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CHAPTER 3
 
OPERATIVE HISTORY IN ROME: ZEVI, BENEVOLO AND TAFURI.

Architectural historians in post-war Italy not only debated the worth of courses in modern 
architectural history, they also questioned which architecture should be called ‘modern’ at 
all. While some embraced Frank Lloyd Wright as a true liberator, others saw the Pantheon 
as the epitome of modernity. 

 At the Sapienza University of Rome, where Tafuri studied, Vincenzo Fasolo (1885-1969) 
was a prominent architectural historian. He was the director of the Istituto di Storia 
dell’architettura of the Sapienza University and instigated the so-called ‘Roman School of 
Architectural History’. Fasolo was an advocate of the conservative academic circles in 
Rome which were marked by a proverbial aversion to modernity. For example, the first 
Italian translations of the historical surveys composed by Pevsner and Giedion were con-
sidered inappropriate reading material by most professors of architecture in Rome.1  

However, while his teaching methods were severely criticized by Bruno Zevi, for  
example, Fasolo paradoxically saw himself as an innovator and a prophet of the modern.2  
He did not stand for the ‘false’ modernity advocated by Giedion, Pevsner and some of his 
students, but for the truly modern presented in the great buildings of antiquity. For Fasolo, 
these buildings set the standard for a meta-historical canon. Every now and then,  
architects recognized the value of this and designed their buildings in accordance with the 
meta-historical canon. Fasolo claimed that only these exceptional buildings deserved the 
label ‘modern’.

 When Tafuri was studying architecture in the second half of the 1950s he was taught 
architectural history by father and son Vincenzo and Furio Fasolo, both of them represen-
tatives of the Roman School of architecture founded by the ‘integral architect’ Gustavo 
Giovannoni (1837-1947). During the decades after the war, largely from 1950 to 1975,  
the Sapienza University of Rome became a testing ground for a series of experiments 
that were undertaken in the field of architectural history. Architect-historians such as  
Bruno Zevi (1918-2000) and Leonardo Benevolo (1923-) broke the anti-modern resistance 

1 Siegfried Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture, The Growth of a New Tradition (1941) was translated as Spazio, 
tempo ed architettura, lo sviluppo di una nuova tradizione in 1954 by the Hoepli publishing house in Milan. As early as 
1945, an obscure Milanese publishing house called Rosa e Ballo published an Italian translation of Pevsner’s Pioneers 
(1936), called I pionieri dell’architettura moderna: da William Morris a Walter Gropius.
2 In the Italian architectural journal Metron Bruno Zevi launched a fierce attack upon the teaching methods of  
Fasolo, who subsequently counter-attacked Zevi. The following is an excerpt from the dialogue des sourds, published in  
Metron, as a result of this interaction. Fasolo: ‘I want you to know that the school of Rome has pulled itself completely 
loose from the conservative methods of the illustrious Universities quoted by you . . .’. Zevi: ‘If that was only true! 
I will once again register at the Faculty, even though I have already followed your courses’. See Metron, rivista 
internazionale d’architettura, column ‘Lettere’: ‘Riforma e contro’, contribution of Vincenzo Fasolo with remarks by 
Bruno Zevi, n. 25, 1948, pp. 1-4.
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of academic architects such as Fasolo and Giovannoni. However, for both Zevi and  
Benevolo the teaching of modern architecture raised many questions, not so much with 
respect to the subject matter, but with regard to the ethical assumptions that were  
inescapably intertwined with the avant-garde position of modern architects. Teaching  
architects-to-be the history of architecture led educators such as Zevi and Benevolo to 
confront the question of how to impart an ethical code which would be connected to the 
Modern Movement. In this way, for both Zevi and Benevolo, teaching modern  
architectural history gave new life to the time-honoured tradition of Bildung – of liberal 
education.

 Vincenzo Fasolo, Bruno Zevi and Leonardo Benevolo represent three generations of  
architectural historians who determined Tafuri’s view of the discipline. In Teorie e Storia 
dell’architettura they were the historians who Tafuri fulminated against, especially Zevi 
and Benevolo, who for Tafuri were the figureheads of an operative and action-oriented 
history. In this chapter, I will trace the educational projects initiated by these historians and 
I will indicate their position with respect to Tafuri’s operative history. This will provide an 
insight into Tafuri’s characterization of Zevi as an ‘historian with a dagger’. In Teorie e Sto-
ria Tafuri stated that Zevi could not be an objective historian, since his incapacity to take 
the dagger to civil society had led him to attack history instead, discharging his anger in 
writing.3 For Tafuri the question of whether to highlight the Pantheon or Frank Lloyd 
Wright as icons of modernity was irrelevant. In his view, what Fasolo and Zevi shared – 
their operative, ‘useful’ outlook on architectural history – was more important than what 
divided them.

BENEVOLO, ZEVI AND TAFURI

As Maristella Casciato confirms, after the war the Sapienza University of Rome was the 
place where the paths of three exceptional architectural historians crossed.4

 
 Firstly, there was the history of Bruno Zevi, a central figure in Italian architectural culture 
after the war. In 1945, Zevi launched an attack on the conservative tendencies among 
Italian architects by publishing the manifesto Verso un’architettura organica (Towards an 
organic architecture). In the autumn of the same year, the director of the I.U.A.V.,  
Giuseppe Samonà, asked him to become professor of architectural history in Venice5.  
In 1948, while a professor in Venice, he wrote Saper vedere l’architettura, (How to look at 
architecture) followed two years later by the historical survey Storia dell’architettura  

3 As paraphrased from Manfredo Tafuri, Theories and History of Architecture, London, 1980 (originally published 1968), 
p. 148.
4 Maristella Casciato, ‘The Italian Mosaic: The Architect as Historian’, Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians, volume 62, 1, March 2003, p. 96. The following paragraph is based upon this source.
5 Bruno Zevi, Saper vedere l’architettura: saggio sull’interpretazione spaziale dell’architettura, Torino, 1948,  
translated in English as: Architecture as Space, how to look at architecture, New York, 1957. 
Zevi’s Storia dell’architettura moderna has not been translated in English.
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moderna. (History of Modern Architecture) In 1956 the influential architectural historian 
Leonardo Benevolo became a university lecturer in architectural history at the Sapienza 
University in Rome. In 1960, exactly ten years after Zevi’s survey, Benevolo published his 
Storia dell’architettura moderna, viewed by some as a reaction to Zevi. In 1961, Benevolo 
was offered a position as full professor in Palermo and left Rome. Two years later, in 1963,  
Zevi left Venice to become a professor of architectural history in Rome. As a result, as a 
student and later as a teaching assistant, Tafuri had the chance to observe both Benevolo 
and Zevi in their teaching roles.
 
 However, Tafuri was disappointed with the education he received at Rome’s Faculty of 
Architecture. In the interview with Luisa Passerini a year before his death he explained the 
state of architectural history in Italy at that time: ‘this was the history of a discipline seen 
as plaster, bricks, reinforced concrete, without men, without society, and without real  
history.’ He was disappointed by the insular attitude shared by most architectural histori-
ans: ‘really no one in Italy knew Marc Bloch, or Lucien Febvre, or the Annales School . . . 
There was a great sense of ease in front of artworks but, at the same time, a real lack of 
history.’6 It was a climate dominated by the fascist trauma, Tafuri recalled. There was no 
stimulation of the critical and intellectual development of the student.7 Even in the 1990s, 
Tafuri’s condemnation of the situation was extremely harsh. 
 
 Unlike others, the great historical constructions of Bruno Zevi only made Tafuri feel  
increasingly estranged from the discipline of architectural history.8 What bothered him 
was the speculative character of much of the architectural historical writing: its non-philo-
logical and unverifiable character arising from the identification of the task of the historian 
with that of the critic. Tafuri felt that the agenda of these historians erected a barrier 
against true historical research, leading it towards, as he put it, ‘anti-investigation’ and 
research that was subverted the left-wing agenda of most architectural historians.  
As a reaction, Tafuri took an unusual step for an architectural historian: he began to study 
‘the great masters of historiography’ outside his own discipline. This is how he became 
acquainted with Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre of the Annales School and with the Italian 
historian Delio Cantimori (1904-1966). Tafuri was fascinated by the history of mentality 
and became aware of the artifice – the construction – that is essential to the making of 
history.

