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CHAPTER 4
 
PORTRAIT OF A HISTORIAN AS A YOUNG MAN 

At the age of 26, Tafuri and the militant activist Massimo Teodori decided to write a letter 
on behalf of the Associazione Studenti e Architetti di Roma to Ernesto Nathan Rogers,  
the chief editor of the architectural journal Casabella Continuità.1 This was in 1961, one 
year after Tafuri had graduated as an architect, and the topic of the letter was the quality 
of education in the architectural schools. Rogers held a very firm position on the subject, 
speaking of the ‘intellectual and moral poverty of Italian university life’, and the ‘malaise 
provoked in the school by the academic spirit and by arbitrary compromises’.2 In their  
letter, Tafuri and Teodori argued that the school was a ‘natural basis’ for some much 
needed innovation in architecture and town planning. Only in the architectural school, 
they argued, could the architect develop as an ‘architect-citizen’ instead of an ‘architect-
technician’.3 The authors lamented the absence of an ‘ideal orientation’ as a vital element 
in the make-up of the architect-citizen. Architecture was taught in the schools by  
idiosyncratic architects who remained caught up in ‘particularisms’ and ‘eccentric  
behaviour’, while the country lacked a classe dirigente of architects able to deal  
adequately with the rapid changes in society. Tafuri and Teodori drew a radical conclusion 
from this situation: they claimed that the revolution in modern architecture had by-passed 
the Italian schools of architecture.4

1 Massimo Teodori was a left-wing political activist and a student colleague of Tafuri. They both participated in the 
Associazione Urbanisti ed Architetti (AUA) and they also wrote the letter as members of this group. See chapter 2 for 
the activities of this group. Tafuri’s and Teodori’s letter was published in the section ‘Lettere al Direttore’: a forum in 
which discussion among readers could take place. The occasion was the publication of an earlier letter, written by 
the engineer Cosenza, which denounced the state of Italian architecture at that time. See M. Tafuri and M. Teodori,  
‘Un dibattito sull’architettura e l’Urbanistica italiana’ (A Debate about Italian Architecture and Town Planning),  
Casabella Continuità, no. 241, 1961, p. 56.
2 After the War, obstruction to the necessary reorganization of the architectural profession in combination with 
the anti-modern sentiments in the university led to much dissatisfaction and protest. In Casabella Continuità during 
the 1960s, Rogers gave ample space to the protests by students and professors against this policy. See, for in-
stance, ‘Gli studenti architetti chiedono un rinnovamento dei programmi di studio’, published in Casabella Continuità,  
no. 248, February 1961; and M. Teodori, ‘Il convegno “Per il rinnovamento della Facoltà di Roma”’, published in  
Casabella Continuità, no. 258, December 1961. The debate lasted several years, see, for example, the preface written 
by Rogers in March 1963, E.N. Rogers, ‘Evoluzione della vita universitaria’, Casabella Continuità, no. 273, March 1963. 
See also the special issue of Casabella dedicated to the architectural schools in Italy: Casabella Continuità, no. 287, 
May 1964. The letter sent by Tafuri and Teodori should be viewed as part of an effort, alongside Rogers, to give voice 
to the dissatisfaction within the schools.
3 In their letter, Tafuri and Teodori stress that Italian schools are focused on the training of a class of technical 
professionals: ‘avulsi dal contesto della realtà nella quale essi sono chiamati ad operare ed incapaci di comprendere 
i profondi motivi che portano ad un cambiamento delle strutture della società’, Tafuri and Teodori, Un dibattito sul-
l’architettura, p. 56.
4 In sostanza ciò significa che la rivoluzione dell’architettura moderna non è passata per la scuola, o almeno per la 
Facoltà di architettura di Roma che più da vicino conosciamo’, ibid.
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 Tafuri and Teodori argued that the teaching of history at the university was central to this 
problem. As part of the ‘pride of professionalism’ – by which Tafuri and Teodori referred to 
those architects at the university who turned away from society and identified only with 
their professional status as architects – the history of architecture was treated as a  
sequence of isolated styles and as a grammar ready for repeated use. What was com-
pletely lacking was a consideration of the context in which these styles originated, a 
sense of the artistic styles as expressions of certain historical times, or of particular aspira-
tions. Tafuri and Teodori spoke of the ‘elimination of each intrinsic historical notion’. In 
contrast, they argued that for the development of an integrated, total vision as the basis 
of architectural practice, a correct awareness of the architectural past was indispensable.5  
For the authors, this ‘correct awareness of the architectural past’ could not include ‘facile 
transpositions’ or ‘anachronistic regressions’. We may notice here already Tafuri’s  
reservations with regard to operative history.

 The time had come for Realpolitik: as Tafuri and Teodori argued at the end of their letter, 
the time had come to let go of illusions and see reality for what it was.6 Architects should 
accept that from now on they were inextricably bound up with the larger society.  
However, Realpolitik should also fuel an architect’s attitude towards history. The history of 
architecture should be historicized so as to gain insight into the interaction between  
artistic production and the conditions created by the historical context. In summary, Tafuri 
and Teodori argued for an academic training that allowed the architect to develop an  
intensified awareness of reality and history, abandoning the one-dimensional character of 
the architectural profession understood as strict professionalism, and the reductive  
understanding of the history of architecture as a strict formal history of the sequence of  
architectural styles.

TAFURI AND THE HOPES OF HISTORY

The theme of this chapter is the journey Tafuri takes in the years after his graduation, from 
an operative history in the tradition of Zevi and Benevolo, to the use of history as a means 
of historical critique. Already convinced of the weakness of operative history, Tafuri  
experimented with different forms of architectural history, in articles published in  
magazines, for example, and through his university teaching. In this way, around the  
second half of his twenties he slowly matured, moving towards a radically different use of 

