fernández shoe factory (Figure 2), Durkin Motors 

dealers, affordable housing for P.H. Cooperative (with the rivaud brothers), 
the alfredo b. cuéllar apartment block (also with the rivaud brothers), the 
Productos business and apartment building, the laguillo-garcía block, and 
the Sears, Roebuck & Co. commercial centre, all located in Mexico city. 
unlike architects who stayed behind in catalonia and the rest of spain, 
blanch and his companions in exile were able to continue practising mod-
ern architecture in Mexico. he was obliged to relinquish his avant-garde 
ideas in only a few projects commissioned, curiously enough, by members 
of the catalan community, probably nostalgic clients who favoured a return 
to catalan traditional architecture.8 the exiled community after the trauma 

Figure 1. emilia garcía house, México d.F., 1943. Source: ajuntament de girona. arxiu 
Municipal de girona

Figure 2. josé María Fernández shoe factory, México d.F., 1944. Source: ajuntament de 
girona. arxiu Municipal de girona 
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of the war and the crossing of the atlantic created the imaginary of the “lost 
catalonia”. the architectural style that best represents this image was the 
Noucentisme movement. a cultural phenomenon based on the promotion of 
catalan identity. this artistic phenomenon was linked to the nation-building 
movement that takes place in the early twentieth century in catalonia. the 
Noucentista postulates of a modernity that did not forsake the austerity of 
classicism, and included forms, colours, and materials taken from catalan 
culture, with much reliance on artisan techniques. emili blanch uses forms 
of the noucentisme style in the catalan pavilion of la Feria del libro de 
Mexico (1946), the elsa sandoval house (1946), the garcía borrás house 
(1946), the headstone of the grave of the catalan poet Pere Matalonga 
(1947) and the project for the new building of orfeo catala (1947)
the professional success of emili blanch in Mexico was obvious, but it was 
not an exception. Mexico was a developing country that integrated the refu-
gees quickly by offering them a life of prosperity. In addition to the support 
that Mexico gave repúbica during and after the spanish civil War they also 
facilitated the arrival of refugees who received the status of political asylum 
seekers. half of the fifty architects fleeing from spain found that Mexico of-
fered favourable conditions for developing their careers. the corollary of the 
deplorable drain of talent for catalonia and the rest of spain was the major 
gain for the countries that hosted the refugees. juan Ignacio del cueto ex-
amined the careers of the architects who settled in Mexico after the fall of 
the republic, and considers that this group of largely first-rate professionals 
with a solid background, experience, and level of commitment contributed 
much to the enrichment of the country.9 

epiloGue

exile was a positive experience for emili blanch, as he claimed in an inter-
view given in 1995: ‘exile was the best thing that happened to us during the 
Franco period.’10 however, for blanch and the other exiles who were hoping 
for a restoration of democracy in spain after the allies’ victory, the end of 
the second World War made them aware that the Franco regime was there 
to stay. the realisation that exile was no longer a temporary situation made 
many decide to return home, including emili blanch and his wife, who arrived 
back in catalonia in March 1948.
on his return, emili blanch had to face the difficult situation of having all his 
assets seized and of being suspended from practising as an architect. by 
a lucky clerical error, his professional disqualification did not appear in the 
archives of the architects’ association of catalonia and the balearic Islands 
and in 1950, he was provisionally readmitted to the association. From then 

on, his activity as an architect was limited to designing some small dwell-
ings and tourist facilities, mainly for friends and family members.11 the so-
ciety that received him back prevented him from attaining the same level of 
social and professional prestige that he had enjoyed before the civil War. 
this was a society cut off from european trends, closed in upon itself, and 
ideologically distant from the one he had left in 1939. however, despite the 
adversity of the times, blanch never renounced the underlying principles of 
modern architecture.
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6.5.5 re-entry: antonio Bonet’s return to Spain

ana María león
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA

abstract

catalan architect antonio bonet left spain for Paris and then buenos aires, 
looking for opportunities to practice away from war-torn europe. 
this presentation examines bonet’s return to spain in the context of the 
failure of his Barrio Sur urban development project in buenos aires (1956), 
commissioned by the short-lived de facto government of Pedro aramburu – 
who led the military coup that deposed populist president juan Perón. I argue 
Barrio Sur’s failure was turned into success in providing the perfect narrative 
for bonet’s return to spain in the context of the ‘spanish Miracle’ and the 
liberalization of the spanish economy in the late period of Franco dictatorship.

keywords

argentina, Barrio Sur, Bonet, Franco, Spain, Perón

In 1936, catalan architect antonio bonet left spain at the brink of war 
in search of architectural success. after a couple of years in Paris, he 
crossed the atlantic to argentina, propelled by the desire to build. he moved 
back to spain in 1963. this presentation examines bonet’s return to spain 
through a reading of Barrio Sur, his failed urban project for buenos aires 
(1957). the extensive documentation produced for the project became part 
of bonet’s return strategy in the context of the spanish Miracle – the lib-
eralization of the spanish economy in the late period of the dictatorship of 
Francisco Franco. I examine the reframing of the project as an index of the 
shifting political alliances between spain, argentina, and the united states 
during the cold war. at a broader scale, I argue bonet’s transformation into 
the service of this new economy points to a transformation of modern archi-
tecture’s understanding of itself.
bonet’s career in argentina had developed between a successful private 
practice and his adherence to the ideals of the cIaM, resulting in several 
unbuilt urban projects. such projects required trust in modern planning and 
long-term commitments that the argentinian state had not been willing to 
make. It was not from lack of trying. bonet had been involved in large hous-
ing projects for  both the right-wing military dictatorship of 1943 and the 
populist government of juan Perón, both of which had been rejected. In 
1955, Perón was deposed by a violent military coup. the newly installed re-
gime charged bonet with the urban commission he had wished for so long: 
barrio sur, a large project for san telmo, a historic old neighbourhood just 
south of the buenos aires downtown.
the design negotiated the regime’s desire to project itself as new and mod-
ern with bonet’s renewed interest on older grid systems and the urban type 
of the plaza, promoted at cIaM 8 by his old master, josé luis sert. barrio 
sur promoted a radical modernity of large avenues for fast transit, which 
divided the site in six large sectors or neighbourhoods.1

at the same time, it acknowledged older grid patterns, pedestrian streets 
and plazas within those sectors. In this way it was both modern and tradi-
tional, a hybrid of modern and new in tandem with cIaM 8’s thematic of the 
heart of the city, which bonet had probably read in the congress publication. 
the sectors were arranged through a combination of three building types: 
‘cows’ (6 m, or two stories high), ‘fretworks’ (30 m, or eleven stories), and 
‘towers’ (100 m, or thirty-five stories). bonet synthetized these differences into 
three – more poetic – scales for buenos aires: the city, the trees, and space, 
probably inspired by le corbusier’s tripartite goals for the ville radieuse. 
however, in barrio sur these scales referred to the specifics of buenos aires, 
in support of some urban typologies and against others. the scale of the 
‘city’ responded to the sidewalk cafes and shopping gallerias – commercial 



6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
tI

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

6
. 

C
Ir

C
u

la
t I

o
n

 o
F 

a
r

C
h

It
E
C

tu
r

a
l 

 
  

 C
u

lt
u

r
E
 a

n
d

 P
r

a
C

tI
C

E
S

1188 1189

corridors similar to the Paris arcades – which give the city an active pedes-
trian life at ground level. the scale of the trees, determining the height of the 
fretworks, responded to the apartment buildings and their relationship to the 
long rows of tall trees that line the streets of buenos aires. Finally, the allusion 
to space was a reaction to the city ordinance, which requires no lateral set-
backs. this ordinance gives rise of the figure of the medianera – a tall narrow, 
lateral patio. While the ‘cows’ and ‘fretworks’ reinterpreted specific qualities 
of the city, the ‘towers’ went against the local type, isolated yet anchored to 
the tight urban texture. Finally, taking advantage of the site’s slope, bonet 
separated car traffic (lowered into a half-basement), pedestrians (at ground 
level), and parking (elevated). these different levels sought to create a ‘sus-
pended superstructure’ for pedestrians that would become ‘the true and new 
urban land’.2 thus the project was presented as inextricably tied to the specif-
ics of the site morphology and the urban traditions of buenos aires. however, 
while bonet presented the project as argentinian to an argentinian audience, 
an equal case could be made for the project’s modern lineage, easily gleaned 
from the traces of le corbusier’s buildings a redent and the plazas that had 
dominated the conversations of cIaM 8. In other words, the complexity of the 
project allowed multiple readings.
throughout the project’s presentation, several choices point to its links to 
the aramburu regime. Faced with the lingering popularity of the ousted 
president, the new regime sought to characterize all traces of Perón as old 
and out-dated, going as far as banning any mention or support of Perón.3

this campaign extended to architecture, renaming buildings or even de-
molishing them and replacing them with the ‘modern and new’ represen-
tations of the recently installed regime. barrio sur echoed this campaign 
by presenting the historic neighbourhood of san telmo through images of 
its old and deteriorated houses. these images were contrasted with the 
photographs of the model, a modern vision of glass-covered towers, grand 
avenues, and a conspicuous heliport. these ideas were magnified in journals 
partial to the regime – the cover of leoplán went as far as creating its own 
rendering of barrio sur, with a helicopter on the foreground. 
In the project’s description, bonet highlighted the difficulties of the old city 
ordinance (here he shows the medianeras) and dismissed his own prior at-
tempts at urban planning, describing them as monotonous, oblivious of the 
human scale, and hard to finance because of their low densities. this last 
line was strategic: the project’s finances, dependent on private investment, 
worked thanks to its high population target.4 the conspicuous presence of 
advertisements in one of the perspectives also hints towards the desire to-
wards private investment, pointing towards the project’s synchronicity with 
the economic policies of the regime.