6 Luisa Passerini, ‘History as a Project, an interview with Manfredo Tafuri’, 1993, published in Any, ‘Being Manfredo 
Tafuri, Wickedness, Anxiety, Disenchantment’, no. 25-26, 2000, p. 43.
7 In the years following the end of the Second World War, most academics were struggling with their fascist past. 
They all had some relationship to fascism and some professors had openly collaborated with the fascist regime. After 
the war, they turned to academic and formal architectural pursuits not wanting to talk about the past, preferring to 
forget it. Another group of professors who were traumatized by the past had been members of the Resistance and 
regarded the temporary flirtation of modern architecture with the regime as ‘superata’, overcome. The end result was 
the same for both sides: writing about and teaching modern architecture had become taboo. I thank Architecture 
Professor Vieri Quilici for this insight, obtained in an interview on 1 February 1995, in Rome.
8 See Mercedes Daguerre and Giulio Lupo, ‘Entrevista con Manfredo Tafuri’, Materiales 5, PEHCH-CESCA,  
Buenos Aires, 1985, pp. 6-7.
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 In the middle of the 1960s, when Tafuri started his research for Teorie e Storia 
dell’architettura, he did not follow the path of Bruno Zevi, who had studied Pevsner and 
Giedion rather than the architectural history that was taught in Rome. In fact, when the 
first Italian translations of Pevsner and Giedion appeared during the 1950s, new cultural 
models had already become evident in Italian society, partly in reaction to the changed 
modernity of the welfare state. For example, in 1954, the same year in which the first 
Italian translation of Giedion’s Space, Time and Architecture appeared, the Einaudi publish-
ing house published the first Italian translations of works by Theodor Adorno such as 
Minima Moralia which had been published in Germany in 1951 and the Philosophie der 
Neuen Musik, published two years earlier in 1949.9 Tafuri recalls that when he was in his 
last year of university these books violently shocked the left-wing establishment. Within 
the provincial and parochial world of Italian Marxism, dominated by the legacy of Croce 
and Gramsci, the Frankfurt School arrived like a bombshell, to say the least, and was  
followed by great indignation.
 
 Within this climate some intellectuals ‘secretly’ translated the work of the ‘unorthodox 
and treacherous’ thinker Walter Benjamin, starting with work pertaining to the 1921  
project for a magazine called Angelus Novus.10 The semiotic analyses of Roland Barthes 
and Max Bense were also important for those interested in the rise of the mass media 
and in the theory of communication. Umberto Eco was also a figurehead in this field. 
These works were Tafuri’s sources of inspiration while writing Teorie e Storia. They pro-
vided a completely different horizon of cultural reference compared to that of the trailblaz-
ers of classical modernity with their undiluted faith in progress. At the Sapienza University, 
the innovative views developed in the 1950s and 1960s could not help but clash vehe-
mently with the ideals and pretensions of ‘old’ innovators such as Zevi and Benevolo.
 
 Within the span of two decades, the Sapienza University of Rome became the arena of 
three remarkable Italian architectural historians, all marked by the desire to completely 
reinvent the discipline. However, for Tafuri the goal was radically different from that  
envisaged by Zevi and Benevolo. As we shall see below, an important element in the 
clash between Zevi, Benevolo and Tafuri was the specific character of the architectural 
department of the Sapienza University: its role as a breeding ground for the ‘architetto 
integrale’.

9 Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflexionen aus dem beschädigten Leben, Frankfurt, 1951. Italian translation 
and introduction by Renato Solmi, Minima Moralia. Meditazione della vita offesa, Torino, 1954. Theodor W. Adorno, 
Philosophie der Neuen Musik, Tübingen, 1949. Italian translation and introduction by Luigi Rognoni, Filosofia della 
musica moderna, Torino, 1959. In 1954, the Hoepli publishing house published Spazio, Tempo e Architettura by Siegfried 
Giedion. 
10 Renato Solmi introduced Walter Benjamin into Italy. Walter Benjamin, Angelus Novus, saggi e frammenti, translated 
and introduced by Renato Solmi, Torino, 1962. Solmi was in fact very critical of Benjamin. He thought the Kantian sche-
mes used by Lúkacs were more appropriate for the cultural needs of the Italian left. See Florin Berindeau, ‘Benjamin 
revisited: An Italian Journey’, review of Girolamo de Michele, Tiri mancini, Milano, 2000, at: 
www.uwo.ca/modlang/ailc/bookreviews/bookreviews11.html
See also: Giovanni Battista Clemente, La Scuola di Francoforte in Italia (1954-1999), at: 
venus.unive.it/cortella/crtheory/papers/clemente_ricez.italia.pdf.
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ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY IN ROME: A FIGHT BETWEEN MODERNITIES

The Sapienza University of Rome was the first Italian university to found a Facoltà di  
Architettura.11 This occurred in 1935, but the initiative was preceded by the creation of the 
Scuola Superiore d’Architettura, founded immediately after the First World War in 1920.  
As Casciato confirms, the creation of this school concluded a debate that had started in 
the middle of the nineteenth century about the various professional roles of the archi-
tect.12 Whereas, for example, the Scuola di Applicazione per gli Ingegneri of Turin empha-
sized the architect as a technical and scientific figure, the academies of fine art offered 
architectural courses in which the architect was seen as an artist. The new type of school 
founded in Rome was created from a desire for a synthesis which would reconcile the two  
attitudes towards architecture. As Casciato states, this new professional figure would 
meet the demands set by an Italy finally reunited. The Scuola Superiore di Architettura in 
Rome became the model for other architectural schools carrying the same name,  
for example, the Scuola Superiore di Architettura di Venezia. In 1935 the Ministry of Educa-
tion decided that all Superiore schools should be integrated into the classical universities, 
thus creating architectural faculties. The exception to this rule occurred in Venice, where 
the architectural school remained autonomous from the Ca’ Foscari University.

 The ambition of dedicating an entire faculty of a classical university to the training of 
architects was unique from a European perspective. Traditionally, architects received their 
training either at art schools or technical universities. For example, in France future  
architects were trained at the École des Beaux Arts, while in Switzerland and Sweden 
they went to Polytechnic universities. Architecture, in other words, was considered to be 
either a special branch of engineering or of the Arts, but not a discipline in its own right. 
In Germany during the inter-war period an important initiative was taken to modernize the 
Kunstgewerbe Schule. In these schools, architecture was seen as an artisanal, craft-like 
activity, and this was the point of departure for Walter Gropius to completely modernize 
the training of the artist. The Bauhaus, founded in Weimar in 1919, was an avant-garde 
school that gathered together and organized the most advanced expressions of the  
various artistic fields: from photography to music; from clothing design to the psychology 
of form. However, the history of art was not a part of the programme. On the contrary,  
the quest for innovation resulted in the banishment of history. 
 
 The Scuola Superiore di Architettura di Roma, launched one year later, can be seen as 
an attempt to counteract the intentions behind Gropius’ avant-garde school. It was  
established by a group of Italian architect-engineers who were not only well grounded in 
technical matters, but also educated in classical and humanist culture. Many of them 
were active members of the Associazione Artistica fra i Cultori di Architettura, the aim of 
which was the study and preservation of the artistic heritage of Rome. These architects, 
who were active designers until the late 1920s, made history a cornerstone of the 

11 My account of the Faculty of Architecture in Rome and its professors of history is based on one source in particu-
lar: V.F. Pardo (ed.), La Facultà di architettura dell’università ‘La Sapienza’ dalle origini al duemila, discipline, docenti, 
studenti, Roma, 2001. 
12 Based on Casciato, The Italian Mosaic, p. 92.
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development of the architect. A central figure within the Scuola Superiore di Architettura 
di Roma was the engineer-architect and historian Gustavo Giovannoni, mentioned above. 
Giovannoni considered the traditional division between architecture and engineering to be 
a ‘cultural prejudice’. It was his aim to reconcile the artistic-humanist aspects and  
technical aspects of architectural education and develop a new professional figure.  
Students of architecture had to become familiar with a wide range of fields:  
from historical-cultural to technical, economic and legal. Giovannoni was drawn by a belief 
in the return of the architetto integrale, fashioned after the legendary figures of Vitruvius, 
Alberti and Filarete. He envisaged that the rebirth of this old style of architect would be 
made possible by the opportunities of contemporary times. According to Giovannoni,  
this professional figure had existed in Imperial Roman times and later during the Renais-
sance. The Middle Ages had been a ‘dark period’, however, in which the organic character 
of the architect had sadly disintegrated, a process which he thought had been repeated 
during the nineteenth century as architecture and engineering split into two separate 
professional disciplines. This process would be brought to a halt with the rebirth of the 
‘integral architect’. Giovannoni believed that to achieve this it was most important that the 
modern architect was firmly rooted in history and, in particular, the history of architectural 
monuments.13

 As a consequence of this synthetic ideal, the students at Rome’s Faculty of Architecture 
had to study ‘scientific’ subjects such as construction and material science, as well as 
‘artistic’ subjects such as ornamentation, model making, and drawing, along with more 
properly architectonic topics which focused on the material and spatial aspects of  
buildings. However, they were not taught the subject of architectural design itself.14  
This may seem strange, but it becomes clearer when seen in the light of the historicist 
convictions of the professors. They considered that architectural design would be  
inevitably derived from the study of architectural history: in the history of architecture the 
architect would find all the information required to develop an appropriate form for the 
new construction. As such, there was no need to teach architectural ‘composition’  
specifically. In keeping with this historicism, Storia dell’Architettura e Stili dell’Architettura 
became the central course of the didactic programme. The ‘styles’ of architecture were 