5 ‘Solo un’adeguata preparazione storica dello studente architetto avrebbe potuto fornire gli strumenti per  
interpretare giustamente i fenomeni del passato e quindi per farne elementi attivi del presente senza facili trasposi- 
zioni ad anacronistici ritorni.’ Ibid. 
6 According to wordreference.com, the term Realpolitik means a ‘ruthlessly, realistic and opportunistic approach to 
statesmanship, rather than a moralistic one.’ Tafuri and his colleagues used this term in an informal, loose way,  
for example, in the book Teorie del Moderno, architettura Germania 1880-1920, Francesco Dal Co studied German 
political thought as a part of urban politics and ideology. Realpolitik was for him an important strategy employed,  
for example, by enlightened industrialists, planners, politicians and architects. See Francesco Dal Co, Teorie del  
Moderno, Architettura Germania 1880-1920, Bari, 1982.
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architectural history. Tafuri came to consider history as a major instrument of critique, yet 
found that the critical effect of history could only be guaranteed if it was radically divorced 
from architectural practice. Only in that sense could history be part of a discourse that  
counterbalanced the issues of the day. While Tafuri saw an attempt to actualize history in 
the works of many of his historian colleagues, he began to imagine an architectural  
history that derived its force from its radical difference, its nonconformity with respect to 
the concerns of the present. The passage from operative history to historical critique also 
had consequences for the relationship between architectural history and ideology. In the 
period after his graduation Tafuri took the first step towards using history as a means of 
ideological critique. Later, in 1968, Teorie e Storia would declare that operative history was 
also an ideological history par excellence, in which the historical analysis was always  
accompanied by preconceived ideological notions.7 The difference between operative  
history and historical critique, for Tafuri, was the same as the difference between  
ideological criticism, and the critique of all forms of ideology as a form of debunking.  
As Tafuri would later declare in an interview: ‘There is no criticism, only history’,  
suggesting that the only way to be truly critical is by confronting the present with the 
radically different character of the past.8

 At the beginning of his career, the question for Tafuri was whether architectural history, 
apart from operative rhetoric, could still have a supportive function for the architects of his 
time. Tafuri experimented with different roles for history: for example, he gave a rather 
complicated course in modern architectural history which defied the didactic simplicity of 
Benevolo’s Storia dell’architettura moderna (1960). Together with the architectural histo-
rian Mario Manieri Elia he speculated about how to correctly assess the architect and 
political activist William Morris, resulting in an essay in which Tafuri tried to distance him-
self, as a left-wing historian, from the hopes and ideals of Morris. These experiments 
were for Tafuri also a matter of Realpolitik. In fact, Tafuri criticized Bruno Zevi for not fulfill-
ing his operative promises.9 However ‘operative’, Zevi’s history did not become a vital ele-
ment in Italian architectural culture. Architects, Tafuri claimed, would benefit more from a 
sober historical account; from history as a matter-of-fact Realpolitik. Only in this way 
would they become aware of the real possibilities available to them to intervene in soci-
ety. For example, in the letter to Casabella Continuità, a young Tafuri together with Te-
odori, explored the possibilities of a rejuvenated Modern Movement in a changed Italian 
society. As Giorgio Ciucci shows, Tafuri’s examination of the role of history was also de-
termined by the critical testing of the precepts of rational modernism.10 The stress on the 
rational assumptions of modernism led Tafuri to also question the enlightened progres-
sion of modern architectural history. His passion for history was thus intimately connected 
to the questioning of the role of history in the crisis of contemporary architecture.

 In this way, Tafuri’s thinking about the role of the historian and the nature of architec-
tural history was intertwined with the hopes he invested in a revitalization of the Modern  

7 Manfredo Tafuri, Teorie e Storia dell’architettura, Bari, 1968, p. 149.
8 ‘There is no criticism, only history – Richard Ingersoll interviews Manfredo Tafuri’, Design Book Review, 1986, 
reprinted in Casabella, January-February 1995, pp. 97-99.
9 Tafuri, Teorie e Storia dell’architettura, p. 168.
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Movement. For Tafuri there was a connection between the re-examination of modernist 
methodology – regarding, for example, the planning of cities – and the possibilities desig-
nated to architectural history. However, the intensity with which many architects dealt 
with this matter after the War should be seen against the background of a particular 
‘grand narrative’ that was important to many of them. It was the history of Italian  
modernist architecture during the Fascist regime that was decisive in the plea for  
professional and institutional reform after the Second World War. After this false start,  
the Modern Movement would finally prove its real value in a changed, democratic Italy.  
For Tafuri the question was whether the historical accounts by Zevi and Benevolo provid-
ed the appropriate kind of critical support to accompany this process.

THE BURDEN OF FASCISM

The difficult experiences of architects during the fascist regime placed a heavy burden 
upon Italy’s reconstruction after the War. At the start of the 1930s, the debate within  
architecture was dominated by a strong opposition between two groups: there was the 
avant-garde Gruppo 7 from Milan, whose ideas about a modernist and ‘rational’  
architecture sharply diverged from those of the so-called Roman School, who proposed a 
monumental and neo-classical building style. With the increased power of the fascists in 
the 1930s a battle broke out between the two camps about the question of which style 
would most aptly represent the goals of the regime. The situation became increasingly 
confusing, when during the second half of the 1930s the two movements began a pro-
cess of compromise in which the modernists displayed a striking willingness to revise 
their vocabulary so as to coexist with the academics.

 Within the context of this struggle, the E42 world exhibition in Rome symbolized the 
new policy of compromise. Adalberto Libera, one of the founding members of the Gruppo 
7, designed a ‘Palazzo dei ricevimenti e dei congressi’ for the occasion (1937-42).
It consisted of an atrium with large granite columns, followed by a huge central hall.  
In this way, the building was reminiscent of a Roman basilica, while still being executed 
with the most modern of building techniques.11 The E42 world exhibition – which was 
never held – showed very clearly the aim of the fascist regime to use architecture as a 
metaphor for its political intentions. However, while the modern ‘rational’ architects had 
already made large concessions in order to survive, the modernist drama reached a climax 
when Mussolini finally rejected modern architecture as the official ‘arte di Stato’.  
By the time Terragni had finished what might be considered the key work of rationalist 
architecture, the Casa del Fascio in Como (1932-36), Mussolini had already decided to  