despite all these efforts, the project was cancelled. architects and neigh-
bourhood associations protested over the large-scale demolitions and high 
densities demanded by its financial strategy. such a large-scaled, long-term 
project required a strong, stable state, not the fragile position of aramburu, 
who one year later stepped down to make way for democratic elections. yet 
despite its unbuilt status barrio sur proved to be a very useful project for 
our architect.
through the late 1950s, bonet had participated in several international 
exhibitions.5 culminating this international tour, in 1960 bonet returned to 
his native barcelona with a one-man exhibition at the Museo de arte con-
temporáneo (not to be confused with the current Macba), curated by juan 
Prats vellés, oriol bohigas, M. d. orriols, and roman vallés. sponsored 
by the barcelona city hall and the consulate general of argentina – that 
is to say, by his both his native city and his adopted country –, the exhibi-
tion featured bonet’s built work in argentina and uruguay, culminating with 
barrio sur, presented as a vision of the future despite its cancellation was 
already in the past. the exhibition reframed bonet’s work and trajectory to 
present him as the quintessential spanish architect: both modern and Medi-
terranean. this is done through two essays: one by art historian alexandre 
cirici-Pellicer, and one by architect and urban planner oriol bohigas. let’s 
look at them briefly.
In his essay, cirici-Pellicer presents bonet as the result of two currents: a 
‘Mediterranean humanist’ tradition, and the descendant of his teachers, 
sert and le corbusier – thus both spanish, and modern. the work is re-
framed in two overt categories: an interest towards modularity would dis-
play bonet’s modernity and his ability to work at various scales.6 the second 
category appeals to bonet’s Mediterranean sensibility, mentioning his recent 
work in the uruguay resort of Punta ballena. confusingly, the author de-
scribes the non-existent interior patios of the solana del Mar hotel and the 
berlingieri house as markers of bonet’s mediterraneanness.
bohigas’ essay focuses on barrio sur, reframed as a ‘latin city’. bohigas 
describes the project as ‘the first step towards a new urbanism centred on 
the tradition of the latin cities’. he charges against the modern model of 
towers in a park as a nordic model, describing it as ‘the vertical green city, 
in its more polemical and especially in its more conservative nordic degener-
ations.’ this model, bohigas argues, has erased the concept of the street, 
creating dehumanizing neighbourhoods of isolated blocks which go against 
the social qualities of the ‘gregarious Mediterranean man’. In contrast, the 
latin city (‘our city’) is presented by bohigas as a complex, living organism, 
full of noisy people bumping into each other. this is, for bohigas, bonet’s 
achievement in barrio sur: the return to the latin city centred around the 
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street and the plaza, which he concludes by connecting to the urbanism of 
Ildefonso cerdá, the catalan urban planner responsible for the barcelona 
grid.
bonet himself presented the project in spain in the same terms. In an un-
dated conference in barcelona, he described barrio sur thus:
the idea is to rethink the ‘latin city’ with the human being as protagonist, 
pedestrian streets and porticoed little plazas for the development of retail, 
separate from vehicular circulation; semi autonomous communities with 
pedestrian travel a maximum of 15 minutes, and cultural and recreational 
services near housing; autonomous civic esplanades and green spaces for 
each neighbourhood, the centre of each one’s life, and subterranean park-
ing enough to liberate the city.7 
although nothing in this description contradicts the project, there is a vast 
difference between the ‘pedestrian streets and porticoed little plazas’ and 
the bold modernity of the vision presented for buenos aires, its radical 
erasure of the city, and the grand scale of the plazas. such markers of 
modernity have little in common with the quaint images presented by these 
descriptions. 
likewise, in journals like Mundo Hispánico, san telmo was presented as 
an unequivocally spanish neighbourhood, ‘where they threw out the english 
with stones… with spanish courage.’8 Its urgent need for ‘rejuvenation’, the 
journalist argues, is made possible thanks to the virtues of the spanish grid, 
which allows for a plan in stages. the design of barrio sur, he concludes, is 
a combination of ‘Mediterranean fantasy (bonet is from barcelona) adjusted 
to the rigor of numbers and technic.’9 thus as the project crossed the 
atlantic it acquired ‘latin’ sensibilities – press and critics praised its connec-
tions to the Mediterranean past, with small streets (the pedestrian paths) 
for gregarious men and quaint plazas, going as far as turning the whole 
neighbourhood into a representation of spain itself. this was only appropri-
ate for an architect ready to return to spain. but beyond the convenience of 
‘turning the project spanish’ for the sake of a spanish public, we can glean 
additional political motivations in these descriptions. to understand these 
motivations, and bonet’s eagerness to return to spain, we must now turn 
to Franco’s post-war strategy.
a complicated reshuffling of political alliances took place in the years of the 
post-war.10 after the spanish civil War, the country was left with a collapsed 
economy, deteriorated armed forces, and traumatized population. It was 
in no position to participate in World War two. yet, although Franco never 
officially sided with the axis, he leaned towards their cause and provided 
some logistical support. as the allies advanced, Franco strategically turned 
towards them, entering a period of what it called ‘benevolent neutrality’. 

With the allies and axis countries immersed in war, Franco’s spain found its 
strongest ally in another cautiously neutral country – Perón’s argentina.11 
spain’s devastation was conflated by a series of droughts, and the country 
was left economically weak and politically isolated. argentina provided as-
sistance in both accounts – it shipped large shipments of grain and meat, 
and provided diplomatic support in international meetings, helping reinte-
grate spain to larger political forums. the reasons behind this alliance were 
complicated – certainly Perón received disapproval at home for it. he was 
sympathetic to the politics of Mussolini, which he had observed as a military 
observer in late 1930s europe, but he was a popularly elected president 
opposed to conservative argentinian factions closer to the Franco regime. 
In the end, the decision seems to have been pragmatically strategic rather 
than ideological. both countries shared an ambiguous neutrality and a resis-
tance to the growing power of the united states. 
however, economic prosperity was short-lived in argentina. by the late 
1940s, the economic growth Perón had achieved in his first years at office 
started to stagnate, soon followed by a growing political opposition. the aid 
shipments to spain stopped in 1949. In turn, spain’s staunch anti-commu-
nist stance brought the regime closer to the united states, easing the way 
for a new political alliance. Initial approaches were eventually solidified into 
the 1953 Pact of Madrid.12 It officially ended spain’s neutrality, allowing the 
united states to build and use air and naval bases in spanish territory as 
part of its military strategy in the context of the Korean war. In exchange, 
spain was benefitted with economic assistance, significant credit, and capi-
tal investments.13 thus from an initial sympathy towards the axis, Franco 
had been able to successfully move into a political alliance with the strongest 
country to emerge out of the war, without any significant political changes. 
as spain turned towards the united states, Perón turned away from spain, 
seeking an alliance with Italy.14 argentina received a large Italian migration 
at the end of the nineteenth century. In turn, Italy had assisted argentina 
through its economic hardships of the early 1950s. these shifts were re-
flected through a confrontation of two concepts: Latinidad versus Hispani-
dad. Franco had favoured a discourse of Hispanidad, a spain-centred term 
that projected a mentor-protégé image. this asymmetrical relationship in-
evitably pointed back to the colonial past. In turning to Italy, Perón bolstered 
the idea of Latinidad understood as the shared ideas of the latin commu-
nity: latin america and the Mediterranean. thus in contrast to Hispanidad, 
Latinidad was meant to conjure ideas of a shared heritage within an egali-
tarian relationship of friendship. the political subtext of these words points 
to the increasing distance between Perón’s argentina and Franco’s spain. 
by the time Perón was ousted in 1955, Franco welcomed the change, as 
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it brought argentina closer to the model spain was following: a conserva-
tive dictatorship interested in creating economic alliances with the united 
states. 
In this context, presenting bonet as the representative of the latin, Medi-
terranean city becomes a marker of what we might term ‘soft resistance’ 
to Franco. 
Indeed, although he was never politically active, as a catalan bonet sympa-
thized with republican ideals. his politics were rooted on the ideas of Fran-
cisco giner de los ríos and Karl Krause, and josé ortega y gasset15 – the 
so-called ‘third spain’, politically opposed to Franco but not actively resistant 
to him. upon his return, he was welcome back into these circles of dormant 
opposition.16 While in argentina barrio sur had been sponsored as part of 
the military regime that ousted Perón, on crossing the atlantic it was trans-
formed into a project of Latinidad. 
In the late 1950s, change came for spain in the shape of new of economic 
policies. Franco brought in a new team of economic consultants into his 
government. the group was known as the technocrats, and many of them 
were members of the opus dei, the extremely conservative catholic orga-
nization. the technocrats were friendly to policies of free market capital-
ism, and focused on improving spain’s financial health by promoting foreign 
investment, a careful industrialization, and attention to tourism. It was in 
this last strategy that bonet’s architecture would reinvent itself. bonet’s 
ambitions for his return had been to work at an urban scale.17 but upon his 
definite relocation to spain in 1963, the ambitions behind the barrio sur 
promotion did not pan out. bonet’s work consisted mostly in small resort 
communities or housing developments in in the Mediterranean coast of 
spain – single family serial houses or apartment complexes that had little in 
common with his modern planning ideas. he also designed private houses 
and a few apartment buildings – the later ones perhaps the only ones that 
retain echoes of his urban ideas.18