13 In addition, Giovannoni had a profoundly modern way of looking at ancient architectural monuments which was later 
adopted by the fascist regime. For him, attention should be focused totally on the material artefact of the monument 
itself, as an anchor in a world of historical transformation and as a point of crystallization in which all those transfor-
mations could be retrieved. Giovannoni went so far as to state that the monuments had to be ‘liberated’ from their 
immediate urban environment, which meant in practice the demolition of the quarters that were near the monument.  
As ‘mute testimonies to the past’ these monuments had to be studied in an exclusively physical way, paying  
attention to their ‘stratified composition’. See W.F. Pardo, ‘Il contributo della Facoltà di Architettura di Roma al dibattito  
culturale Italiano, Un profilo d’insieme alla fine dell’anno 2000’, in Pardo, La Facultà di architettura, p. 15.
14 See Giorgio Simoncini, ‘Gustavo Giovannoni e la Scuola Superiore di Architettura di Roma (1920-1935)’,  
in ibid., p. 46. In an essay, the English architectural historian Kenneth Frampton notes that the terms ‘progettazione’  
(projection) and ‘composizione’ (composition) are used exclusively in Mediterranean debates about architecture – they 
are absent from Anglo-Saxon architectural discourse. ‘There are no professors of composition in Anglo-Saxon archi-
tectural schools.’ K. Frampton, ‘An Anthology of Building’, Companion to Contemporary Architectural Thought, ed. by B.  
Farmer et al., London, 1993, pp. 396-399.
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explicitly maintained, even though they referred to a formal art-historical, rather than a 
specifically architectonic approach. However, as Casciato confirms, at the same time an 
innovative step was taken, by including ‘city building’ and later ‘city planning’ into the 
programme. This had consequences for the teaching of architectural history: the accent 
shifted from the analysis of architectural styles to the conception of architectural history 
as an historical process. A possible reason why ‘styles of architecture’ was nonetheless 
included in the course name is that the programme in Rome also offered a combination 
of architectural history and art history.15

 The fact that history had assumed a central place in the development of the architect did 
not mean that further discussions of its role and significance had become superfluous.  
In the Discussioni didattiche that were held prior to the opening of the school in 1919, two 
antithetical ways of considering operative history became apparent. For example, the  
architect Marcello Piacentini rejected a direct use of history for the practice of design.  
For Piacentini, the study of the past was indispensable for the possession of ‘rich  
architectonic thought’ but could only serve as a general cultural basis for the architect. 
Piacentini advised his students to regard architectural history in a ‘synthetic’ rather than 
an ‘analytical’ way. He states his admiration for the way the German theorist of aesthetics 
Friedrich Theodor Vischer (1807-1887) ‘constricts himself to showing the students  
perspective views of antique monuments, without ever entering into particulars.’16 

For Vincenzo Fasolo the case was entirely different. An extensive knowledge of the  
architectonic past was the blueprint for the design of architecture. Fasolo emphasized the 
study of architectonic styles and insisted that in the first years the students present  
numerous drawings and impressionistic studies of buildings. Fasolo was inspired by  
Viollet-Le-Duc and therefore asked his students to develop a card index of architectonic 
and decorative types. According to Fasolo, architectonic design could be brought back to 
a number of fixed architectonic types. Designers then exercised their creative abilities in 
selecting the most suitable type or, possibly, in arriving at a mixture of types. Despite the 
differences, the architects all agreed that architectural history would always be essential 
to the formation of the architect.

 Rome’s Faculty of Architecture was most marked by its systematic refusal of architec-
tonic modernism, which had developed in the northern part of Europe. For example,  
while students were asked to gather extensive documentation on their design projects, 

15 Casciato, The Italian Mosaic, p. 95.
16 Friedrich Theodor Vischer was a nineteenth-century poet, novelist, political activist and advocate of the new 
‘science of the beautiful’. His career began in 1837 when he became a lecturer in aesthetics and literature in Tübingen. 
By and large, the nineteenth-century discussion of aesthetics was divided into two camps: one side explained the  
phenomenon of form from a psychological point of view and was inspired by Kant, the other side concentrated 
on content and the notion of empathy, influenced by Hegel. For Vischer, this notion of empathy was important:  
he believed that architecture, as a ‘symbolic art’, could transfer our emotions to the phenomenal world by giving order 
and structure to it. See Harry F. Mallgrave (ed.), Empathy, Form and Space: Problems in German Aesthetics, 1873-1893, 
The Getty Center Publication Programs, (Texts and Documents), 1994, pp. 18-20.
17 Pardo, Il contributo della Facoltà di Architettura di Roma, p. 24.
18 Simoncini, Gustavo Giovannoni, in ibid., p. 47: ‘per nostro paese il passato è gloria permanente’.
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Giovannoni banned all architectonic magazines that dealt with modern themes.17  
He defended this choice by referring to a sense of Italianità, saying: ‘for our country the 
past is eternally glorious’.18 However, while the choice for the past was final, the way of 
looking at that past was profoundly modern. The architect-historians who taught at the 
Sapienza University had already abandoned nineteenth-century eclecticism and instead 
were looking for a different kind of engagement with the past, through study that was 
more in tune with its ‘essence’. In 1927 Giovannoni gave a lecture about the architect 
Bramante for the Associazione artistica dei cultori di architettura.19 He spoke of a  
Bramante who used stylized forms and simple volumetric elements such as columns and 
pilasters. In fact, this preference was already evident in the work of the architect Marcello 
Piacentini and included a predilection for greater simplicity, schematic overviews and  
basic volumetric forms. This ‘essentialism’ might be explained by the engineering  
background of these architects, which resulted in a rejection of a formal and decorative 
way of considering architecture, and a limiting of the design process to the façade and the 
interior. The history of architecture was of great importance, but only if it was concerned 
with what was regarded as being the essence of architecture – the design of spaces. 
What mattered in the practice of history was not so much the collection of dates or bio-
graphical information, rather, the task of the architectural historian should be to produce 
drawings of buildings and graphical schemes of their masses and volumes.20 

LEONARDO BENEVOLO

In 1956 Leonardo Benevolo, the architect and former assistant of Fasolo, was given the 
responsibility of presenting the course Storia dell’architettura I e II, and did so with Furio 
Fasolo, the son of Vincenzo. However, Benevolo’s conception of architectural history was 
quite different from that of the Fasolo family. From this point in time, the unity of the 
teaching staff existing in previous years, and giving rise to the name ‘the Roman School of 
Architectural History’, was a thing of the past. The causes of the didactical rupture which 
Benevolo brought about were ideological in nature, originating in a different view of the 
role of the architect, who was now to be considered strictly in connection with the  
development of society.21

19 Ibid., p. 49.
20 Arnaldo Bruschi, ‘L’insegnamento della storia nella Facoltà di Architettura di Roma e le sue ripercussioni nella 
progrettazione e nella storiografia’, in Pardo, La Facultà di architettura, p. 76.
21 This account of the roles of Leonardo Benevolo and Bruno Zevi within the Faculty of Architecture in Rome is based 
on the essay written by Alessandra Muntoni, who studied architecture at the faculty at the end of the 1950s, following 
the course in architectural history by Leonardo Benevolo. Later, she became an assistant to Bruno Zevi. As a result, 
the essay is based on her first hand experiences. I think the attempt made by Muntoni and others in Pardo’s book is 
of great importance. While modern architectural historians are usually only known through their works, their teaching 
practices are of a similar if not even greater importance. The book edited by Pardo provides a more complete insight 
into the personalities of Italy’s most innovative architectural historians after the war. See Alessandra Muntoni, ‘Due 
strategie innovative nell’insegnamento della storia dell’architettura: Leonardo Benevolo and Bruno Zevi’, in Pardo,  
La Facultà di architettura, pp. 85-111.
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 While the history of modern architecture was hardly being taught within Italian schools 
of architecture, internationally the topic had already become ‘old news’ and doubts about 
its theoretical basis had begun to develop.22 In England the architects of the New Brutalist 
movement produced sceptical and provocative designs aimed at the ‘tradition of the 
modern’, and the international platform of the modernists, the Congrès Internationaux 
d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM), had fallen into a profound crisis. In this climate,  
Benevolo expressed a ‘rappel à l’ordre’ in an attempt to conserve the essential message 
of the Modern Movement. Internationally, Benevolo’s plea was met with approval, and in 
fact, the intention of authors such as Ernesto Nathan Rogers, Reyner Banham and Peter 
Collins was not to reject the Modern Movement but to correct it.

 Acting on this basis, Benevolo now profoundly revised the teaching of architectural  
history. He considered the notion of architectural history as a formal and stylistic treasure 
trove for architects to be far from self-evident. Just as the modern architect should define 
his or her role exclusively in terms of a contribution to society, so the teaching of  
architectural history was primarily an ethical and normative act and directly related to the 
future social performance of the architect. From this perspective, the teaching of history 
carried broader responsibilities, and with Benevolo in 1956 and later with the arrival of 
Zevi in 1963 history became increasingly crucial for the education of the architect.