10 Giorgio Ciucci, The Formative Years, p. 15. 
11 At the E42 world exhibition the ultra-modern Palazzo della Civiltà del Lavoro, designed by Guerini, Bruno La Padula 
and Romano, 1938-42 was eye-catching. This building was designed as a huge white square block, with a façade that 
consisted of a grid of stacked arches. People soon began to call it ‘the square Colosseum’: the contrast between this 
building and the heavy, monumental forms of the other constructions was very great indeed. See Guida d’Italia: Roma, 
Touring Club Italiano, Milano, 1993 (8th edition), p. 783.
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reject rationalism and to support academicism. From a ‘mere’ debate about architectural 
style, deciding between rationalism and academicism now became a matter of life and 
death. Estranged from fascism, rationalist architects such as Giuseppe Pagano and Gian 
Luigi Banfi decided to fight the regime and later died in German concentration camps. 
After Mussolini’s death in 1945, Italian architectural culture underwent a profound crisis. 
Rationalist architects had to face the difficult truth of their collaboration with the regime, 
while the academic architects who had identified themselves so closely with the aims of 
fascism could not see a meaningful way of continuing after its end. In undergoing such 
crises, architecture became involved in the post-war vacuum, a state that was already a 
reality for many other parts of society.12

 
 Manfredo Tafuri was profoundly affected by the fascist period. It not only encroached 
deeply on his personal life, for the legacy of fascism also dominated the post-war  
academic climate. For instance, as Tafuri recounts in an interview about the university: 
‘But the terrible thing was that all the professors teaching the most important subjects 
were fascists.’13 After the War, there were generally speaking two ways of coming to 
terms with the recent past. Firstly, there was the optimism of the historian Bruno Zevi. 
Although the modernist Italian architects had collaborated with fascism, Zevi did not reject 
them. This may seem a contradictory position for, as a Jew who was forced to flee his 
country during the War, Zevi was very much aware of the despicable nature of fascism. 
However, for Zevi the failures of rationalist architecture were part of an essential process 
of learning, of becoming mature. Rationalism, with all its mistakes, was the stage which 
would precede a more advanced form of architecture: organic architecture. Importantly, 
the term ‘organic architecture’ did not so much stand for a stylistic vocabulary, but for an 
explicitly ethical content. For Zevi, organic architecture offered the possibility of directly 
expressing such values as democracy and freedom in architecture.

 Secondly, however, were architects such as Ludovico Quaroni and Ernesto Nathan Rog-
ers, who published in such journals as Casabella Continuità, and who took a completely 
different position. They considered that the intimate connection between the ‘revolution’ 
of fascism and the revolution of modern architecture could only lead to one conclusion: 
that what was necessary was a fundamental reconsideration of the concept of modern 
architecture. So, while Zevi did not question the principles of the avant-garde, considering 
that modern ‘organic’ architecture remained within this tradition, a group of architects 
around Rogers and Quaroni started to critically rethink the history of modern architecture. 
Tafuri was part of this group and together with architects such as Aldo Rossi and Vittorio 
Gregotti, he developed a more critically distanced position with respect to the Modern 

12 For the history of Italian architecture during fascism see Giorgio Ciucci and Francesco Dal Co, Atlante dell’archi-
tettura italiana del Novecento, Milano, 1991; Vittorio Gregotti, New directions in Italian Architecture, London, 1968;  
and Giorgio Ciucci, Gli architetti e il fascismo, architettura e città 1922-1944, Torino, 1989. This is only a selection, many 
other books have been written on the subject. For this account of architectural history during the fascism period, I have 
used a document on the internet: Italienische Architektur der Nachkriegszeit und deren Spiegelungen in der Gegenwart, 
dissertation by Hans-Jürgen Breuning, 1999, Universität Stuttgart, at: 
http://elib.uni-stuttgart.de/opus/volltexte/2000/599.
13 Passerini, History as a Project, p. 17. See Chapter 2 of this book for Tafuri’s life under fascism.
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Movement in architecture. However, for Rogers and Quaroni, and also for younger  
architects such as Rossi, Gregotti, and Tafuri, this reassessment of modernism was  
painful as despite their critique they nonetheless felt themselves to be part of its  
legacy.14

 In Italy, the past was no longer a matter of eternal glory. From this perspective,  
the Spanish art critic Tomas Llorens developed a hypothesis relevant to Tafuri’s  
conversion to non-operative history.15 Llorens connects Tafuri’s ‘turn’ to a general crisis of 
the European left-wing at the end of the 1960s. The year 1968 meant the end of a cycle 
of modernism that, according to Llorens, started immediately after the War with the  
formulation of a neo-avant-garde. The optimistic humanism that pervaded this attempt,  
a humanism that Llorens also recognizes in the Marxist thought of those years, appeared 
to be no longer viable for the ’68 intellectuals. Tafuri’s non-operative history should thus 
be seen as an attempt to rescue the avant-garde while accepting the indefensibility of 
humanism. Llorens refers to the difficult narrative structure of books such as Teorie e 
Storia (1968) and Progetto e Utopia (1973). In this structure, he recognizes a new,  
non-humanistic avant-garde attitude. Tafuri chooses to no longer base his writing on the 
facts of empirical reality, but instead to superimpose a discourse upon reality. In Llorens’ 
view, Tafuri preached this modernity without humanism in the production of a kind of 
prose that in every case excluded the ‘traditional’ commitment of the historian to the  
architect. For Tafuri, a non-operative history implied the choice of what is essentially a 
meta-discourse: because the past no longer has an instrumental function for the architect, 
the material substances of that past – the buildings or objects – can be obliterated.16  
For example, Teorie e Storia is no longer a book about architectural reality, but rather a 
book that runs parallel to architectural reality. What remains, Llorens argues, is a  
solipsistic history cut off from reality, which also denies the possibility of contributing to 
that reality.
 
 Although Llorens’ hypothesis of Tafuri’s solipsism remains open to debate, he made it 
clear that the difficulty of comprehending Tafuri’s books is related to the distance from the 
operative model and the practice of historical critique. Instead of the modernist claim for 
architectural history, with its belief in a perfect correspondence between the facts of  
reality and the writing about that reality, Tafuri comes up with an ‘epistemological  
superimposition’: a discourse that has such an explicit meta-character that its object 
threatens to disappear from view.
 