significantly, bonet was not the only one to move from argentina to spain 
in the early 1960s. ousted by the military, Perón temporarily wandered 
through south america, and in 1961, settled in Madrid under the protec-
tion of Franco. he was coldly received and kept at a distance: his presence 
was a nuisance to Franco, not only because of the frictions during Perón’s 
last years in office, but also because of his difficult relations with the catholic 
church. From his house in Madrid, Perón remained involved in argentinian 
politics and eventually charted his return to power.
at the start of the modern movement in spain, the gatcPac had claimed 
the clean, simple lines of white Mediterranean houses as the precedents of 
modern architecture. the discourse surrounding barrio sur, and its trans-

formation from argentina to spain, points to larger shifts in architecture in 
the post-war. While markers of the Mediterranean had invoked modernity 
before the war, Latinidad in the post-war pointed to a certain nostalgia for 
quaint plazas and small streets, for a gregarious Mediterranean man and a 
lost past. this anxiety for a lost past stands at the brink of modern architec-
ture’s surrender to the forces of capital: bonet’s final transformation, from 
his cIaM loyalties into the world of resort communities. With these small, 
white, quiet and unobtrusive beach houses, modern architecture returns to 
the Mediterranean. but we can never truly return: nostalgia is an anxiety 
tied to time as much as place. bonet’s return to spain points to the broader 
transformation of modern architecture’s understanding of itself – from an 
active agent of change to a passive subject of capital.
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16 cirici-Pellicer, the author of one of the 
bonet catalog essays, would later become 
one of the founders of the Partido de los 
socialistas de cataluña (catalan socialist 
Party, Psc).
17 In 1958 he wrote a letter to Cuaderns, 
the journal of the catalan college of archi-
tects, with an urban proposal based on an 
extension of the cerdá plan. at the same 
time of the barcelona exhibition, he was 
working on a plan for Murcia, still thinking 
at an urban scale
18 lesser known, but also occupying a big 
part of his time, was the work he did for 
the nuclear central in vandellòs, in the late 
1960s, which included workers’ quarters, 
facilities, and industrial spaces. In this way, 
his work is a reflection of the policies of 
the spanish government under the techno-
crats.

7. Phd roundtables
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architectural history in Italian Phd Programs:  
themes and Methods 

Phd dissertations constitute an important source, continually renewed, of 
stimuli and methodological challenges. however, the fragmentation of re-
search centres and the sporadic occasions of exchange, do not allow the 
dissemination of some of the most interesting research experiences, and 
doctoral theses are likely to become a repertoire of local, monographic 
and barely comparative case studies. the third eahn International Meeting 
aims to encourage an open exchange between the studies conducted within 
the Italian doctoral programs and the main research topics addressed and 
discussed by the International scholarly community. For this reason, the ex-
ecutive committee, in accordance with the scientific committee of the con-
ference, promoted two roundtables exclusively devoted to the presentation 
of Phd studies and dissertations recently conducted within Phd programs 
based in Italy (cycles xxIv-xxvII). the focus of these roundtables and the 
debate will be mainly methodological.

7.1 architectural history in Italian 
doctoral Programs: Issues of theory  
and Criticism

ROUNDTABLE CHAIRS: 
MarIstella cascIato
Centre Canadien d’Architecture, Canada
Mary Mcleod
Columbia University, USA
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7.1.1 Meyer and Paulsson on Monumentality:  
the Beginning of a debate, 1911-40

gIacoMo leone beccarIa
Politecnico di Torino, Italy 

the aim of my dissertation, defended in june 2013, was the reconstruction 
of the discourse on monumentality during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. the research was introduced by an analysis of the only partially known 
european origins of the debate, held by the swiss architect Peter Meyer 
and the swedish historian gregor Paulsson, who started the discussion 
before its trans-oceanic migration. the influence of these two authors on 
the commonly recognized initiators of the debate (giedion, sert, Mumford) 
is clear, marking a european root of the issue and moving twenty years back 
its beginning.
this paper explores the modalities whereby Meyer acknowledged, before his 
compatriot giedion, the need for a new monumentality, while Paulsson ar-
ticulated a case against modern monumentality. Peter Meyer (1894-1984), 
an influential architect and theorist, expressed a clear critique of the ‘false’ 
monumentality produced by modernity in his essay Moderne Architektur 
und Tradition (1927). he admitted to prefer the english country houses to 
forcibly monumental works such as the Federal assembly in berne by h. W. 
auer. after becoming editor of the magazine Das Werk (1930), Meyer con-
tinued to investigate the possibility of coexistence between modern architec-
ture and traditional styles. the problem of a new monumentality became the 
emblem of this research. In his editorials Meyer found a solid basis for solv-
ing the problem in the north-european theorical advances on the subject. In 
particular, Meyer came into contact with the ‘new empiricism’, followed by 
architects asplund and lewerentz and theorized by gregor Paulsson.
art historian, academic and theoretical multidisciplinary scholar, Paulsson 
(1890-1977) was undoubtedly one of the most representative and inter-
esting intellectuals to animate several local and international debates. his 
confidence in modern progress in the fields of art, architecture and sci-
ence merged with a firm belief in the political and social value of aesthetics. 
the discussion about monumentality that permeated Western architectural 
culture therefore proved the ideal setting in which to express his ideas. In 
1911, still a student, he undertook an educational four-month trip through 
germany and Italy. he remained two months in rome, precisely at the time 
of the celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the unification of Italy. dur-

ing this period, an episode marked him particularly. Paulsson took part in 
the inauguration of the Monument to victorio emanuel, a building later de-
fined as a nationalist monument. the episode sparked several thoughts 
that Paulsson expressed in Majgreven magazine (1911) or in his book Den 
Nya Arkitektur (‘the new architecture’, 1916). In all occasions he always 
described monumentality as an undesirable character in architecture, a 
formal tool often subservient to political purposes.
unlike Paulsson, Meyer investigated the social rather than architectural 
possible implications of monumentality. In his article “Monumental architec-
ture?” (1937) Meyer recognized the possibility and the need for reconciling 
the monumental character, required for an expressive architecture, with 
modernism. examples such as the Zurich congress centre by M.e. haefeli, 
W. Moser and r. steiger or the german and russian pavilions at the Paris 
exposition (1937) represented the examples from which Meyer distanced 
himself. however, the real field test for Meyer’s thought was the switzerland 
International exhibition (1939). Meyer spoke positively about the outcomes 
of such occasion, thus defining a concrete example of his concept of monu-
mentality. Meyer returned again on the theme in “diskussion über Monu-
mentalität,” an article published in Das Werk (1940).
the paper ends with a final confrontation on the positions of Meyer and 
Paulsson showing the influence that the two theorists have exerted on the 
following protagonists of the north american debate on the monumentality.

main references

Paulsson, gregor, “Modärna stilrörelser: 
intryck från romutställningen,” Majgreven 
(1911), 16-17

Paulsson, gregor, Den Nya Arkitekturen 
(stockholm: Pa norstedt & söner, 1916); 
danish edition, Den Ny Arkitektur (copenha-
gen: Forlagt af h. aschenhoug, 1920)

Meyer, Peter, Moderne Architektur und Tra-
dition (Zurich: h. girsberger, 1927)