 Benevolo searched history for answers to fundamental questions. Most of all he was 
concerned with the meaning of the architectural profession in different social contexts.  
It was this deeper sense of the work of the architect that interested Benevolo.  
He considered that the architect could find fulfilment in his or her profession by  
committing to a social and ethical cause and engaging with society. For Benevolo  
architectural history was inseparable from the issue of engagement. As he argued later in 
a history course in 1974, design and history should be considered a unity: while design 
shapes the physical surroundings of everyday life, the study of the interrelation between 
the environment today and the ‘environments’ of the past is an important condition for the 
careful management of this process and thus for the success of the design.23  
With respect to his predecessors, Benevolo’s conception of the history of architecture 
was both richer and more encompassing. Architectural history was expanded both  
horizontally and vertically. Horizontally, it grew in the sense that the reach of the historian 
was considerably extended, encompassing not only the distant past but also the burning 
issues of the present. Vertically, it was expanded in the sense that the notion of  

22 At the beginning of the 1960s, Benevolo became known internationally and his books were translated into many 
languages. Among the most important publications by Benevolo, is Storia dell’architettura moderna, published in 1960 
by the Laterza publishing house in Rome and translated, among other languages, into German and English. In 1963 he 
published Le origini dell’Urbanisticamoderna ; in 1968 Storia dell’architettura del Rinascimento ; and in 1993 La città nella 
storia d’Europa. All these books were translated into English. See M. Maguolo, ‘Le storie dell’architettura moderna’, 
typescript of the lectures of Professor Roberto Masiero, I.U.A.V. 1993-1994, p. 82. 
23 ‘L’unità fra disegno e storia diviene evidente se il disegno deve servire a padroneggiare l’ambiente fisico in cui 
si svolge la vita quotidiana. Occorre misurare e riprodurre gli oggetti che formano il nostro ambiente di tutti i giorni  
. . . Ma occorre anche considerare questo rapporto fra ambiente e vita nelle varie epoche del passato’ L. Benevolo, 
Introduction to Corso di Disegno I, Roma, 1974, in Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 94.
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architecture itself became more complex, becoming interwoven with social, cultural and 
economic history. Above all, the architect became a participant in society. As a result, 
Benevolo concentrated on the city as the architect’s natural destination in the process of 
civil engagement, and as the place where architecture demonstrates its essence as the 
material incarnation of the complexity of modern life. The history of architecture as the 
history of the city also served Benevolo’s political agenda in his role of architect, planner 
and ‘urban activist’.24

 
 As a result of Benevolo’s notion of engagement, the lessons in architectural history 
completely changed. Architectural history was no longer a body of knowledge transmitted 
by a professor with an authoritarian and paternalistic attitude. Instead, Benevolo valued 
the act of teaching as an occasion for reflection and for the cultivation of ethical guidelines. 
Teaching became Bildung, in the tradition of liberal education. Benevolo expected his  
students to actively participate in debate and encouraged them to formulate questions,  
a complete novelty. The introduction to Benevolo’s course was also radically different:  
he did not begin chronologically with, for example, Greek or Roman architecture,  
but instead developed a theme from current issues within the architectural world.25  
Alessandra Muntoni, one of Benevolo’s students, recalls that the seminar was conducted 
in a didactical form which facilitated discussion among the students. Discussion groups 
were subsequently formed, each led by one of Benevolo’s ‘assistants’, among whom 
were Mario Manieri Elia, Italo Insolera and Arnaldo Bruschi. Benevolo attempted to be a 
democratic teacher, using methods that contrasted sharply with the authoritarianism of 
his predecessors. This had great appeal for the students and Muntoni remembers that his 
classes were attended by the considerable number of about 200 students.26

24 In Rome, Benevolo had an architectural studio together with the architects Tommaso Giura Longo and Carlo  
Melograni. 
25 We can connect Benevolo’s introduction of current issues to the analysis made by Carlos Antonio Aguirre Rojas, 
who stated that the ’68 movements brought recently lived experience into the centre of attention, as ‘the burning and 
essential facts of the most vivid current situation.’ This is for Rojas the consequence of the overthrowing of alienated, 
falsified, authoritarian reality: a new claim on the present as the point of departure for historical study, bringing 
reality into the ambit of research. C.A.A. Rojas, ‘1968 as a turning point in historical thinking: changes in western 
historiography’, Groniek, 160, 2003, pp. 369-380. In Storia dell’architettura moderna, Benevolo says: ‘the fundamental 
reference of our entire discourse is the architecture of today, which compels us to make an operative choice as a point 
of departure, before it can become an object of historical investigation.’ Leonardo Benevolo, Storia dell’architettura 
moderna, Bari, 1960, in Maguolo, Le Storie dell’architettura moderna, p. 83
26 Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 86.
27 Ibid., p. 87: ‘L’architettura abbraccia la considerazione di tutto l’ambiente fisico che circonda la vita umana:  
non possiamo sottrarci ad essa, finché facciamo parte della civiltà . . . Né possiamo confidare i nostri interessi nella 
architettura a un piccolo gruppo di uomini istruiti . . .’. In the library of the Department of Architectural History of the 
Sapienza University of Rome, I found one of Benevolo’s dispense – lecture notes – for the Corso di Storia dell’architet-
tura II in the year 1959-60. In these notes, we find an outline by Maneri Elia who gave a lesson on ‘architects and 
engineers in the nineteenth century’ and two lectures by the architect Franchetti: one dedicated to Van de Velde and 
one to William Morris. Università degli studi di Roma, facoltà di architettura, Professor Leonardo Benevolo, Corso di 
Storia dell’architettura II 1959-60, lezioni a cura di Dott. Arch. A. Bruschi, Dott. Arch. V. Franchetti-Pardo, Prof. Arch. I. 
Insolera, Dott. Arch. M. Manieri Elia, Dott. Arch. G. Samonà-Marcialis.
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 The students were especially surprised when Benevolo distributed what he considered 
to be a key text concerning architecture, written by William Morris in 1881:

➛ Architecture embraces the consideration of the whole physical environment that 
surrounds human life: we cannot withdraw ourselves from it, because we are a part 
of civilization . . . Nor can we entrust our interest in architecture to a little group of 
skilled men . . .27

This quote appealed to Benevolo in his quest to define the essence of architecture;  
his search for a suitable concept to clarify its deepest assumptions. In William Morris’ 
words, Benevolo saw a confirmation of the broadening of the horizons of architecture to a 
point where it would become ‘the whole physical environment that surrounds human life’.  
Morris spoke of the engagement of all human beings in ‘architecture’ and viewed architec-
ture as a means of advancing civilization. This appealed to Benevolo’s classical  
Roman background. However, Morris’ message was that in modern times, this process 
of advancing civilization necessarily implied engagement and moral responsibility. As an 
Italian, Benevolo saw architecture in the light of the classical ideal of cultivation and  
formation, but now recognized that this ideal could only be realized if architecture was 
approached in a whole new way.28 As Muntoni recalls, this vision was completely  
different to the grammar school textbooks.29 For example, the second year began with 
slides of S. Maria Assunta church in Grignasco, by the architect Bernardo Vittone –  
an absolutely unknown ‘monument’ which was analyzed in a new way. For Benevolo,  
the church was not an isolated object, but part of the surrounding ‘urban texture’,  
whose forms, colours materials all influenced the design of the church. 

 An important aspect of the changed content of architectural history, was the altered 
style in which it was taught. Benevolo did not want his students to learn facts by heart; 
instead, they had to learn to think critically, as autonomous, independent people.  
They were trained in reflection: as mentioned above, their architectural education was a 
matter of Bildung, rather than imitation or blind obedience. Benevolo also introduced irony 
into the classroom. Despite being a professor of history, he wanted to be entertaining:

28 In a book review of Umberto Eco’s On Literature, the Dutch critic Michaël Zeeman gives a good description of the 
peculiarity of Italian authors. In Italian reality, so states Zeeman, the presence of a grand and to a large extent reliable 
history is a given. ‘We stand with what we do on the shoulders of giants, which is visible on every street corner –  
and those giants stand firmly in the ground.’ With these words, Zeeman points to the simultaneous presence of 
material and non-material history as specific to Italy. At the Forum Romanum, not only has a respectable amount of 
marble been erected on the ground, but also a civilization was invented. Therefore, Italian authors are always aware 
of this history and this civilization. Moreover, Zeeman states, they have a natural and erudite way of dealing with 
the canon. This stands in clamorous contrast to the Dutch, according to Zeeman, since they are allergic to tradition 
and canon. Michaël Zeeman, ‘Het kernidee voor een roman, Umberto Eco als essayist product van zijn eigen faam’,  
de Volkskrant, 24-10-03, p. 24.
29 Ibid., p. 86.
30 Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 86: ‘Pareva che il professore affrontasse la lezione come un’occasione piace-
volissima di intrattenimento, col gusto di sorprendere, e con ciò di interessare, di catturare l’attenzione che di fatti 
era assoluta.’