14 For a discussion of this theme in a wider context see S.W. Goldhagen, R. Legault (eds.), Anxious Modernisms, 
Experimentation in Post-war Architectural Culture, Montreal and Cambridge, 2000.
15 Tomas Llorens, ‘Manfredo Tafuri: Neo-Avant-garde and History’, Architectural Design Profile, no. 51, 1981, special 
edition: ‘On the Methodology of Architectural History’, pp. 83-93.
16 ‘Instead, the neo-avant-gardists conceive of the a priori as overlapping the empirical world in such a manner that, 
to all epistemological effect, it obliterates it.’ Llorens sees the ultimate goal of Tafuri’s attempt as the rescue, after 
all, of a new avant-garde. Ibid., p. 93. Llorens’ critical tone about this development also points to Tafuri’s apparent 
lack of self-criticism.
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NEW DIMENSIONS

Before and after his graduation Tafuri was involved in design projects on different occa-
sions and with different groups. For example, the architect and historian Leonardo  
Benevolo invited him to participate in the competition for the National Library in Rome 
while Tafuri was still a student in 1959, the group winning first prize for their project.17 
However, Tafuri did not design, but seems to have played an advisory role. In 1962  
Manfredo Tafuri, Giorgio Piccinato and Vieri Quilici, acting as members of the  
Associazione Urbanisti ed Architetti (AUA), wrote an article which was published in  
Casabella Continuità and which exemplifies the kind of publications that the group was 
producing at the time. The article was called: ‘La città territorio – verso una nuova dimen-
sione’, (The City-territory, Towards a New Dimension).18 They did not write about a  
specific building or city planning project, but rather provided an extended commentary on 
an important theme in the architectural debate at that time.

 A year earlier, in their letter to Casabella Continuità, Tafuri and Teodori had written that 
architecture and town planning had become matters of ‘strategic large-scale planning’.  
The responsibilities of planning had considerably increased, as its practices now directly 
concerned the ‘formation of the structures of society’ – economics and sociology had 
now become indispensable subjects for the town planner. In the article ‘La città territorio 
– verso una nuova dimensione’, the members of the AUA further elaborated on this 
theme. Initially, Tafuri and his colleagues noted the growth of the city far beyond its tradi-
tional boundaries. The city had exploded, so to speak, and its fragments were now spread 
out over the entire surrounding area, hence the term ‘city-territory’, or city-region. The 
question they were addressing concerned the precise consequences of this change.
 
 In this way, Tafuri became a participant in an environment that was already different to 
that of the Reconstruction. While architectural projects such as the new residential  
quarter of Tiburtino in Rome (1949-54) had been completed in a society that was still  
underdeveloped in many aspects, towards the end of the 1950s Italy changed decisively 
as it experienced a period of unparalleled economic growth.19 It was during this period 
that the affluent society gained a foothold in Italy, introducing into Italian life such modern 
phenomena as consumerism, Fordism and mass communication. Italian society during 
this period was affected to a great extent by technological progress, for example, in the 
FIAT factories in Turin or in the petrochemical industries in the Veneto and Tuscany.20 
When Tafuri and Teodori spoke of ‘strategic large-scale planning’ and ‘the formation of the 
structures of society’, they were referring to this new social reality.

17 See ibid., p. 19.
18 Giorgio Piccinato, Vieri Quilici and Manfredo Tafuri: ‘La città territorio – verso una nuova dimensione’,  
Casabella Continuità, no. 270, 1962, pp. 16-25.
19 See Paul Ginsborg, Storia d’Italia dal dopoguerra a oggi, società e politica 1943-1988, Torino, 1989, p. 283.
20 During this period Italy experienced a strong miracolo economico, which among other reasons was due to the fact 
that Italy did not have a protectionist economy, in contrast to many other European countries. Also, the effect of the 
Marshall Aid was considerable, as for the United States, the development of democracy in Italy was important due to 
the country’s totalitarian, fascist past. See K. Schuyt and E. Taverne, 1950: Prosperity and Welfare (Dutch Culture in a 
European Context, 4), Assen: London, 2004, p. 61ff. 
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 Italy’s reconstruction after the War had been difficult, especially with regard to urban 
planning.21 On different occasions, architects and urban planners had battled to imple-
ment instrumentalities which would exert control over the growth of cities. However, 
many of these battles were lost, as has been mentioned, and so the degree to which plan-
ners could exert any real control over territorial developments was limited. On a national 
level, efforts to give control of the development of the nation to the regulating forces of 
planning procedures were not always supported by the government and speculation was 
allowed a free rein. In Rome, the controversy that broke out in the 1950s about the  
creation of a new Piano Regolatore, a new developmental plan, exemplifies this period.  
To fight speculation in the building industry and the administrative corruption in the public 
sector, a committee was formed at the beginning of the 1950s in which, amongst others, 
the architects Ludovico Quaroni and Luigi Piccinato took part. They developed a scheme, 
the so-called Piano Cet, in which the historical city centre of Rome was protected from 
architectural interventions, by projecting the new developments upon an axial scheme 
that started in the outer areas of the centre and ended at the grounds of the EUR (Espo-
sizione Universale di Roma). The three poles of development alongside this axis, Pietra-
lata, Centocelle and the EUR were designed according to the principles of zoning. They 
aimed at a gradual decrease of residential and an increase of tertiary functions towards 
the periphery. However, the plan became entangled in the long and viscous processes of 
governmental decision making and in the end was never realized.22

 As a young professional in the field of architecture and planning, Tafuri met architects 
who reacted to the rapid changes in Italian society by initiating a debate about the role of 
the urban planner. Architects such as Giuseppe Samonà and Ludovico Quaroni  
reconsidered the cultural and intellectual premisses of their profession and in addition 
reflected on the social role of the architect-planner.23 The question concerned the appro-
priateness of urbanistica as it had been developed in the 1930s, to deal with the develop-
ments in a rapidly changing society. The enlightened industrialist Adriano Olivetti (1901-
1960) proposed a redefinition of planning as a multidisciplinary subject which included the 
study of sociology and anthropology, in an attempt to establish direct contact with  
society.24 However, a reconsideration of those elements that were proper to the legacy of 
the Modern Movement was a part of this process. Especially rationalism as in important 
premise for modernist urban planning was especially brought into question, leading to the 
rejection of the modernist formula: ‘form follows function’. Architects now realized that 