Meyer, Peter, “Monumentale architektur?,” 
Das Werk 3 (1937), 66-73 

Meyer, Peter, “diskussion über Monumen-
talität,” Das Werk (1940), 189-95
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7.1.2 a relational issue: towards an international 
debate on habitat from the 9th Congrès International 
d’architecture Moderne

gIovannI coMoglIo
Politecnico di Torino, Italy
 

the development and diffusion of the concept of habitat within postwar Con-
grès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne can be interpreted as a rela-
tional issue, as the paper aims to posit.
the notion of habitat after the second World War had a cross influence 
through different contexts of reflection and practice, as well as through 
different subjects which were highly debated during those years. track-
ing back the path of formulation and gradual definition of this concept, a 
path which intended to lead to practical realizations, can generate original 
outcomes. First of all, it enables to focus on different critical points of 
view concerning all the research paths involved in the definition of habi-
tat. Moreover, it allows to explore a process of modification through new 
means. this process, which peaks in intensity and critical complexity dur-
ing this period, is the process of redefinition of the architect in his role and 
in his relationship with both a social and professional mission.
cIaM in particular are one of the very first moments in a longer process. 
they should not be considered as the only starting point for a debate con-
cerning habitat: they have been one of the most relevant forums where 
this debate developed; and through this forum it spread though different 
international arenas of discussion. through reflection and action carried 
out by cIaM some research bridges were built, which linked think-tanks, 
groups of power and institutions thus translating reflections into practices 
and policies. If main characters like le corbusier still kept their central 
positions during the 1950s, it is necessary however to shift the focus on 
characters like jaqueline tyrwhitt, josep lluís sert or sigfried giedion, 
who took over the role of junctions between different tendencies – and 
related groups – which had risen within cIaM during the after-war period. 
this characters represented a reference for both the founders of the Con-
grés and those subjects who were establishing new roles for themselves 
within american or generally extra-european contexts, as well as for those 
new generations who later merged into team x.
all the mentioned dynamics gathered and shaped themselves in some 
way around the habitat issue, around its rise within the cIaM debate and 

its gradual and conflicting definition. It has not been just a theoretical is-
sue. although postwar congresses were the scene of a constant ideologi-
cal clash, it is a fact that in this period, like in the previous years, many 
members and groups were attempting to enter new contexts or markets, 
and they often exploited cIaM relational framework to hit these targets 
with higher effectiveness and authority (e.g. sert with “can our cities sur-
vive?”, between 1939 and 1942). this situation was in fact the frame 
for the external relations of cIaM during those years: exchanges with un 
departments and early european institutions at the time of the 1953 aix-
en-Provence meeting in particular, were linked to proposals or requests 
of technical consulting about issues concerning mass dwelling and their 
translation into practices.
the debate on habitat is therefore capable of linking different paths which 
are only apparently separate. In the same way, it stands out as one of the 
main playgrounds where architects and institutions, in those years, could 
face transformations in their strategies of both legitimization and opera-
tional intervention. 
this statement – and the related process -  is in fact the subject of a wider 
research work, which sets its methodological focus on the exploration of 
the gradual definition of the concept of habitat through the persistence 
of some characters, and the modification and migration of relational net-
works: from cIaM to american reflections carried out at harvard gsd, to 
delos conferences up to the research of c. doxiadis’s Ekistics, and with 
constant feedbacks and interests expressed by the un. this work carries 
out a joint analysis of working papers, publications and correspondence, 
establishing transversal links among recent research works focused on 
specific themes within the subject (Mumford, 2000, 2009; avermaete 
2003, risselada-huevel, 2005), as well as specific characters and institu-
tions (avermaete, 2005; schoskes, 2006; tolic, 2011).



7
. 
P
h
d

 r
o

u
n

d
ta

B
lE

S

7
. 
P
h
d

 r
o

u
n

d
t a

B
lE

S

1202 1203

7.1.3 the urban landscape as Cultural heritage.  
the Contemporary debate in France and Italy

elena greco
Politecnico di Torino - Université Rennes 2

the aim of the research is to highlight the concept of urban landscape within 
the debate centered on urban heritage as it grew in the second half of the 
twentieth century. Indeed, this is the period of origin and development of this 
concept, which has recently reappeared in the international debate (historic 
urban landscape recommendation, unesco 2011).
Italy and France played a key role in relation to the debate, especially because 
of their ancient tradition of heritage public protection. the analysis is there-
fore carried out through a comparison between the two countries, and covers 
the following areas:
(1) genealogy of the urban landscape concept, its variations, and its relation 
with the theory of historic centre; 
(2) legislative development and its connection with the cultural debate;
(3) outcomes within urban planning practices.
to retrace the debate about urban landscape, the main sources are the 
professional periodicals, specifically Urbanisme, Monuments Historiques, La 
Vie Urbaine, L’architecture d’Aujourd’hui, Urbanistica, Metron, L’architettura 
cronache e storia, Casabella.
the key points emerging from the debate are analyzed through additional sourc-
es such as conference proceedings, publications, newspaper articles, etc.
the results are compared to the legislative documents aiming to deduce 
which aspects of the cultural debate have triggered preservation and urban 
renewal practices.
From the analysis of the Italian and French periodicals it emerges that the 
debate on urban landscape showed some analogies, and that in both cases 
the common denominator had to be found in the concept of townscape, de-
veloped in great britain the late 1940s and heralded by the architectural re-
view. More than focusing on urban design, Italian and French planners faced 
the problem of transformation and preservation of historical cities. 
the debate was particularly intense in Italy, where at the end of the 1950s 
the expression ‘historic centre’ was coined. the first important data emerging 
from the research is that the concept of historic centre was originated from 
the debate on urban landscape, and not vice-versa. nevertheless, as proven 
by the legislative documents, the notion of historic centre predominated over 
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that of urban landscape, the latter being much more complex to define from 
a theoretical and practical point of view. this fact reveals the substantial 
weakness of the Italian legislative action which, together with the economic 
interests involved by the renewal practices, contributed to the supremacy 
of the historic centre notion. Indeed, the latter achieved tangible results in 
conservation practices, while the concept of urban landscape is still being 
theorized, at least at an international level. 
From the research it emerges that in Italy the cultural debate was more ear-
nest than in France, but the legislative framework regarding urban preserva-
tion was substantially weaker.
the final part of this work will be dedicated to verifying if the theoretical con-
struction of urban landscape has been considered in the planning process 
and in the urban heritage preservation practices against the intense urban 
transformations that occurred in the contemporary decades. 
two case studies, turin and lyon, are selected to evaluate the procedures and 
results. these cities have been chosen because they are both medium size 
post-industrial cities. during the second half of the twentieth century their town-
scapes have deeply changed as a result of significant urban planning decisions. 
the planning process of the two cities will be investigated through different 
sources: town plans and architectural projects, debate and resolutions of lo-
cal authorities, newspaper articles, photographs, etc.
the goal is to evaluate if urban landscape can be used as an operational in-
strument of analysis and preservation in the urban planning process.
My doctoral thesis is based on a supervising agreement between the Politec-
nico of turin and the université rennes 2.

main references
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cullen, gordon, Townscape (london: the 
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lynch, Kevin, The image of the city (cam-
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tyrwitt, jaqueline, josep lluis sert, and er-
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Towards the Humanisation of Urban Life 
(new york: Pellegrini and cudahy, 1952)

7.1.4 ‘a home’: Östberg’s search for the total artwork 

chIara MonteruMIsI
Università degli Studi di Bologna

this paper aims to be a discovering voyage on how the swedish archi-
tect ragnar Östberg (1866-1945) turned the intuitions expressed in his 
15-pages pamphlet entitled Ett hem. Dess byggnad och inredning (‘a home. 
Its construction and interior design’) which came out in 1905, into proj-
ects of domestic architecture. Ett hem encapsulates the nordic devotion to 
craftsmanship, inscribed in the early studies on swedish folklore and rural 
tradition undertaken by historian nils Månsson and ethnographer artur ha-
zelius, which had paved the way for the svenska slöjdföreningen (swedish 
society of Industrial and crafts design) founded in 1845. 
the title of the booklet captured the two fundamental themes of the fin 
de siècle architectural debate: construction (byggnad) and interior design 
(inredning), encompassing the enduring dilemma of their relation summed 
up in Ett hem. to a certain extend one can compare laugier’s primitive hut 
with Östberg’s search for the essence of the tiny wooden homes, but both 
aimed to design the human space par excellence: a domestic vernacular 
shelter. 
during the last quarter of the nineteenth century nationalistic feelings had 
been progressively spread in scandinavian countries and in germany, stress-
ing the desire of nationhood due to not still defined boundaries of these na-
tions. then, philosopher-literati and artist-architects focused on the search 
for their own origins through a vernacular idiom, conveying moral, spiritual 
and national values. 
In their imaginary, sweden meant simultaneously both the vast native land 
and the intimate home.
housing design embodied that sense of identity, encompassing national, 
regional and local concerns.
some visual artists, such as the painters anders Zorn and carl larsson 
emphasized the notion of the ideal home, and celebrated the region of dale-
carlia as a symbol of true swedishness. there they built open-air studios 
that served as model and spur to national romantic architects like lars 
Israel Wahlman, carl Westam and ragnar Östberg. hence, the architects 
offered appropriate precedents for swedish housing and interior design, 
first to peasants and then to the nascent bourgeoisie. equally the intellectual 
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and ante litteram feminist ellen Key powerfully influenced the generation of 
younger architects among whom Östberg was a leading exponent through 
her writings on scandinavian domestic aesthetics and family education. 
It is also worth noting that national romanticism was partly in debt to the 
theories of the british arts & crafts Movement whereby, according to its 
champions William Morris and john ruskin, artistic innovation had to be 
based on nature, not on machines. Östberg firmly stated that all visual arts 
should work together closely, creating a balanced interplay of popular cul-
ture and craftsmanship.
Inspired by larsson’s homonymous Ett hem (‘a home’, 1899), a collection 
of watercolours depicting traditional interiors and domestic life, Östberg 
drew attention on the traditional peasant’s wooden house (allmogehems). 
he also described all the fundamental features for domestic design and 
proposed some simple homemade houses for the lower classes. as he said, 
‘any home is none other than a clear expression of its occupants’ needs’. 
the analytic study of the allmogehems was also a source of inspiration to 
Östberg’s projects for the bourgeoisie bostad (villa), built in the wild outskirts 
of stockholm. 
as an expression of swedish vernacular identity Ett hem embodied the stimu-
lating cross-disciplinary debate at the dawn of the twentieth century century 
which was captured by the writings of Key, larsson and Östberg, published 
in the series entitled Studentföreningen Verdandi (verdandi’s student book-
lets), a progressive platform for intellectual exchanges founded in 1888. 
until now this booklet has been accessible to only-swedish readership; it is 
my aim to include an english translation in the documentary section of my 
doctoral thesis.
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7.1.5 order and Proportion: dom hans van der laan 
and the Expressiveness of the architectonic Space