William Morris, Chintz, 1896, illustration in Benevolo’s Storia dell’architettura moderna
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➛ It seemed like the professor approached the lessons as a very pleasant occasion 
for amusement, with a taste for discovery, and to create interest, to catch attention, 
which in fact was absolute.30

Architectural history now became a discourse; a logical argument that had to be  
understood by an audience and also had to convince that same audience. As such, history 
had to be explained clearly and in a bold style.31 However, these lessons were not purely 
a matter of rhetoric or persuasive strategies. Benevolo and his assistants were convinced 
that it was necessary to reinvent and reshape the discipline of architectural history.  
Benevolo approached architectural history using a systematic and chronological method. 
Muntoni recalls how he hung up a large map with arrows indicating migration flows, trade 
routes, the exchange of materials and techniques in the Mediterranean and so on.  
He would proceed, according to Muntoni, with analytical readings of the construction of 
the Acropolis in Athens: ‘explaining to us all the subtleties of the technical construction,  
of the perceptive and artistic construction of the monuments of Callicrate, Ictino, Fidia, 
Filocle ’32

 As well as the changes to content and style, the time and energy that was put into the 
elaboration of dispense – lecture notes and the synopsis of the course – should be viewed 
in the light of the need to reinvent the discipline. Indeed, while the dispensa from the year 
1959-60 mentions the book Spazio, Tempo e architettura by Siegfried Giedion, translated 
into Italian in 1954, and Arnold Hauser’s Storia sociale dell’arte, translated by Einaudi in 
1956, Benevolo was still convinced that a proper history of modern architecture had yet to 
be written.33 There was not, in Benevolo’s opinion, a proper reference book to support the 

31 We also find this ‘strategy of persuasion’ in Benevolo’s Storia of 1960. For Benevolo, the essence of the Mo-
dern Movement lay in the fact that it united all the efforts of architects in different countries into one collective  
achievement – that it made modern architecture universal. Benevolo’s Storia was also part of this enterprise: in 
order to maximize its diffusion, it was explicitly written for a large audience and it had an emphatically didactic tone.  
See Maguolo, Le Storie dell’architettura moderna, p. 84.
32 Ibid., pp. 86-87: ‘Benevolo apriva il primo anno mostrandoci delle tavole nelle quali erano graficizzati con delle 
frecce i flussi migratori, i percorsi mercantili, gli scambi dei materiali e delle techniche del mediterraneo, e poi ad 
esempio, dedicava delle letture analitiche alla costruzione dell’Acropoli d’Atene, spiegandoci tutte le sottigliezze delle 
tecniche costruttive, percettive, artistiche, dei monumenti di Callicrate, Ictino, Fidia, Filocle.’
33 See M. Manieri Elia, ‘Architetti e ingegneri dell’ 800’ p. 5, in L. Benevolo, Corso di storia dell’architettura II,  
(see note 26) 1959-60.
34 A particular point of reference was created by the historiography of Nikolaus Pevsner. His history of modern archi-
tecture was taken as a model, but he was also criticized for his limitations. For example, the architect Arnaldo Bruschi, 
one of Benevolo’s assistants, criticized the conceptualization of the medieval artist by Pevsner. He claimed that the 
reality of the medieval artist was almost never treated in histories such as that of Pevsner. In this period, artists in 
general did not desire to distinguish themselves or ambitiously affirm their artistic personalities (as, in contrast, hap-
pens from the Renaissance onwards). As Bruschi continues, the architect, like the craftsman or the simple worker, 
is satisfied with his daily ‘action’, forcing himself to carry out his work as well as possible, more from a profound and 
responsible moral engagement than from the desire for terrestrial glory. We may see in Bruschi’s representation of the 
medieval artist a pretext for the collective and anonymous character of the Modern Movement. A. Bruschi, ‘Panorama 
del Romanico in Francia’, in ibid., p. 2.
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lectures in the history of modern architecture. Consequently, Benevolo and his assistants 
wrote the book themselves. Muntoni observes that this was a very serious task for them, 
it was as if they had to fashion a new discipline from clay.34 The dispense and the lectures 
served as a basis for Benevolo’s Storia dell’architettura moderna, published in 1960.  
The title of the book was a provocation: it contained no references to earlier written  
histories, such as Zevi’s history written ten years earlier under the same title.  
Benevolo wanted to make it clear that his book was the only proper history written so far. 
Whereas at the beginning of the twentieth century, Giovannoni had privileged Greek and 
Roman classicism followed by the Renaissance, by the end of the 1950s, Benevolo was 
emphasizing the medieval period, followed by William Morris and the late nineteenth  
century. The worlds of Giovannoni and Benevolo seem incommensurate, yet, at the same 
time Benevolo remained a Roman historian, with his stress on the idea of Bildung;  
of a humanist education.

 For Benevolo, the history of architecture consisted of a series of continual changes in 
the definition of architecture itself, instigated by changes in the macro-world of culture, 
economics, and sociology. However, Benevolo recognized the beginning of something 
completely new happening at the start of the twentieth century. While the history of  
architecture had always been marked by change, here a revolution was occurring.  
While architecture and history had been intimately connected from the fifteenth century 
onwards, it was the twentieth-century avant-garde that cut this umbilical cord. As we saw, 
architects such as Walter Gropius banished history from the architect’s studio.  
However, as Casciato confirms, for Benevolo the rejection of history by avant-garde archi-
tects paradoxically fostered the study of architectural history.35 Architects were now no 
longer focused upon history as a basis for their practice of design. Purified from the  
banality of utilitarian purposes, Benevolo considered that the moment had now come to 
see Renaissance architecture, for example, for what it really was. The revolution of the 
artistic avant-garde also had important consequences for the work of the historian: the 
true identity of architectural history as a social history was now revealed.

 However, perceiving the history of architecture through a social paradigm did not imply 
for Benevolo that a completely non-operative history was desirable. In fact, his engaged 
position prohibited such a turn. Benevolo explored two ways in which architects could 
draw lessons from architectural history. Firstly, together with his colleagues, the architects 
Tommaso Giura Longo and Carlo Melograni, Benevolo composed a small book that  
contained ‘standards’ of modern architecture and urbanism which were ‘deliberately  
connected with architectural design’. The book contained such ‘standards’ as the  
Weissenhof Siedlung, Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse, and the research details of minimal 
housing requirements undertaken by members of the CIAM in 1929.36 Secondly,  
Benevolo found that ancient architecture also contained an operative dimension,  
albeit in a less direct way. This aspect of history contributed to the cultural development 

35 See Casciato, The Italian Mosaic, pp. 96-97.
36 L. Benevolo, T. Giura Longo, C. Melograni, I modelli di progettazione della città moderna. Tre lezioni, Vicenza, 1969. 
See Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 111.
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of the student and its study would create a generally more critical attitude, enabling a 
more nuanced confrontation with one’s own time.

THE BITTERNESS OF PROGRESS

In 1961 Benevolo left the university in Rome to become professore ordinario in Palermo. 
Two years later, in 1963, the ‘occupation of forty days’ took place at the architectural  
faculty, through which the students hoped to enforce drastic didactic reform.

 Earlier in chapter two I pointed to the clash between the innovations of the modernist 
architectural historians after the war and the ideas of the ’68 generation. The young  
architectural students turned to cultural models that were difficult to reconcile with a 
modernist belief in progress and with a ‘tout-court’ engaged attitude. Despite all the  
innovations which seemed to make Leonardo Benevolo perfectly in tune with his time, 
 he still experienced problems in the confrontation with the protesting students in Rome. 
Benevolo was indeed interested in the students’ movement. He commented on it in  
articles written for periodicals such as Spazio e società and Futuribili.37 On the basis of his 
modernist commitment, it was clear to Benevolo that he should choose the students’ 
side. However, he also observed the events in Rome with a sense of concern. 
In fact, advocating an enlightened operative history entailed obligations in a chaotic  
society where the call for change was so widespread and where people were so  
intensely engaged in the struggle to achieve it. 

 The call for didactic reform, nourished by the belief in the Modern Movement, had to be 
balanced by what was possible. On this basis, the feasibility of the modernist programme 
came under question through the critical examination of the students. Their concern was 
shared by Benevolo himself, who saw his ideal of a progressive, enlightened history  
clashing with the grim reality of a badly functioning ‘university of the masses’. In the 
middle of the 1970s, when Benevolo returned from Palermo to resume his task as  
professor of architectural history in Rome, he encountered a situation that in many ways 
was absurd. Students would arrive at the oral exams in groups of as many as twenty, 
demanding a ‘27 garantito’, which implied a guaranteed pass. They also constantly  
interrupted the lessons by demanding discussion of current political issues.38 In this  
climate, Benevolo’s insight into the Modern Movement was further sharpened.  
Alessandra Muntoni describes this interaction in the following way:

37 Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 90.
38 Ibid., p. 95.
39 Ibid., p. 95: ‘Gli studenti si occupano di temi politico-sociali? L’architettura può comprendersi solo nell’ampio  
scenario nella storia della società cui si rivolge? Ebbene, Benevolo elabora 20 Tesi che descrivono lo sviluppo della 
città moderna.’ Muntoni refers here to an essay ‘Lo sviluppo della città moderna. Venti tesi per il Corso di Storia  
dell’Architettura all’Università di Roma 1975-76’, which can now be found in Leonardo Benevolo, La città e l’architetto, 
Roma, 1984, pp. 31-59.