21 See Giorgio Majoli, ‘Breve storia della legislazione Urbanisticain Italia da 1865 al 2000’, 2000, 
at http://www.verdiregionelombardia.net.
22 M. Tafuri, Storia dell’architettura italiana 1944-1985, Torino, 1982, p. 83.
23 See for example the following quote from an article written by Samonà: ‘The intense and increasingly comprehen-
sive diligence of the planners has placed a number of problems in the foreground regarding, most of all, the aims, and, 
as a consequence, the methodology of the research into urban design.’ Giuseppe Samonà, ‘Positivismo e storicismo 
nella cultura Urbanistica oggi’, Casabella Continuità, February-March 1954, now published in G. Ciucci and F. Dal Co, 
Atlante dell’ architettura italiana del Novecento, Milano, 1991, p. 197. 
24 See Carlo Olmo, Urbanistica e società civile, Esperienza e conoscenza 1945-1960 (Pubblicazioni della Fondazione 
Adriano Olivetti), Torino, 1992. See also Patrizia Bonifazio et al., Olivetti Builds, Modern Architecture in Ivrea, Guide to 
the Open Air Museum, Milano, 2001.
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decisions concerning form could not always be considered to be an outcome of purely 
rational inquiry. In addition, an ongoing topic of debate was the possibility of the  
autonomous status of urbanistica considered as a discipline separate from  
architecture.25

 At the beginning of the 1960s, the tide was turning for Italian architects and planners. 
The rapidly growing industrial sector wanted to ensure a more rational use of land and 
was increasingly at odds with the speculative practices of the housing sector. Influenced 
as well by the first centre-left government, who had a positive attitude towards the reform 
of urban planning, the debate about urban, regional and national planning was pursued 
with renewed vigour. In 1960 the Istituto Nazionale di Urbanistica launched an official  
programme for the reform of planning practice, called the Codice dell’Urbanistica. One of 
the proposals was to connect planning procedures on an urban and regional level to the 
programmes for economic growth on a national level. Among the architects who worked 
on the Codice were Giuseppe Samonà, Luigi Piccinato and Giovanni Astengo.

 Modern phenomena such as mass communication, industrial expansion and the rise of 
a consumer society all seemed to announce a new period in Italian post-war history.  
The time of the ‘piccole utopie’ such as the Tiburtino quarter with its intimate, folk-like 
language had come to an end: a period of Realpolitik had arrived. Many architects and 
urban planners believed that the most distinctive feature of the new era was a certain loss 
of limits, enabling a new mobility, and a new spirit which could overcome boundaries. 
Architects translated this new freedom into the creation of the ‘city-region’. Urban life 
would change in its scale and size: it now started to spread out over an entire surrounding 
area. During a conference held in 1962, the urban planner Giancarlo De Carlo announced 
the end of planning according to a fixed model. He defined the new city as a ‘whole of 
dynamic relationships . . . a territorial galaxy of specialized settlements’.26 It was clear that 
a city in continuous movement and change a new type of urban intervention: the creation 
of a universal form for a street or a square would no longer be sufficient.27

25 See Ciucci and Dal Co, Atlante dell’architettura italiana del Novecento, pp. 43-57 and p. 191.
26 Tafuri, Storia dell’architettura italiana 1944-1985, p. 98.
27 An important publication in this context was Vittorio Gregotti’s Il territorio dell’ architettura (1966). Influenced by the 
new directions of structuralism, semiotics and the French School of Geography, Gregotti theorized about the discovery 
of geography and ‘territory’ or ‘region’ as the new scale for urban development, bringing with it a new sense of history 
and contextuality. For Gregotti the question concerned the formal consequences of this new parameter, the ‘form of 
the territory’. In Teorie e Storia Tafuri also mentioned this publication: he focused on Gregotti’s use of history as a ‘new 
instrument of planning’. Tafuri places Gregotti’s attempt to establish a new contact with history in the context of a no 
longer convincing Modern Movement; interestingly, he mentions the insecurity of a new period as the reason to ‘dig 
into the thick layer of the past’, which in the end, however, only confirms the instability of the present. ‘Il territorio  
dell’architettura’ in this way also alludes, on a meta-level, to the sense of being an architect. Vittorio Gregotti, Il 
territorio dell’architettura, Milano, 1966. Manfredo Tafuri, Theories and History of Architecture, pp. 53-54. For a reas-
sessment of Gregotti’s book see Sara Protasoni, ‘Architettura e paesaggio tra geografia e storia. “Il territorio dell’ 
architettura” di Vittorio Gregotti (1966)’, in P. Lombardo et al., Architettura Spazio Scritto – forme e techniche delle 
teorie dell’architettura in Italia dal 1945 ad oggi, Torino, 2001, pp. 63-71.

the article La città territorio, written by the AUA, 1962
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 During these years, Giuseppe Samonà published his influential L’urbanistica e l’avvenire 
delle città europee (1959) in which he attacked the commonplaces of urban and town 
planning history. In this work, Samonà proved himself to be a passionate defender of the 
big city and criticized the sociologically based theories of community, together with the 
excessive scholarly attention to the garden city tradition which, according to Samonà,  
was sponsored by the building industry. Most of all, Samonà wanted to write a different 
urban history, one from which the ‘nuova dimensione’ of territorial transformation could 
be explained more logically. He spoke of the new discipline of urban planning in a time of 
‘extra-urban developments’ and pointed to Greater London and the French villes  
nouvelles as international evidence of this development.28

 The discipline of urban planning needed to be reassessed and the participants in this 
discussion were thus focused on methodology. What methodology would be able to cope 
with the complex forms of a ‘super-dimensioned’ city? This debate also dominated the 
journal Casabella Continuità at the beginning of the 1960s. The journal published articles 
about the interventions by the Japanese architect Kenzo Tange at Boston Bay and in To-
kyo (1960). They also published articles on the city-territory, and about the development 
of ‘centri direzionali’ – the depopulation of city centres – and American reality.  
The redefinition of the planning discipline went hand in hand with the so-called ‘crisis of 
the model’: architects were increasingly dissatisfied with a conception of urban planning 
as the elaboration of a series of blueprints for the future. As Tafuri shows, this criticism 
corresponded to a wider intellectual and cultural climate in Italy in which preconceived 
models and formulas were being denounced, leading to the singular interpretations of 
Marxism by Panzieri, Fortini and Vittorini, amongst others.29

 
 The article by the AUA, ‘La Città Territorio – verso una nuova dimensione’, is representa-
tive of the intellectual climate that dominated Casabella Continuità during those years.  
The authors spoke of a ‘cambiamento di scala’, a change of scale that manifested itself in 
the city and its surroundings. They were concerned with the question of how to  
comprehend these new developments in the light of the legacy of the Modern  
Movement. The failure of Italian architects and urban planners to make efficient plans for 
the new society was explained as arising from the shortcomings of modernism itself.  
The authors state that although the possible disappearance of an absolute boundary be-
tween the city and the countryside had been intuited by modern architects, their attempts 