tIZIana ProIettI
Università di Roma - La Sapienza, Italy

My doctoral research deals with the history of proportions in twentieth-
century architecture and aims at introducing how proportioned elements 
favoured the legibility of architectural forms by interacting with human per-
ceptive attitudes. distancing from the symbolic, aesthetic, and ethical val-
ues attributed to proportions over the centuries, the research proposes 
an analysis of the role of proportions in the oeuvre of dutch architect and 
benedictine monk dom hans van der laan (1904-91).
van der laan devoted his entire life to the search for the essence of hu-
manistic architecture. With his plastic number system and his experiments 
on perception, he explored human attitude to discern surrounding forms 
and classify them through their dimensions. he demonstrated how nature, 
which because of the infiniteness of its dimensions could not be completely 
understood by human mind, could be shaped by man and become intelligible 
through the application of proportional ratios. according to the plastic num-
ber theory, human beings could draw from surrounding visible world a set 
of intelligible ratios and sizes apt to their mind and apply them in the con-
struction of architecture. In this way architecture could fulfil what van der 
laan considered its highest goal, i.e. to serve human intellect necessities. 
therefore proportions were not external tools or final checking devices in 
design practice, but they stood for the essence of architecture, making the 
unlimited nature comprehensible by human limited perceptive skills. 
during his long-life research van der laan built three plastic number devic-
es, which he named the abacus, the triangle of forms, and the morphoteek, 
or the sets of regular geometric volumes built on plastic number progres-
sion. these were extremely useful to exercise the eye in perceiving propor-
tioned forms and to understand the interaction between morphological and 
dimensional features of forms and the human brain structure.
van der laan applied his plastic number system in few buildings where the 
experience of ordered disposition and articulation of intelligible forms called 
up to build spaces for bodies and minds. In my dissertation I carried out a 
careful analysis of the proportional ratios in van der laan’s most well known 
design, the s. benedict abbey in vaals (1956-86). based on van der laan’s 
fifteen lessons collected in his book entitled Architectonic Space (1977), the 
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research has identified three main principles, traceable in both the theory 
and practice of the plastic number system. Firstly, the repetition of few pro-
portioned forms according to their morphological similarity, resulting from 
the additional properties of plastic number system, favoured the intelligibility 
of architecture and its experience. secondly, the regularity of simple geo-
metric forms gave evidence to the geometry and dimensional properties of 
the object by not obstructing its intelligibility. and finally, the mutual proximity 
between architectural elements controlled by proportions shaped architec-
tonic spaces morphologically perceptible and intelligible.
to conclude the research recognized in van der laan’s plastic number the-
ory a provocative answer to the crisis that has interested the theory of 
proportions in the twentieth century. Indeed, van der laan had the ability 
to shift the focus from the abundantly discussed harmonic properties of 
proportions to its cognitive features. he seemed to foresee the later inter-
est in between art, phenomenology and neuroscience and moved from the 
ancient notion of proportions to a reinterpretation at the same time modern 
and primitive. van der laan encouraged reflections on the importance of 
intelligibility for artefacts production and offered new lenses through which 
look at proportion in architecture. as output of my work I have been able to 
move from van der laan’s theory of proportions to its values, roles and laws 
for contemporary debate and practice. 
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7.1.6 the use of the Convenzioni Urbanistiche in the 
historic Centre of Milan: negotiation and Planning 
Instruments in the Second Post-War PeriodI

nIcole de tognI
Politecnico di Torino, Italy

this research addresses the topic of the relevance of planning negotia-
tions in the reconstruction of Italian cities in the second post-war period, 
focusing on Milan and its historic centre. 
as economical capital of the country and first major city to approve a gen-
eral Plan according to the national Planning law of 1942, Milan was ex-
pected to prove the potentialities of the new planning instrument in dealing 
with war damages and modern instances. supported by the architectural 
elite, the plan was perceived as a testing ground for new political visions, 
practices and models of architecture and town planning in a moment of 
great urbanization and redefinition of the discipline (bottoni, 1955; as-
tengo, 1956, Piccinato, 1956). the general Plan of 1953 was actually 
controversial. Its critics consolidated the idea of a failed reconstruction 
(campos venuti et al. 1986; tortoreto 1977; Zucconi 1998), arguing 
that the convenzioni were quite often the main vehicle of real estate specu-
lation and scattering of planning policies. 
the expression convenzioni urbanistiche identifies agreements based on 
private contracts between public administrations and private owners or 
developers, defining building rights and duties through a negotiation based 
more on economical and political power than on fixed rules (Mazzarelli 
1975, 1976; airoldi 1978).
It is my aim to look at them as main sources to explore urban design at-
titudes in contrast with a canonical approach, which merely delegates the 
study of the planning processes to the analysis of the general Plan.
While the general Plan, completed with the procedures of observations 
and reception showed an approach to urban design based on political and 
disciplinary instances, the introduction of the convenzioni implied a model 
of prompt negotiation, not included nor described in other planning instru-
ments. being grounded on some specific tools and their languages, and 
relying on specific actors, the convenzioni allowed different scales to be 
assessed, from that of the architectural objects to that of city planning. 
this process prompted the idea of a urban development based on the ne-
gotiation of public and private interests and needs. 
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My research aims at introducing a critical perspective on post-war conven-
zioni through a quantitative and qualitative analysis regarding of the urban 
fabric of Milan historic centre in the early 1950s. the city’s core was the 
object of intense building efforts drawn by economic interests. this was 
happening within a national debate fostering the symbolic meanings of 
architectural stratifications in the historic centres. as a matter of fact the 
study of the Milanese case offers the opportunity to elaborate an interpre-
tative revision of the results obtained through the use of the convenzioni, 
questioning their validity in expansion areas and framing the peculiarities 
of their use in the historic centre. 
the almost complete record of the convenzioni regarding the historic cen-
tre of Milan is built thanks to original archival research and through the 
comparison of the general cartography. the convenzioni were published 
and collected for administrative purposes and included a large variety of 
documents, the most relevant for the elaboration of a significant roster of 
data and related questions. 
records are aggregated according to interpretative categories belong-
ing to urban history’s issues. these categories are defined for their sig-
nificance in relation to urban fabric, building processes, involved actors, 
disciplinary debate, and socio-political aspects. single case studies are 
examined according to key concepts emerging from the database, such 
as negotiation and intervention models, connection and level of integra-
tion with other planning instruments, evolution of legislation, typologies, 
and variety of actors. completed with information from other sources, as 
publications, building permits and professional archives, each case study 
analyzes specific aspects of the urban development and offers a new point 
of view on the professional practice. Furthermore, the study of the conven-
zioni allows understanding how this multifaceted tool played an active role 
in the negotiation process redefining planning instruments. 
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7.2 architectural history in Italian 
doctoral Programs: histories  
of Buildings, architects and Practices