Venice 1951, Zevi in conversation with Frank Lloyd Wright, on occasion of the assignation of a laurea honoris causa  
for this architect
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➛. . . The students are concerned with political-social themes? Architecture can only 
be understood in the broad scenario of the history of society to which it is directed? 
Well then, Benevolo elaborates 20 theses that describe the development of the  
modern city.39

As Muntoni suggests, the opening sentence of Benevolo’s essay Lo sviluppo della città 
moderna. Venti tesi per il Corso di Storia dell’architettura all’Università di Roma was the 
statement of a programme: ‘Modern architecture, it is said, is research into alternative 
ways to organize the built environment, from the objects of use to the city and the  
regions.’40 Benevolo saw a relationship between the modernist approach to city planning 
and the student revolt, and he now began to write modern architectural history as the his-
tory of the bourgeois city, the pre-industrial city, the industrial-liberal city, the ‘corrected’ 
industrial city, the post-industrial city, and so on. Yet the first trial of strength between this 
optimistic, progressive view of history and the harsh reality occurred not in his writing but 
in the classroom. While only a small group of students attended Benevolo’s lectures,  
they arrived at his exams in numbers that exceeded 3000.41 A proper examination seemed 
impossible and at one point, Benevolo even went so far as to simply let all the students 
pass after a collective assignment in the classroom – the results were disastrous.  
Muntoni describes it as:

➛ A conceptual illiteracy, an inability to write, a thematic confusion, that bordered on 
the incredible.42

 
 
 

40 Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 95. Referring to L. Benevolo, Lo sviluppo della città moderna. Venti tesi per il 
Corso di Storia dell’Architettura all’Università di Roma, 1975-76, now in: L. Benevolo, La Città e l’architetto, Bari, 1984. 
41 In her essay, Muntoni describes the large number of students at the Architecture Faculty as ‘swelling up of the 
courses beyond any measure’ (‘il gonfiarsi oltre ogni misura dei Corsi), p. 95. She mentions that this was also the case 
for the history class given by Benevolo, although this course was not compulsory. There was, according to Muntoni, a 
mentality among the students of ‘proviamoci!’ – let’s just give it a try. History exams were generally not considered to 
be difficult and were not really taken seriously. Embittered about this development, Benevolo wrote a book in which he 
mocked the students’ attitude: See Leonardo Benevolo, La laurea dell’obbligo (The Mandatory Degree), Bari, 1979.
42 Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 95: ‘un analfabetismo concettuale, un’incapacità di scrittura, una confusione 
tematica, che rasentano l’incredibile.’

Venice 1951, Zevi in conversation with Frank Lloyd Wright, on occasion of the assignation of a laurea honoris causa  
for this architect
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BRUNO ZEVI AND THE STUDENT MOVEMENT

In 1963, three years after the foundation of an Istituto di Storia dell’Architettura in Venice 
– where he succeeded in establishing the first Italian university chair in architectural  
history – Zevi returned to his home town of Rome to teach the by now volatile Corso di 
Storia dell’ Architettura I e II.43 In a climate where students had begun to raise their voices 
and where attention was increasingly focused on university reform, Zevi enthusiastically 
began with the organization of a completely different course in architectural history.44  
Indeed, Zevi had already published a programme in Metron in 1947 containing four points 
concerning the reform of architectural history: 

 
1. The history of architecture should include the history of the city.
2. The history of modern architecture should constitute an integral part of the course 
  in the history of architecture.
3. The history of architecture should be the history of international architecture and 
 not only the history of Italian architecture.
4. The teaching should concentrate more on the specific field of architecture in the  
 spatial sense of the word and considerably less on architectural decoration.45

Zevi fostered the ideal of an architectural history that contributed to modern culture,  
together with modern literature and modern painting, for example. For Zevi, architecture-
as-culture was critically important as he felt architecture should address the vital concerns 
of the people living at present. He declared that his histories were by definition imperfect, 
always open to rewriting, and that they responded to the concrete, vital facts of life.  
At the same time, he insisted that architecture should be viewed in its most specific  
quality: as the art of constructing spaces. Books such as Saper vedere l’architettura (1948) 
and Storia dell’architettura moderna (1950) were based on this principle.

 Zevi derived his most important conviction from the Neapolitan philosopher Benedetto 
Croce: that history should always be contemporary and actual; always an inextricable part 
of daily life.46 In continual dialogue with Croce, Zevi did not hesitate to use imagination and 

43 In Zevi’s extensive list of publications, we find Verso un’architettura organica, published in 1945, and Saper vedere 
l’architettura, from 1948. Both of these books were translated into English. In addition to his Storia dell’architettura 
moderna from 1950, he also published, among others, Architettura e Storiografia, le matrice antiche del linguaggio  
moderno (1974) and Il linguaggio moderno dell’architettura: guida al codice anticlassico (1973) which was also  
translated into English. See Maguolo, Le storie dell’architettura moderna, p. 82.
44 As Casciato confirms, one of the protesting students was Manfredo Tafuri, who graduated in 1960 but continued 
to demand far-reaching university reforms and the entry of modernist faculty members into the university, Casciato, 
The Italian Mosaic, p. 9.
45 Bruno Zevi, ‘Quattro riforme nell’insegnamento della storia dell’architettura’, Metron, rivista internazionale 
d’architettura, no. 19, 1947, p. 13: ‘la storia dell’architettura deve includere la storia dell’Urbanistica/ la storia  
dell’architettura moderna deve costituire parte integrante del corso di storia dell’architettura / la storia dell’architet-
tura deve essere storia dell’architettura internazionale e non solo storia dell’architettura italiana / l’insegnamento  
va portato nel campo specifico dell’architettura nel senso specifico della parola e assai meno in quello della  
decorazione architettonica’.
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intuition in the exploration of events and periods of the past.47 For Zevi there was only one 
temporal standpoint – the present – which entirely determined the shape of history.  
There was no such thing as a past that can never be entirely known; as a time that has 
become incommensurable with our perception. For Zevi, the past was entirely at our  
disposal, it was there to be used and to learn from, yet at the same time he claimed that 
we should also remain true to the integrity of the building itself.48 Architectural history 
should always start from and end with the object, the thing itself, and not drift about in the 
sea of society or civilization without this anchor. In his histories, Zevi designed a complex 
web that consisted of the history of art, architectural culture, political and civic engage-
ment, and an engagement in teaching the younger generation. History, according to Zevi, 
served to disturb the present balance of power, therefore, it was the task of the historian 
to demonstrate hitherto unsuspected relations between, for example, modern aesthetics 
and architecture. Zevi’s history focused on the avant-garde, on cultural revolutionary 
movements, but to an even greater extent it focused on ‘masters’, who through their 
prophetic insight had the power to deviate from tradition and to open up unexpected new 
paths. The broadness of Zevi’s cultural and disciplinary horizon derived from an incredibly 
intense engagement with the theme of modernity, with its reasoning, its message, and 
its forms. This was for Zevi the only issue worth considering, both in history and in the 
present. Thus, his students were asked to study the different approaches of modernity 
evident in the work of, for example, Franz Wickhoff, Heinrich Wölfflin, Erwin Panofsky, 
Georg Steiner and Louis Mumford. 

 Benevolo’s notion of operative history did not include the examination of the period  
before the twentieth century, a period that could now be accurately observed but which 
could not be used in an operative way. For Zevi the question with regard to this issue was 
different. In his opinion the entire past should be assessed in accordance with the rules of 
the present: his conception of history was therefore unitary and shaped by present con-
cerns.49 This meant an intensification of operative intentions and so, with Bruno Zevi,  
the operative paradigm of the School of Rome reached its climax. Zevi was the prototype 
of the passionate, partisan architectural historian completely concerned with modernity.  

46 See, for example, the statement on p. 15 of that same article: ‘It is not a paradox to think that one should cre-
ate a living history proceeding in the inverse direction of how history is used. First analyse contemporary problems,  
then descend to previous periods that form its historical basis, then treat its roots.’ ‘Non è un paradosso pensare 
una storia viva si dovrebbe fare procedendo esattamente all’inverso di come si usa. Prima l’analisi dei problemi  
contemporanei, poi risalire ai periodi precedenti che ne formano la base storica, poi trattare le radici.’
47 See Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 97.
48 Ibid., p. 97.
49 See, for example, the statement made by Zevi in his introductory speech for the chair in Rome: ‘For thirty years, 
at the beginning of each class, whether on ancient Egypt or on Romanesque architecture or the nineteenth century, 
I asked my students and myself: why should this be a theme for us? And only after having found the modern key for 
the reading of the past, could I discern the operative interest to analyse the products.’ See ibid., p. 97: ‘Per trent’anni, 
all’inizio di ogni lezione, sia sull’antico Egitto o sul romanico o sul XIX secolo, chiedevo agli studenti e a me stesso: 
perché ce ne occupiamo? E solo dopo aver trovato una chiave moderna alla lettura del passato, potevo individuare 
l’interesse operativo di analizzarne i prodotti.’
50 Ibid., p. 100.
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To provoke the ‘storici storici’ he included a photograph of the apartment house he  
designed with Silvio Radiconcini in his Storia dell’architettura moderna.50 This implied 
crossing the border between the observer-historian and the protagonists of history,  
but also a scandalous violation of the rule of objectivity in historical work. However, just 
like Benevolo, Zevi was an architect-historian, who throughout his life remained  
committed to the execution of architectural projects.