28 The publication of this book was an important milestone leading towards a different way of perceiving the disci-
pline of town planning, beyond a purely visual and romantic conception of historical towns. According to Samonà, 
town planning was bound to society by an indissoluble tie. He thus connected his discipline to sociological theories, 
 for instance, by Tönnies, Veblen, Geddes, and economic theories, for instance by Riccardo, Smith and Malthus.  
With this book, Samonà stressed the knowledgeable basis of the discipline. To him, urban planning was not only a  
matter of technical control, but had its roots in a certain way of thinking about the city. Samonà paid attention to the  
urban form as a product of both permanence and change and he pointed to the relevance of areas outside the city 
centre. See E. Taverne, ‘Layouts and fabrics, architekten ‘maken’ de stad, 1930-1990’, Reader Institute for Art and  
Architectural History, academic year 1992; Giuseppe monà, L’Urbanistica e l’avvenire della città negli stati europei,  
Bari, 1959. See also P. di Biagi, P. Gabellini, ed., Urbanisti Italiani, Piccinato, Marconi, Samona, Quaroni, De Carlo, 
Astengo, Campos Venuti, Bari, 1992.
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to concretize these thoughts never exceeded the level of theory. The article considered 
that the ‘cult of the brilliant individual’ should be held responsible for this failure. It argued 
that the very myth of the artistic genius, as a ‘pioneer’ or as a ‘hero’, prevented architects 
from developing an authentic and altruistic perspective on the people and their  
interests.30

 After the War, when society at large was caught up in a maelstrom of transformation, 
modern architects and town planners had to pay the price for this elitist attitude.  
As a result, while the country changed drastically in its social-economic, physical,  
demographic and cultural dimensions, architects had very little say in the process.31  
According to the authors, the solution to these problems was to be found in a new focus 
on method. It was not so much a question of developing new instruments with which to 
intervene in reality, but rather that a more fundamental step had to be taken first: the ‘let-
tura stessa dei fenomeni reali cui applicare tali modi’ – the ‘reading’, or the interpretation, 
of the phenomena of reality.32

 Tafuri, Quilici and Piccinato demonstrated a well crystallized notion of the new planning 
practice. From Giuseppe Samonà’s L’urbanistica e l’ avvenire della citta they deduced 
what may be called an open and refined way of using a ‘model’. Samonà proposed the 
use of urban ‘models’ based on a ‘flexibility that leaves open the definitive solutions’.33  
The outcomes of the competition for the design of a residential quarter at the Barene di 
San Giuliano in Venezia-Mestre (1959) are considered by the authors to be concrete  
examples of the new road to be taken by urban planning. Those architects who did not 
start from one specific method which had been raised to the level of an absolute guide, 
but who had a more pragmatic and open attitude instead, produced the best entries.34 
These architects developed plans in which the new quarter was scattered and spread 
across the environment. Urban planning here did not entail the formulation of a fixed  
urban form, to be superimposed upon the environment, but an open, flexible distribution 
of housing blocks that could fuse with the existing built structures. At the same time, the 

29 Tafuri, Storia dell’architettura italiana 1944-1985, p. 97.
30 For example: ‘the inadequate character of a type of culture that, in order to be closer to the individual, ignored 
society, or at least, its physical and historical “environment”.’ Piccinato, Quilici and Tafuri, La città territorio, p. 16.
31 For example, see the following: ‘Once more, that is, reality has evolved in a way that is profoundly faster and, as 
a matter of fact, more creative than the cultural forces were able to predict.’ The article contains many of these sort 
of remarks. Ibid., p. 16.
32 In the article they write: ‘If they didn’t succeed in cutting into the Italian reality, this depended, in our opinion, for 
a great part on a failed comprehension that not so much applied to the strategies of intervention, but to the reading 
of the actual phenomena on which those strategies had to be applied themselves. In short, that famous “approaching” 
the reality of the country, has failed in its most definitive manner, this while the development received increasingly 
irreversible traits.’ Piccinato, Quilici, and Tafuri, La città territorio, p. 16. (my italics )
33 Ibid., p. 17. The authors quote Samonà here, from his book L’Urbanistica e l’avvenire della città. The authors were 
also influenced by Umberto Eco’s Opera Aperta in this vision.
34 It is in this context that the authors also quote the Roman architect Ludovico Quaroni: ‘the idea of a choice does not 
necessarily have to lead to “unicity” because it may lead to multiplicity, or at least, to a certain form of multiplicity, to 
a certain form of integration.’ Ibid., p. 18. 
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creation of a clear form could function as a central ‘visual spine’ giving coherence to the 
new ensemble. Thus, in the new urban area of the ‘city-territory’ the architect had one 
particular instrument with which to exert a substantial influence: what Tafuri would later 
call the ‘volontà di forma’ – a will-to-form.35

 Clearly, the competition for the design of a new residential area at San Giuliano, Mestre 
(1959) was an important event for Italian architects and planners, with many architects 
considering it to be the beginning of a new era in urban planning. In the evaluation of the 
event by Tafuri and his colleagues Quaroni’s example especially looms large.  
In fact, for Tafuri and his friends, Quaroni’s entry for the competition was the exemplum 
representing the AUA’s new insights, as Quaroni’s proposal most clearly originated in a 
rejection of the modernist unity of method, which was now exchanged for an experimen-
tation with different methods for different scales. In Quaroni’s design, the new residential 
area was marked by a series of grand, semi-circular buildings – hinting in this way at the 
curved forms of Le Corbusier’s megastructural ‘Plan Obus’ at Algiers, which reflected the 
bay. These formed the visual spine of the Venetian quarter. While on this macro-level the 
form of the quarter was clearly determined by an architect who seemed to be working as 
an urbanist-demiurgos, on the micro-level Quaroni assumed the identity of an  
urbanist-bricoleur, designing an informal series of houses whose precise urban form and 
structure was deliberately left unresolved. Quaroni designed an ‘opera aperta urbana’ as 
Tafuri later noted in Storia dell’architettura italiana: his proposal was to reconcile the last 
attempt to solve complex spatial problems by way of urban form with an opening towards 
an ‘aesthetics of the undetermined’ as a new perspective for the urban planner.36