ROUNDTABLE CHAIR: 
MarI hvattuM
Arkitektur- og designhøgskolen i Oslo, Norway

7.2.1 ahmedabad. Workshop of Modern architecture: 
the national Institute of design

elIsa alessandrInI
Università di Bologna, Italy

the subject of this research is the national Institute of design (known as 
nId) designed by gautam sarabhai and his sister gira in the city of ahmed-
abad, India. this project has been selected because it highlights the two 
faces of post-colonial India; a nation that sought to amalgamate modern 
institutions with traditions from the past. nId, designed in 1961-4 and built 
in 1966-8, is one of the most convincing examples of this synthesis.
the decades 1940-60 are the time frame of this study, corresponding to a 
period of great intellectual upheaval in India following the independence from 
british rule. In these years, the first generation of Indian postcolonial archi-
tects created buildings of considerable importance and had close contact 
with Western modern masters. nId is part of this chronological framework.
the wider survey is restricted to educational buildings constructed by Indian 
architects in ahmedabad, and highlights the influence of masters such as 
le corbusier, louis Kahn, and other Western professionals that participat-
ed in this climate of cultural exchange. While Frank lloyd Wright and Walter 
gropius welcomed talented young Indian architects into their schools or 
studios, they themselves never went to the sub-continent. their american 
and european colleagues, however, such as richard neutra, charles and 
ray eames, buckminster Fuller, enrico Peressutti, harry Weese, and Frei 
otto, had a direct dialogue with the emerging generation of Indian architects 
through their presence on site in India. the architecture designed by achyut 
Kanvinde, gautam and gira sarabhai, balkrishna doshi and charles correa, 
just to name a few Indian architects of that new generation, are a clear 
evidence of these contacts.
the national Institute of design found its seat in ahmedabad, a city favoured 
by young Indian architects and a centre of decolonization. the thesis exam-
ines some aspects of post-colonial Indian architecture and its outcomes, 
in particular in ahmedabad, which must be considered a real laboratory of 
Indian modernity. nId is a national institution of great importance which, like 
its designers gautam sarabhai (1917-95) and gira sarabhai (1923 -), has 
never been the subject of research and rarely mentioned in history books 
of post-colonial India. With this study, the author aims to restore nId’s 
value and reputation and give voice to its designers, investigating the central 
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role of the sarabhais in the modernization of ahmedabad and more gener-
ally of the country. thanks to their wide national and international network, 
gautam and gira sarabhai were key figures in the cultural development of 
ahmedabad, and the creation of nId is one of the most significant examples 
of intellectual exchange between east and West. the study illustrates how 
the fertile friendships between Indian and Western architects, but also tradi-
tions from the past, are reflected in the nId project.
this thesis is based on archival research in a number of archives in India, 
europe and north america.

main references

Architectures en Inde (Paris: electa Monit-
eur, ecole nationale supérieure des beaux 
arts de Paris, 1985)
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Correa, Balkrishna Doshi, Muzharul Islam, 
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league of new york, 1998)

desai, Madhavi, Miki desai, and jon lang, 
Architecture & Independence. The Search 
for Identity – India 1880 to 1980 (delhi: 
oxford university Press, 1997)
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Today in America and Europe (bombay: the 
commercial Printing Press Pvt ltd, 1958)
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Penguin books India, 1997)

Kirkham, Pat, Charles and Ray Eames. 
Designers of the Twentieth Century (cam-
bridge: the MIt Press, 1995)

lang, jon, A Concise History of Modern Ar-
chitecture in India (new delhi: Permanent 
black, 2002)

National Institute of Design. Documentation 
1964-69 (ahmedabad: nId, 1969)

Wheeler, Monroe (ed.), Textile and Orna-
ments of India (new york: Museum of Mod-
ern art, 1956)

yagnik, achyut, suchitra sheth, Ahmed-
abad. From Royal City to Megacity (new 
delhi: Penguin books India, 2011)

7.2.2 transformations of Public Space in Paris. From 
infrastructure to forme urbaine

danIele caMPobeneDetto
Politecnico di Torino – École Doctorale Ville Transports et Territoires, Université 
Paris Est

between the 1970s and 1980s, the city of Paris faced a period of extensive 
urban transformation and, at the same time, a change in the strategies of 
this transformation in comparison with the heroic Trente Glorieuses. the 
analyses of these architectural and urban changes and the works that in-
spired them, are often based on a typological or morphological perspective 
(boudon et al., 1977; Panerai, 1999). Moreover, in France, the study of 
decision-making processes and urban transformation falls within the scope 
of social sciences (lefebvre, 1967 and 1974). this has resulted in an un-
fortunate separation of academic approaches: one focusing on finding the 
link between the theories of the architectural community and the projects, 
while the other taking the already transformed urban space as a starting 
point for political and social analysis.
this paper explores the gap between these two methodological approaches, 
both influential in France during the 1970s and 1980s. It does so by apply-
ing an interpretative framework which goes beyond both the typo-morpho-
logical and the socio-cultural framework. the main aim of the research is 
to establish the relationship between the  cultural references of designers 
and the processes through which urban spaces are converted, and, what is 
more, to explore the urban imaginaries created by this relationship.
between 1974 and 1989, the atelier Parisien d’urbanisme (hereafter 
aPur), a hybrid entity with various roles during this period, had an essential 
part in translating the aforementioned shift into operative terms, liaisoning 
with institutions that had the power to transform large areas of the French 
capital. two case studies allow us to analyze these changes and the role 
played by the aPur: the transformations of the halles centrales of Paris, 
starting in 1974, and the secteur de la villette projects, especially those for 
Place stalingrad (bernard huet, 1985-89) and Parc de la villette during the 
first competition organized by aPur (1976-82).
these two cases are intertwined. on one hand, they illustrate a cultural 
point of view; on the other hand, they give an account of institutional and 
political processes, showing a transformation that occurred throughout the 
whole city. Finally, they cross the trajectory of some of the most emblematic 
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figures in French architecture at this time. one of them was bernard huet, 
a teacher, theorist, critic and urban designer who played a major role in the 
definition of a new cultural paradigm. the central role of aPur and the influ-
ences of huet’s Architecture Urbaine in the two case studies are analyzed 
by comparing the archives of the architects involved in the urban projects 
(bernard huet, henry bernard, emile aillaud, louis arretche) as well as the 
ministerial and presidential archives. oral sources, already explored in the 
case of bernard huet (Pommier, 2010), are restricted to a control role.
the research shows a change in the process of transformation of public 
space in Paris. the practices shifted from projects which were generated 
through vivid debate (strongly linked to contemporary French social science, 
for example in the first phase of les halles case), to a later standardization 
of urban projects and urban imaginaire.
the relationship between the cultural milieu and the political intervention 
processes in Paris is still quite unexplored, allowing us to analyze the com-
plex role of bernard huet and other protagonists in this period on the basis 
of a hitherto unknown material. Moreover, the public nature of the sources 
and the international scope of the urban debates in this period allow cross-
national comparison with other european cases.

main references

lefebvre, henri, Le droit à la ville, (Paris: 
anthropos, 1967)

lefebvre, henri, La production de l’espace 
(Paris: anthropos, 1974)

boudon Françoise, et al., Sistème de 
l’architecture urbaine. Le quartier des 
Halles à Paris (Paris: editions du centre na-
tional de la recherche scientifique, 1977)

Panerai, Philippe et al., Analyse urbaine 
(Paris: editions Parenthèses, 1999)

Pommier, juliette, Vers une architecture ur-
baine. La trajectoire de Bernard Huet, (Par-
is: ecole doctorale ville et environnement 
Perceptible, université Paris vIII, ensa Par-
is Malaquais, laboratoire acs, 2010)

7.2.3 layers of narration: the architecture of Piero 
Bottoni in Ferrara

Matteo cassanI sIMonettI
Università degli Studi di Bologna, Italy 

abstract

the task of studying the relationships between an architect and a specific 
city or cultural context, discerning the different contributions to the archi-
tectural work made by each, can be complex. a fruitful approach is offered, 
however, by what vittorio savi has called layers of narration. as historio-
graphic and critical devices, these layers allow for the observation of the 
relationship between author and context from multiple viewpoints and via a 
spectrum of resources (historical records, graphic or photographic analy-
sis, critical readings), leading to a more in-depth understanding of their in-
teraction.
the career of the modernist architect Piero bottoni (1903-73) in Ferrara 
covers a wide range of building types and commissions: private homes, 
town planning projects, public buildings, all located in the city centre. after 
his native Milan, Ferrara is the city that hosts the greatest number of botto-
ni-designed projects. bottoni’s works share not only the same geographical 
location, but also a series of common characteristics. they all explore the 
relationship between modern architecture and the old pre-existing city and 
reflect a unitary vision of architecture and restoration, evident in bottoni’s 
work already in the early 1930s. narrating this story has meant examining 
Ferrara’s cultural context and its key players during the 1950s and 1960s 
expansion. bottoni’s role in developing the city was pivotal: he completed 
eighteen city projects, thanks to the close ties he had established with some 
of the city’s most influential figures.
an understanding of Ferrara history during this period has also required 
the study of the roles played by other contemporary figures, such as bruno 
Zevi, roberto Pane, giuseppe samonà, giovanni Michelucci and giorgio Pic-
cinato. the city enjoyed a period in which key protagonists of architectural 
and urban culture discussed the city’s past, present and future and were 
able to influence its development and transformations.
this reconstruction, focussing on what historiography intuitively labelled the 
scuola di Ferrara, examines some twenty archives belonging to cultural as-
sociations, political parties (Italia nostra, Partito comunista Italiano), the 
Italian public administration and the private archives of bottoni’s clients and 
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local personalities plus, of course, bottoni’s own archive and those of Zevi 
and samonà. the research begun as a monograph on bottoni’s work in 
Ferrara, but developed into a broader history of the city’s architectural con-
text, dotted by the contributions of its many protagonists. It thus identifies 
aspects drawn from both local and national architectural debate. In addition 
to the research carried out on primary and secondary sources it also be-
came necessary – in order to understand the nature of bottoni’s work and 
its true relationship with pre-existing buildings – to survey his projects using 
modern 3d photo surveys. such surveys provide us with 3d models from 
photographs, even buildings predating bottoni’s work. this allows for the 
immediate comparison of the different characteristics before and after the 
architect’s work as well as comparison between the design and the actual 
construction.
to sum up, the research into bottoni’s architecture in Ferrara consists of 
different chapters: bottoni’s work before coming to Ferrara; the architec-
tural context in Ferrara during 1950s and 1960s; the political-personal 
links between the architect and the clients; an analysis of bottoni’s works as 
regards the local and national architectural debate; a detailed chronologi-
cal description, the redesigns and surveys, and lists of archival documents 
that constitute the body of the research. by combining different layers of 
interpretation, the research has sought to reconstruct the history of a sub-
ject that has proved fundamental to the understanding of both bottoni’s 
career and the relationships between earlier and modern architecture in 
the 1950s and 1960s.