 For Zevi the study of history was not a solitary activity. He worked on projects together 
with other architect-historians, art historians, philosophers, and his students. The project 
that he started at the beginning of the 1960s on the ‘architect’ Michelangelo provides an 
example of the latter.51 It is telling that Zevi, in the introduction of the accompanying book, 
mentions one particular group of students. This group had the task of studying and  
documenting the ‘urban project’ of Michelangelo’s Campidoglio square in Rome.  
However, the students became frustrated, Zevi recalled, as despite their cameras they 
were unable to capture the urban essence of Michelangelo’s achievement. ‘What was 
lacking?’ asked Zevi rhetorically in his introduction, and he responds that:  
‘It was evident: what was lacking was the sense, the life, the force of the contracted 
space in the square.’ 52 The students then decided to swap the documentary-scientific 
approach for a creative approach. At night they went to the Campidoglio square, placed 
their handheld cameras on the ground, and started running around with lamps and  
torches. They left traces of light and patterns of space, which were photographed.  
Zevi was enthusiastic about this approach, because he now believed that the students 
were finally able to capture Michelangelo’s message suggesting that: ‘an unbiased and 
modern approach, between surrealist expressionism and the informal, penetrates the 
Capitoline square.’53

 Once he had arrived in Rome, Zevi also began a radical innovation of the teaching of  
architectural history. What marked this attempt at reform was that, by adopting an  
‘interdisciplinary approach’, architectural history grew and encompassed other disciplines: 
firstly, those subjects that were akin to history, such as Letteratura artistica, but later also 
the subjects that were directly concerned with architectural design.54 It is here that  
operative history assumed its most explicit form: Zevi believed in a direct contact  
between the courses in history and the courses in design – in an ‘unmediated projection 

51 Over three academic years, from 1960 to 1963, the architectural history courses at the I.U.A.V. in Venice focused 
on Michelangelo. In 1964, this work resulted in an exhibition in Rome and an accompanying book. The exhibition was 
nicknamed ‘Michelangelo-pop’. Contributions to the book were made by the art historian G.C. Argan, the architect-
historian P. Portoghesi, the architectural historians L. Puppi and S. Bettini, and the philosopher R. Bonelli, amongst 
others. See Michelangiolo architetto, P. Portoghesi et al., (eds.), (collana storia di architettura 6 ), Turin, 1964. At the 
basis of the whole project was Zevi’s conviction, in contrast to, for example, James Ackerman, that Michelangelo 
should be valued in the first place for his spatial-architectural, and not for his sculptural talents.
52 Bruno Zevi, ‘Introduzione: attualità di Michelangiolo architetto’, in ibid., p. 13.
53 Ibid., p. 13.
54 To my knowledge, the Italian faculties of architecture are unique in teaching ‘Letteratura artistica’ as a subject. The 
creation of this subject may be due to the idealist-humanist character that the Italian education system developed in 
the twentieth century, privileging the teaching of the classics, history and literature over technical training.
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of historical culture upon the tables of design’.55

 
 For Bruno Zevi, the student protest at the architectural faculty of Rome was a  
particularly bitter pill. In 1968, five years after his appointment as a professor of architec-
tural history, the students attacked him directly. While Zevi had made the power of revolu-
tion and change a central theme of his histories, and while he had been a rebel  
avant-la-lettre in his confrontation with a Roman tradition in architectural history,  
he was now seen by the students as an exponent of that same establishment.56  
As Muntoni states, Zevi was caught off guard by this attack and did not know how to  
respond.57 This was a tragic event: the professor who had always invested a great deal in 
his students, did not now know how to enter into a constructive dialogue with them.  
Zevi was a supporter of evolutionary reform and thought the radicalism of the students 
offensive. He could not understand their rejection of bourgeois culture. At first he tried to 
implement an acceleration of university reforms, but later withdrew from contact when 
the students ridiculed him with the slogan: ‘Good, fine, 7+! 58 From the beginning of the 
1970s, Zevi focused solely upon his lectures in architectural history. Nonetheless, 
in reaction to the pressing demands of the students to directly address political themes in 
the lectures, Zevi developed a course that consisted of ‘work-in-progress’. It was a course 
in which the themes continuously changed and which was completely immersed in the 
present. By virtue of this protean character, Zevi made it impossible to mount a cohesive 
attack on his ‘method’. At this point, Zevi reached a peak in didactical innovation.  
He exchanged the traditional lecture for ‘permanent global discussion’ which required 
everyone to participate including amongst others professors, students, and assistants. 
Muntoni recalls these classes as follows:

➛ All themes were discussed with everyone, architects and artists, psychiatrists and 
social workers, designers and historians, critics, urbanists, structuralists, linguists, 
sociologists. Whoever telephoned Zevi to present a book or a recently finished  
building, a project, or a cultural programme to him, perhaps to get a review in 
l’Expresso or in Architettura, storia e cronache was immediately invited to the  
university, to speak publicly in the course, in front of an ever changing audience.59

By now the number of students attending his lectures had reduced considerably,  
but those who did remain became true fans of Zevi, continuing to attend his courses after 
their graduation.

55 See Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 104. In her essay, Muntoni also mentions the concrete character of 
Zevi’s lectures. The classes, she tells us, were held in the Aula Magna, the main lecture hall of the university, where 
two projection screens were located. All of the teachers were involved in discussing different architectural works, 
amongst the hundreds of students who were present. The students had to be well prepared for their exams – Zevi 
asked for a written text about a chosen ‘monument’, together with several technical and artistic drawings, and ‘critical 
photographs’, ibid., p. 102.
56 Ibid., p. 102. 
57 Ibid., p. 102.
58 What the students ridiculed with these words was the enthusiasm, the energy and the good, but paternalistic 
intentions of Zevi with regard to them.
59 Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 103.
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TAFURI’S TEORIE E STORIA

The value attributed to history is central to the history of the Faculty of Architecture in 
Rome. For Giovannoni’s architetto integrale the recourse to history was largely self- 
evident, as he believed the design of buildings and cities resulted naturally from the study 
of the past. After the war, when modern architecture was introduced into the faculty,  
the demand on history for support and orientation had intensified. As the expectations 
about the societal role of the architect were raised, so was the hope invested in the study 
of the architectural past. Architectural history was seen as the guiding light that indicated 
the social, cultural, and most of all the civic role that the architect was required to fulfil.

 In a context where the choice for history was so unanimous and where there was such 
a strong consensus about its positive role, Tafuri’s Teorie e Storia dell’architettura must 
have caused a tremendous shock. Tafuri’s conviction that architectural history could only 
have a future by distancing itself from actual design practice was an extremely difficult 
message to accept. In the fourth chapter of his book, entitled ‘La critica operativa’,  
Tafuri engaged in a direct confrontation with the work of Benevolo and Zevi. In Teorie e 
Storia dell’architettura Tafuri writes that both Zevi and Benevolo exemplify the type of 
historian who twists history in order to demonstrate their own a priori desires for the  
future.60

 An example of this occurred at the end of the 1960s, when Zevi became interested in 
the question of l’architettura come linguaggio – ‘architecture as language’.61 At this time, 
the masters of modern architecture were ageing and the avant-garde was already an  
historical fact. Zevi now became preoccupied with the question of whether their  
contributions could be systematized into a code: if perhaps their flashes of genius could 
be systematized into a ‘language’ that was accessible to all. Zevi wanted to secure the  
message of the Modern Movement by transforming it into a method that would guarantee 
an appropriate modern attitude even in mediocre architects. This position entailed a  
criticism: as he stated in Il linguaggio moderno dell’architettura (1973), the requirement 
arose because the Modern Movement had failed to establish a strong and well-defined 
‘institutional language’, especially when compared to the Renaissance.62

 For Tafuri the question of the possibility of an ‘artistic language’ was also an important 
issue.63 For example, during a seminar held in the spring of 1966 at the I.U.A.V. in Venice, 

60 Tafuri, Teorie e Storia dell’architettura, p. 68.
61 See Muntoni, Due strategie innovative, p. 103.
62 In a lecture held for the Royal Institute of British Architects in 1983, Zevi said of this attempt: ‘What was needed 
was a language, a codified language that could be transmitted to all, and such that it could be written by architects 
and constructors, read by critics and scholars of art, discussed by the public. One cannot learn the Italian langu-
age solely by ordering spaghetti or reading La Divina Commedia. A language becomes a language when it passes 
through a process of codification.’ For Zevi, the 12-note serial method of the avant-garde composer Arnold Schönberg 
was the model for how the unruly achievements of the architectural avant-garde could be transformed into a langu-
age, ready to withstand academic counter-attacks. See Bruno Zevi, Zevi su Zevi, architettura come profezia, Venezia,  
1993, p. 158. 
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Tafuri presented a paper entitled: ‘The structures of language in the history of modern 
architecture.’64 However, Tafuri regarded this theme primarily as a problem: as a field of 
tension created when the twentieth-century avant-garde decided to overthrow every artis-
tic language that claimed stability and continuity of meaning – consider, for example,  
the norms instituted by the Beaux-Arts tradition in France. Teorie e Storia dell’architettura 
was so shocking because, while starting with a commonly discussed theme such as  
artistic languages, it demonstrated that Tafuri had a radically different view of modernity. 
While it was Zevi’s goal to safeguard modernity’s message and to strengthen the stability 
of architectural meaning, Tafuri states that the very essence of modernity entailed that 
these themes should always remain problematic.

 The first chapter of Teorie e Storia, entitled Modern Architecture and the Eclipse of His-
tory, starts with a consideration of the Renaissance architects Filippo Brunelleschi (1377-
1446) and Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472). They experienced a true revolution of reason, 
writes Tafuri, when they discovered that it was possible to define the meaning of buildings 
rationally and to systematize these definitions. They could then proceed to give these 
meanings a stable position within society by ‘institutionalizing’ them.65 At this time  
humanist architects also began to write intellectual treatises on architecture.66  
However, Tafuri claimed that the Renaissance should not only be viewed as a time of 
progress and victory. Reason carried with it a significant dark side which meant that its 
history could also be seen in a negative light. In fact, in the first chapter of Teorie e Storia 
Tafuri argues that the revolution of reason was an ambiguous event.