 The city-region was such a relevant theme for Tafuri, Quilici and Piccinato because it 
was here that they localized the crisis of modernism in architecture. They argued that the  
revolution in modern architecture had consisted in a shift from form to method: it had 
been the ambition of modern architects to intervene directly in the lives of people, so as 
to organize life in a better way. Unity of method was crucial: there was one, universal rule 
which had to be applied to all ‘levels’, from a chair in the living room to the urban plan of 
a whole city. It was this principle that was questioned by the authors and they now  
reflected upon its intellectual assumptions. They found that urban planning had always 
been seen as a logical deduction – in the form of an artistic ‘model’ – from a set of  
universal laws. This was a direct consequence of the enlightened, rational origin of the 
discipline.37 The rationalist method started with the division of each problem into a series 
of secondary problems, moreover, it assumed that theory could be directly translated into 
a set of ‘operative’ rules for practice.38 In the present, the authors argued, such ‘operative 

35 See Tafuri, Storia dell’architettura italiana 1944-1985, p. 95.
36 Ibid., p.96. See Ciucci and Dal Co, Atlante dell’ architettura Italiana del Novecento, pp. 50-53. See also a remark 
by the Spanish architect Manuel de Sola Morales: ‘What is perhaps most fundamental about Quaroni’s attitude . . 
. is this confidence in the urban form as an observable cultural event and as a field for operative, practical project 
design.’ M. de Sola-Morales, ‘Quaroni, a Distant Lucidity’, Revista Urbanismo, 7, 1989, special issue ‘Ludovico Quaroni, 
decerca’, p. 39. 
37 ‘European town planning, of enlightened, even more than rational, origin’ (L’Urbanistica europea, per la sua origine 
illuministica, ancor prima che razionalistica)’ Piccinato, Quilici and Tafuri, La città territorio, p. 19.
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models’ are no longer valid. Instead, they found that modern architecture should be based 
on a new definition of rationality. The growth of the city into a city-region had shown that 
the application of one method to all levels of intervention was no longer tenable: the city 
had become too large, too dynamic, and too complex. A differentiation had to be made 
between various levels of design, between the micro-scale of furniture and the  
macro-scale of the comprehensive city-plan. For the authors, the ‘new rationality’  
entailed, in the first place, an awareness of the complexity of the work of the architect and 
urban planner. However, they also spoke of a shifting of accent from the a priori  
assumption of a ‘model’ to an a posteriori process of verification, and of bringing a set of 
working tools up to date.

➛ The introduction of a working hypothesis that doesn’t translate itself into a model, 
but organizes and structures itself into a configuration that assures a flexibility.39

Instead of the ‘bombast of a model’, it is now the modesty of a ‘working hypothesis’.  
As stated elsewhere in the article, town planners should come to the formulation of a 
‘dato modificatore’, a ‘key for intervention’ that is entirely immersed in the dramatic  
situation of contemporary society, and that in no way tries to transcend society and lift 
itself above the fray. However, this also had consequences for the way in which history 
was conceived of by Tafuri, Quilici and Piccinato. The history of the Modern Movement 
should also no longer be regarded from the point of view of the unity of method. The idea 
of the Modern Movement as being unified by one, universal thought, by a sort of  
equalizing power, was an illusion. It was time to see the Realpolitik of the Modern  
Movement as a contradictory assembly of many voices, many ‘levels’, and in which many 
parties interacted.40 This was also the way in which its history should be written. 
The authors of ‘La Città Territorio – verso una nuova dimensione’ pointed to the passage 
from a one dimensional to a more complex world in which each analysis could only be 
executed in single steps each of which requires verification. Moreover, the a posteriori 
basis of their work now implied a constant self-questioning which limited the claims of 
both the historian and the architect.41

 

38 ‘Having overcome the systematic method of rationalist origin that was preoccupied with breaking down each 
complex problem in particular problems, each of them solvable separately (at the limit of not recreating the synthesis 
on the basis of an a posteriori organization), to draw directly from the complexity and contrariety of a reality in which 
one has to operate . . . the first, by now traditional, characteristics of modern town planning – that is, the character of 
the ‘operative model’ given to each working hypothesis is automatically overthrown.’ Ibid., p. 19.
39 ‘L’introduzione di una ipotesi di lavoro che non si traduca in un modello, bensi si organizzi e si strutturi in una 
configurazione che assicuri una flessibilità’, ibid., p. 19.
40 Giorgio Ciucci says about this coupling of architectural and historical criticism: ‘This led to the necessity, on the one 
hand, to rethink the “extremely composite character of the architecture of the last two centuries” and on the other to 
employ a new “methodology of intervention” based on a planning which would permit flexibility at lower levels, cre-
ating an “open architecture” as a spatial structure capable of accepting increasing levels of freedom’, Giorgio Ciucci, 
‘Gli anni della formazione’, Casabella, 1995, p. 19. Ciucci also mentions that it was phenomenology, with its attack on 
established systems of knowledge, that formed the inspiration for this new strategy.



Ludovico Quaroni, design for the Barene di San Giuliano, 1959, model and bird’s-eye view
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DIFFERENT REALISMS

During this period, Tafuri developed his thinking about architectural history by developing 
an analogy with respect to the re-examination of the Modern Movement. The rationalist 
principles of modern architecture had led to a conception of planning as a blueprint for the 
future, but it had also led to a rigidification of its history as a unified Modern Movement. 
That is, Tafuri reflected on the intellectual background of the crisis of modern architecture 
and so linked its problematic rationalism to the problematic position of enlightened  
reason. The a priori belief in rationalism as a liberating power was no longer legitimate. 
Beyond these grand narratives, the time had come for a more cautious, a posteriori  
historical tracing.