7.2.4 architecture that teaches. Swiss School Buildings 
during the 1950s and 1960s

Marco dI nallo
Politecnico di Torino, Italy – Accademia di Architettura di Mendrisio, Switzerland 

the research examines the development of swiss school buildings during 
the 1950s and 1960s, including their architectural, pedagogical and social 
implications. the work focuses on buildings of compulsory education. edu-
cational theories have, indeed, had a major impact on educational architec-
ture, particularly buildings for primary and secondary schools. Following the 
great baby boom of the postwar period, school buildings acted as a stimu-
lant for swiss modern architecture, especially thanks to competitions which 
gave young architects the opportunity to develop and test new proposals. 
the great attention which modern architects dedicated to school buildings 
and educational issues was both pragmatic and ideological. since modern 
architects were convinced that the new architecture needed a new human 
being, they assigned to school buildings an important formative role (Maurer 
2007). Moreover, the paradigm promoted by the Neues Bauen – light, air, 
sun – was very close to the hygienist principles of the nineteenth century and 
to the new educational theories of the 1920s. swiss modern architects re-
alised that the school building was a forceful medium to spread the culture 
and the form of modern architecture.
two deeply rooted beliefs, both ingrained parts of helvetian self-awareness, 
are at the basis of the importance given to school buildings. on the one 
hand it is often stressed that switzerland is a land of educationalists, start-
ing with rousseau and Pestalozzi, right down to the leading swiss figures 
in modern pedagogy, such as adolphe Ferrière, cofounder of the bureau In-
ternational d’education in 1925. on the other hand it is seen as self-evident 
that the mission of education is to train the moral being even more than to 
instruct (reichlin 2008). ‘the moral man is the main goal of education’ and 
‘aesthetic education is a necessary premise to moral education’ alfred roth 
wrote in the last part of his trilingual book The New School, first published 
in 1950 (roth 1950). such a mission was to be entrusted to schools, and 
the school building would be its most tangible sign.
the dissertation explores how the modern swiss school, as a cultural and 
architectural form, emerged from a complex interaction of technical con-
cerns, educational theory, and the larger social forces of the period. the 
research is organised according to three distinct but interrelated paths of 
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investigation. Firstly, I study the relationship between school building and 
urban context; the evolution of the typology with respect to both technical 
and educational concerns; and the migration of ideas. schools are strongly 
related to the evolution of urban theories and the debate on school building 
was linked to debates on the territory and its development, its economic 
growth and its demographic curve. the second path examines how archi-
tects, educators, and administrators created and disseminated an image 
of school bound to modern architectural forms and progressive methods of 
teaching, combined with a persistently romantic notion of childhood.
the close relationships with other countries have always played an essen-
tial role in swiss culture. the dissertation therefore applies international 
comparison, looking into the network of exchanges that swiss architects 
secured with the rest of the world, in particular with the so called ‘creative 
periphery’ (joedicke 1959) – denmark, sweden and Finland – as well as 
with the united states and england in which  the most progressive ideas on 
education and school buildings were being developed.
the archival research has been conducted primarily at the gta archiv of 
the eth Zurich, looking into the main protagonists of the swiss debate on 
modern school buildings, such as Werner M. Moser and alfred roth. the 
literature studies provide an accurate survey of period journals on educa-
tion and architecture, paying particular attention to the many special issues 
dedicated to the subject of schools in this period.
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Schweizer Moderne (Zürich: gta verlag, 
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reichlin, bruno, “la provincia pedagogica/
the Pedagogic Province,” in bellasi, Fran-
cioli, Piccardi (eds.), Enigma Helvetia. Arti, 
riti e miti della Svizzera moderna, (Mendri-
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7.2.5 Star-Shaped rib Vaulting in the Church of San 
domenico, Cagliari

FederIco MarIa gIaMMusso
Università degli Studi di Palermo, Italy – Universidad de Zaragoza, Spain

this research is focused on the monastery of san domenico in cagliari and 
its renovation carried out in the second half of sixteenth century. Founded in 
the settlement of villanova on the east slope of the castle of cagliari during 
the second half of the thirteenth century, the monastery of san domenico 
reached its maximum expansion in the late 1560s as a consequence of 
the dominican reform movement. these large-scale reforms were due to 
multiple factors: economic development, administrative reforms (including 
the diocesan reorganization), medieval orders reforms and general religious 
reforms relating to the defunct council of trent which closed in 1563 (Man-
coni, 2010, 250-53).
the particular focus of the thesis is on the star-shaped rib vaulting of the 
church; a complex work which radically transformed the temple, previously 
covered with a wooden roof built over a diaphragmatic arch system. san 
domenico suffered complete destruction during the second World War and 
was rebuilt. the destruction, together with the shortage of available docu-
mentation of its building history, has prevented a proper interpretation of 
the church and its architecture. because of this lack of documentation, the 
research has been based primarily on indirect archival sources, such as the 
acts of the provincial and general chapters of the order, the dominican and 
ecclesiastical chronicles and the Liber I of the general archive of Preach-
ers in rome. some direct sources from the late sixteenth century were 
provided by local archives (archdiocese and Municipal in cagliari) and by the 
archive of the crown of aragon (barcelona).
a key tool in this study has been the design of a 3d reconstruction of the 
building, making it possible to analyze the church as it would have appeared 
before its destruction. virtual reconstruction techniques (Marsiglia, 2013), 
combining historical research tools and digital representation technologies, 
have been employed to understand the building process. this has allowed 
an interpretation of architectural details and constructive features and a 
comparative analysis of the church with respect to other monuments from 
the same time. the digital reconstruction has been based on metric data, 
collected using image-based 3d modelling methods (remondino-el hakim, 
2006), and materials found in the Municipal archive of cagliari as well as in 
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the soprintendenza of cagliari and oristano’s archives.
a very important part of the study concerns the reconstruction of the rela-
tionship between the monastery of san domenico and the dominican order. 
In particular, the research has focused on the dominican reform movement 
in the province of aragon (esponera, 1999). Furthermore, the thesis inves-
tigates the relationship between the spiritual reform and the material reno-
vation of the monasteries. the history of san domenico well illustrates the 
dynamics that characterized the spread and evolution of the Mediterranean 
gothic in sardinia, from the introduction of churches with unique nave and 
chapels opened between buttresses of diaphragm arches, to the introduc-
tion of star-shaped ribs vaulting of the naves.
the final goal of the work has been to demonstrate that the appearance 
of star-shaped ribs in the late sardinian Cinquecento religious architecture 
does not represent a delay or isolation of sardinian architectural culture. 
Perhaps these episodes should not be classifiable as ‘late gothic’ architec-
ture at all. Instead, they might be understood as local interpretations of new 
renaissance systems developing in mainland Italy and the aragonese land 
(Ibáñez, 2008).