 For the architects of the Renaissance the conversation with history remained essential, 
as shown by their strong orientation towards antiquity, and it is exactly here, in their  
concern with history, that the problem for Tafuri arises. While reason had given the archi-
tects a new confidence to not only construct a system of meaning but also to confront 
history with a new zeal, it was here that they also experienced their biggest setback.  
Tafuri argues that the Renaissance architect would explore history searching for those 

63 A tendency exists among Italian architectural historians to see architecture as a linguistic visual form and thus 
as an act of thought. Architecture as a linguistic form means that architecture can communicate: it is not a passive  
presence in society, but a participant in a cultural and political sense. It is also in this context that we should under-
stand how Zevi’s plea for an organic architecture was at the same time a plea for a free and democratic architecture. 
See Maguolo, Le Storie dell’architettura moderna, pp. 75 and 80.
64 Manfredo Tafuri, ‘Le strutture del linguaggio nella storia dell’architettura moderna’, in Teoria della progettazione 
architettonica (Architettura e città 3), A. Locatelli (ed.), Bari, 1968.
65 Manfredo Tafuri, Teorie e Storia dell’architettura, Bari, 1968, Chapter one: ‘L’architettura moderna e l’eclissi  
della storia’.
66 Tafuri refers in particular to Leon Battista Alberti, who was one of the most famous humanist architects of the 
Italian Renaissance. In the fifteenth century, Alberti worked in Florence, where he studied Latin and Greek but also 
architecture, perspective and painting. Alberti wrote a number of books which made him the first theorist of humanist 
art. With treatises such as De Pictura (1435) and De Re Aedificatoria (1450), Alberti symbolized the passage from 
the architect as craftsman to the architectus doctus, the learned architect. Besides theoretical work, Alberti also 
designed, for instance, Tafuri found Alberti’s façade for the Santa Maria Novella in Florence to be an important work 
by his hand.
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elements that matched the system of meaning. However, in the course of this journey it 
was inevitable that events would be encountered which contradicted their world view, 
and which would be frightening, unsettling and confusing. It seemed as though the revo-
lution of reason had established a new way of engaging with history, but that this was 
accompanied by the means of its own subversion. Tafuri believed that architects such as 
Brunelleschi and Alberti, who dealt with history in this way, engaged in what may be 
called the first modern experience of history. These architects made historical material 
actual, as they transformed it into an instrument or a weapon with which to provoke a 
‘revolution’. However, the constructions of these architects were constantly in peril, as 
history was in fact an unreliable ally, being both a source of the confirmation of ideas and 
of the anguish at their failure.

  Tafuri discusses Alberti’s design for the façade of the S. Maria Novella in Florence (1458-
71) from this new perspective. In the history of architecture, this design is especially  
renowned for the merging of existing elements and modern additions, a combination 
which Alberti used to make a statement about his new humanist principles.  
Tafuri considers that retaining a suggestion of earlier medieval times was a strategy ad-
opted by Alberti in order to make the victory of the classical language clear in an almost 
sadistic way, directly confronting the vanquished with its conqueror.67 Alberti, Tafuri 
writes, wanted to theatrically represent the heroic victory of humanist reason over the 
barbarism of medieval times. Tafuri warns, however, that Alberti was playing with fire. 
While mixing pre-rationalist and rationalist experiences, Alberti could not help but  
experience the strange seduction exercised by linguistic pluralism. It was a seduction that 
he consciously structured by including these ‘contaminations’, or ‘infections’ in his  
design. This was an example of how, for Tafuri, history consisted of a constant series of 
crises. The history of modern architecture was centred on a crisis of meaning:  
a semantics that was enforced by ‘theory’ and weakened by ‘history’. Thus, while Zevi 
spoke of history in optimistic terms, Tafuri speaks of history in terms of danger.

 However, this was not the only scandalous aspect of the book. Teorie e Storia also  
became known for its focus on the position of the historian. For progressive historians 
such as Zevi and Benevolo, the position of the historian could never be a topic of debate. 
The historian was an enlightened teacher, a prophet, a missionary and a part of the same 
avant-garde whose essence was being taught. Yet in Teorie e Storia, Tafuri dedicated three 
out of six chapters to the position of the historian and critic. Moreover, he placed these 
historians in an historical and analytic setting that was completely unheard of.  

67 Tafuri, Teorie e Storia, p. 21.
68 Ibid., pp. 32-34.
69 Ibid., pp. 181-184. On p. 181, Tafuri says: ‘il sociologismo di uno Hauser appare del tutto improduttivo; quello, assai 
più rigoroso e coerente, di un Benevolo, appare al di fuori di una concezione dialettica della storia, e si trova costretto 
ad escludere – nell’afferrarsi ad un nuovo mito dell’ortodossia – molte delle più importanti esperienze dell’architettura 
contemporanea.’
70 Ibid., p. 183: ‘in fondo, presupponendo l’incapacità degli architetti, o in genere del pubblico, ad affermare la  
complessità e la specificità degli eventi storici, l’attualizzazione della storia sancisce consapevolmente il proliferare 
del mito. E il mito è sempre contro la storia.’
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Zevi spoke of the Renaissance as a climax in the institutionalization of architectural  
language, which was to be repeated by the Modern Movement. Tafuri imagines the  
architectural history of this period as being dominated by a movement in which solid  
architectural meanings become unstuck – foundations dissolve and fixed social orders,  
in which everything takes its appropriate place, disappear. Tafuri sees the infinite,  
measureless space of Piranesi’s Carcere as a metaphor for this condition. Far from  
providing stability and order, history can now, at its best, serve only as a library providing 
ideological support. 

 In addition to the Renaissance, for Tafuri, the Enlightenment was another crucial phase 
in the history of modernity.68 History loses its special status as a lesson for those in the 
present – as a guiding light from the past – precisely when the most far-reaching changes 
for the future are at stake. At such times history becomes a free-floating object among 
other perfectly equivalent objects. In this way, Tafuri writes, history becomes autonomous 
and as such an object among objects. It is strange that while reason reached a peak in its 
potential during the Enlightenment, a period arrived concurrently that was marked by the 
absence of critical and analytical theory to accompany the work of the artist. How could 
this have happened? During the Enlightenment, Tafuri argues, architects became  
concerned with the ‘projection’ of a better world – they wanted to convince the public that 
the realization of such a world was plausible in the near future. Tafuri claims that the  
essence of the Enlightenment consisted in the effort to elevate these ‘projections’ to real-
ity, taking a step towards a better world, instead of wallowing in the misery of daily exis-
tence. Architectural design was a question of bringing to life a certain possibility. For ar-
chitects and critics alike the challenge was to live one’s own projections, to stand within 
them, as it were. Tafuri regards the Enlightenment as a paradoxical period. What was 
considered necessary was belief and trust in an essentially reasonable future. The dis-
course about architecture that resulted was ruled by apodictic arguments; an incontest-
able, all too certain line of reasoning that was based in the authority of a history selected 
in accordance with the light of reason. However, Tafuri argues that the arbitrary character 
of this selection was hidden – nervously hidden – from the merciless public gaze.

 Tafuri discusses the work of Leonardo Benevolo and Bruno Zevi in the light of the  
contradictions of the Enlightenment. He considers the work of Benevolo, just like that of 
Siegfried Giedion, to be dominated by what he refers to as ‘the myth of orthodoxy’,  
whereby the historian constructs a simplified and coherent ‘Modern Movement’.69 It is 
this that keeps Benevolo from including some of the most relevant architectural projects 
of recent times in his history. Tafuri’s judgment of Zevi seems even harsher. Zevi is con-
sidered to have started from the conviction that the audience was incapable of grasping 
the complexity of historical events. According to Tafuri the attempt to ‘actualize’ history by 
moulding it into an attractive didactic format failed at each extreme. It failed to do justice 
to history, to the verification of historical facts, but it equally failed architects working in 
the present, because it could only produce myths that were irrelevant to them. In this way 
Tafuri openly condemns Zevi’s studies of Biagio Rossetti and Borromini, stating that ‘the 
myth is always against history’.70 Although such an attack was not totally unexpected,  
Zevi was infuriated when Tafuri’s book was published. In September 1968, he published 
a response in the journal L’architettura, storia e cronache, entitled ‘Myths and Historical 



Resignation’. The Modern Movement had now gained, in Zevi’s eyes, an almost  
melodramatic quality, as he reproached Tafuri of throwing:
 

➛ … dirt on every ideology, on the aspiration to create, through a diverse human 
environment, more happiness, on the commitment to provide a house for every  
family, even if it is minimal and for a minimal price, on every demand and quality,  
on architecture as prophecy.71

71 Bruno Zevi, ‘Miti e rassegnazione storica’, L’architettura storia e cronache, 155, September 1968, p. 3: ‘Fango su 
ogni ideologia, sull’aspirazione a creare, mediante un ambiente diverso, maggiore felicità umana, sull’impegno di 
fornire ad ogni famiglia una casa, sia pur minima e al minimo costo, su ogni esigenza e qualità, sull’architettura come 
profezia.’ Zevi is not strictly speaking of Tafuri’s Teorie e Storia here, but of a wider environment of architects of which 
he feels that Tafuri is a part.