7.2.6 the Evolution of domestic Space in Southern Italy 
and Sicily

serena guIdone
Università degli Studi di Padova

the research project is devoted to the evolution of domestic space in south-
ern Italy and sicily, in the late classical to hellenistic period (from the middle 
of the fourth century to the middle of the first century bc), including both 
Magna grecia and Italic sites (russo tagliente 1992; d’andria-Mannino 
1996). the analytic research is aimed at defining the peculiar characteris-
tics of the domestic unit, providing a tentative reconstruction of the cultural 
models of reference. the research involves examination of twenty-eight sites 
and more than one hundred houses, highlighting the presence of different 
‘housing systems’. the houses examined present considerable typological 
and dimensional variations and are structured according to complex sym-
bolic dimensions.
the vast majority of the examined houses derive from the greek tradition, as 
for example the pastas and peristilium houses (hellmann 2010). however, if 
we consider the development of a typical house over time, we can observe 
a series of structural changes that alter the primitive plan layout, introduc-
ing variations in the original template and, in some cases, in the dwelling’s 
extension. this change can be linked to the gradual process of romanization 
of the southern part of the Italian peninsula; a process already underway 
around the end of the third century bc. the best examples of this change 
can be observed between the end of the second century and the beginning 
of the first century bc. an important part of the research is related to the 
diffusion of the atrium domus, both in southern Italy and in sicily. there is a 
great need to investigate more attentively the symbolic value of this house 
type in relation to the political and social context in which it spread.
From a methodological point of view, an unavoidable reference in the study 
of the private house is the description of the greek and roman house in 
literary sources (Pesando 1989; coarelli 1989; de albentiis 1990; gros 
1997). such sources are important to understand the dwelling’s struc-
tural and functional aspects as well as the activities performed inside them. 
Furthermore, the study encompasses structural analysis, examinations of 
spatial and functional distribution, typology, and architectural language. the 
analyses take into account structural and functional modifications of the 
single unit as well as of the community as a whole, using such changes as 
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clues to understanding how the domestic nucleus was perceived. 
the ultimate aim of the dissertation is to understand the housing structure 
as part of the surrounding environment and in relation to the urban context, 
thus contributing to a deeper understanding of the village’s development and 
organization. 
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7.2.7 From the South. Ernesto Basile’s routes and 
destinations

eleonora Marrone
Università degli Studi di Palermo, Italy 

abstract

Why should we continue to study the Italian architect ernesto basile (Paler-
mo 1857-1932) today? given the amount of recent research, we might be 
tempted to believe that everything has been told. however, there are several 
important issues worthy of further investigations. these include basile’s 
travels, which are particularly interesting, because of the proximity they 
reveal between architecture and place. only by entering a space, walking 
around, watching the changing shadows as the sun turns, catching the 
colour of materials in their context, watching people moving, can one have 
an active, sincere and direct experience of the complex world of an architec-
tural work, basile implies. 
We know what basile saw from contemporary books and magazines report-
ing on the places he visited, however only through further research can we 
understand how he perceived these places and the significance they had in 
his work. basile went to places that we might call ‘strategic’ for european 
architectural history of his time – a scene in which he was deeply involved. 
My research focuses on basile’s extensive contact with scholars, artists and 
scientists in the places he visited. Wherever he went, he systematically doc-
umented the architecture and the spaces he visited and the people he met. 
through the study of the ernesto basile’s archive, it has been possible to 
map the movements, destinations, appointments and impressions, which 
basile accurately recorded in his notebooks and personal agendas. except 
for a few gaps, the basile’s archive is one of the best maintained contem-
porary architectural archives in europe. basile wrote extensively about his 
travels and discussed their context and significance. the documents range 
from reports on the World exhibition in Paris in 1878, to stories of ortensio 
lando, the sixteenth-century Italian humanist and traveler, who moved ‘from 
the far sicily to the edge of the alps’.
In my research, particular attention has been given to basile’s journey in 
1888 to rio de janeiro, during which the architect designed the new ave-
nida de libertaçao in the brazilian capital. due to changes in the political 
regime of brazil, basile’s work was interrupted. to study this project, there-
fore, involves extensive analyses of maps of rio de janeiro and the urban 
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history of the city. historical maps of barcelona, Paris and other european 
cities relating to basile’s foreign travels between the years 1876 and 1900 
were other useful tools. the study has covered the whole range of basile’s 
travel and professional activities from 1876 to 1932, starting from the year 
of his first documented study tour to Paris, in the company of his father, the 
architect, giovan battista Filippo basile (Palermo 1825-91). the research 
involves the history of architecture, the odeporic literature, in the first in-
stance, as well as several other disciplines. I compare basile’s journeys 
with the travels of other contemporary architects and discuss them in the 
context of the Grand Tour tradition.

7.2.8 the Wilhelm lehmbruck Museum, Paradigm of 
Modern architecture in Postwar germany

benedetta stoPPIonI
Università degli Studi di Bologna, Italy – Karlsruher Institut für Technologie, Germany 

the subject of my Phd research is the Wilhelm lehmbruck Museum in duis-
burg, a construction designed and built between 1957 and 1964 by the 
architect Manfred lehmbruck (1913-92). the building exhibits the works of 
Manfred’s father, the renowned sculptor Wilhelm lehmbruck (1881-1919). 
It is one of the first museums built in the german Federal republic (gFr) 
after WWII.
the ‘myth’ of Wilhelm lehmbruck, as cultural symbol of the city of duis-
burg, was constructed over the course of several years in order to enrich 
the meagre cultural heritage of this industrial town. this myth was further 
boosted after WWII, when gFr re-evaluated their stance towards modern 
art, previously labelled ‘degenerate’ by national-socialists.
to create links to modern art and architecture of the 1920s was an efficient 
way to establish a new and more democratic image of the Federal republic. 
the new gFr sought further legitimisation by proclaiming itself the heir of 
the glorious Weimar republic.
the neues Bauen – the german modern architecture of the 1920s – 
seemed to be the only plausible way in which the gFr could present itself to 
the world. the reality of the country was more complex, however, revealing 
the ‘double face’ of the state after 1945. the tabula rasa created by the war 
was soon populated by dichotomies such as memory/oblivion, tradition/
modernity, continuity/discontinuity with the nazi past. these dichotomies 
are reflected in the history and the architecture of the duisburg Museum. 
It consists of two buildings characterized by a rather different architectural 
language. the wing housing the works of lehmbruck is three-dimensional 
and introverted. the large glass parallelepiped volume which hosts tempo-
rary exhibitions, on the contrary, is an open and transparent space with a 
clear reference to the neues Bauen.
the double face of the lehmbruck Museum is an example of the split between 
the two different approaches of West german architecture in the post-war 
period. one prevailed on the idea that debris should not be forgotten: fed on 
it, and built upon ruins, as in the case of st. anne’s church in düren (rudolf 
schwarz, 1951-6). the other approach advocated an architecture made 
of light and glass for the gFr, such as for instance the german Pavilion at 
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the brussels World’s Fair (egon eiermann and sep ruf, 1958). It was the 
architecture of a germany that wanted to appear terse and transparent, 
seeing in the economic miracle an instrument of redemption from a shame-
ful past which had to be silenced and forgotten. the lehmbruck Museum is 
an architecture representing both memory and oblivion at the same time, a 
characteristic which makes it paradigmatic for understanding the particular 
development of West german architecture after 1945.
this study is based on an investigation into several german archives, en-
abling me to reconstruct and indeed redraw the history of the lehmbruck 
Museum and its various project phases. In addition to this quite traditional 
methodological approach, my work draws on sociological and anthropologi-
cal studies, allowing me to scrutinize the cultural roots of the architecture 
of the duisburg museum and, more generally, of german museum architec-
ture in the post-war period.
My thesis wants to show how german museums built in this period were 
instruments for reconstructing german identity, reflecting an attempt to 
combine memory and oblivion as two powerful and irreducible instances of 
‘germany, year Zero’.

7.2.9 Magnificentia. devotion and Civic Piety in the 
renaissance Venetian republic

eManuela vaI
Politecnico di Torino, Italy – University of St Andrews, UK

through an interdisciplinary approach, my paper seeks to understand sa-
cred space in relation to its functions, forms and spatialities, as well as with-
in the context of a series of events and situations that take place in it, such 
as ceremonies and performances. specifically, I examine the ways in which 
liturgical and musical requirements influence church interiors. the paper 
addresses these issues by means of a case study situated on the extreme 
western boundaries of the venetian mainland empire, the basilica of santa 
Maria Maggiore in bergamo. this case will be explored by investigating the 
interconnections between the church and the confraternity of the Miseri-
cordia Maggiore, proprietor of the basilica, as well as other larger regional 
processes (black, 1989, 224; carlsmith, 2010, 78-79). the basilica was 
highly prestigious in the sixteenth century. Its prominent reputation was 
based on a succession of remarkable church composers, musicians, artists 
and architects (baroncini, 1998, 19-51; towne, 1988, 471-509, Morelli, 
2006, 217). detailed examination of sixteenth and seventeenth century un-
published manuscript sources is critical to the research, as these sources 
shed light on the contemporaneous negotiation of local political and religious 
imperatives. In fact, these analyses carried out on church records and other 
sources contribute to build a more complete picture of the processes of 
construction and patronage that invested the church interiors with their 
particular significances.
by employing and interpreting hitherto unexamined sources from the angelo 
Maj library in bergamo it is possible to understand the history of the sacred 
space of the basilica as a local but significant case in the renaissance vene-
tian republic, and acknowledge the extent to which the life of the confrater-
nity influenced and jointly shaped architecture, art and music.
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