 In his design for the new quarter at the Barene di San Giuliano, Quaroni had tried to 
avoid the clichéd image of Venice and its lagoon by studying the morphological texture of 
this area as open-mindedly as possible. The radial structure of Quaroni’s plan was not a 
visual copy of Venice, but responded in an indirect way to the structures of its ancient 
urban tissue. As Ciucci and Dal Co suggest, Quaroni abstracted himself from history, con-
sidering that, viewed from the new city, the old one became a distant spectacle; an an-
cient presence lingering, unapproachable, far on the horizon.42

 However, while Quaroni was elaborating his proposal for the new quarter, on the other 
side of the lagoon the architect and town planner Saverio Muratori (1910-1973) was  
working on quite a different project. In the year of the competition, 1959, Muratori  
published his Studi per una storia operante di Venezia, in which he demonstrated an  
attitude towards history that was diametrically opposed to that of Quaroni. Whereas  
Quaroni had tried to differentiate between the new and the old, stressing the difference 
between the present and the past, Muratori had absorbed history by declaring that there 
was an identity between historical analysis and architectural design. Muratori’s study was 
the result of a painstaking analysis of the historical layers of the Venetian urban structure. 
Taking morphological analysis as a point of departure, the architectural intervention did not 
attempt to differentiate itself, but instead tried to connect as organically as possible with 
the ancient urban structure. Confronted with the crisis of their own time, with the reality 
of rapid urban growth and the planner’s difficulty in guiding this process, Muratori and 
Quaroni arrived at opposing answers. Whereas Quaroni openly confronted the uncertain-
ties as well as the challenges of a new era, Muratori rejected the subjectivism implicit in 
the position of those who tried to control complex processes by way of visual form.  
For Muratori, architects should not be seduced by the excitement of the new, but should 
rather be humble and anonymous contributors to the historicity of the ancient city. 

41 The philosophical notions ‘a priori’ and ‘a posteriori’ are important in this chapter. I will therefore give a short expla-
nation of both terms. A posteriori is a term derived from Latin, meaning ‘following from, afterwards’. According to the 
philosophical movement of empiricism, all knowledge is necessarily a posteriori, that is, derived from experience. In 
contrast, a priori means preceding experience, as the opposite of empirical knowledge that has its basis in experience. 
According to the philosophical movement of rationalism, reason disposes of innate insights and notions, that is to say, 
knowledge a priori, foregoing experience.
42 Ciucci and Dal Co, Atlante dell’architettura italiana del Novecento, pp. 45-55.

Ludovico Quaroni, design for the Barene di San Giuliano, 1959, model and bird’s-eye view
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 Muratori, Quaroni and Tafuri were all born in Rome and at the end of the 1950s they 
were all to meet on the grounds of the architectural faculty of the Sapienza University. 
However, Tafuri’s and Quaroni’s encounter with Muratori was unpleasant and can best be 
described as a conflict. Besides being an architect and town planner, Muratori was also an 
intellectual with a strong interest in history and philosophy.43 As a professor of  
architectural design at the Sapienza University of Rome, Muratori became the central 
figure in a bitter fight between ‘passatismo’ and ‘progressismo’ – between the past and 
progress – which were now seen as antagonistic categories. Between 1959 and 1961 the 
situation deteriorated, reaching a dramatic climax at the end of 1960 when Muratori’s 
course in architectural design became the immediate cause of the students’ strike.  
In fact, at the time, Muratori gave the only course in architectural design at the university 
and the professor had been giving his students such tasks as designing chapels, or little 
theatres with arches and drapery.44 The students complained, saying that: ‘The courses of 
Composition IV and V, besides not responding to the real social, economic, technical and 
cultural problems of the country, increasingly isolate themselves in an academic and  
authoritarian approach.’45 Muratori’s assignments were concerned with meta-historical, 
a-temporal forms without reference to any specific historical time, let alone to modernity. 
Moreover, he did not encourage any consideration of the environment, or any kind of  
individual expression.46

 At the beginning of the 1960s, the student protests brought about a ‘sdoppiamento’,  
a duplication of his architectural design course. The architects Saul Greco, Adalberto 
Libera and Ludovico Quaroni who were all explicitly innovatory, with an affirmative outlook 
on modernity and who were, to a greater or lesser degree, antagonists of Muratori,  
offered an alternative course in architectural design. Manfredo Tafuri, together with his 
friends Vieri Quilici, Sergio Bracco and Giorgio Piccinato became some of the first assis-
tants for this course.47 As a result of this contrast, Muratori came to symbolize the  
betrayal of the Zeitgeist: he was considered an idiosyncratic author of, in a reactive sense, 
Unzeitgemässe Betrachtungen in an era in which this was least expected from a  

43 An important source for my account of Saverio Muratori is Giorgio Pigafetta, Saverio Muratori architetto, Teoria e 
progetti, Venezia, 1990.
44 As is confirmed by Pigafetta, ibid., p. 127.
45 The students said: ‘The courses of Composition IV and V, besides not responding to the real social, economic, 
technical and cultural problems of the country, increasingly isolate themselves in an academic and authoritarian 
approach. The particular direction given to the course by the teacher, identifying with an a prioristic and dogmatic 
choice, tends to limit the active participation of students and ignores every form of democratic collaboration in the 
School.’ In L’architettura, cronache e storia, 65, March 1961, pp. 17-18, now published in Pigafetta, Saverio Muratori 
architetto, p. 128.
46 Ibid., p. 126.
47 See Ciucci, The Formative Years, p. 21.
48 The criticism of Muratori’s lectures even reached the national newspapers. For instance, in the Paese Sera of 16 
April 1960, a reporter continued the criticism of Muratori finding an: ‘absolute identity between the didactic method 
adopted by Muratori and his personal critical system that, departing from some considerations of a historical nature, 
arrives at a recognition of a state of crisis in society and in contemporary culture’. See Pigafetta, ibid., Introduzione, 
p. 13.
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professor in architectural design.48 In the heated debate concerning Muratori, Tafuri’s role 
was crucial. Giorgio Ciucci mentions, for example, how Tafuri, whose attitude was  
provocative, created a scandal in the concluding phase of his studies when he refused to 
submit his designs for Muratori’s course.49 To understand this act and the nature of  
Tafuri’s difficulties with Muratori, it is necessary to gain further insight into Muratori’s 
theoretical position.

 Muratori was part of a long standing tradition of Italian architects with theoretical and 
philosophical interests. He by no means thought that architecture was just a matter of 
designing buildings. For Muratori, architecture was a practical matter and a matter of  
epistemology: architecture did not only produce buildings, it was also a source of  
fundamental knowledge about the world.50 The architect-intellectual, in accordance with 
the Italian tradition of architectural theory, considered the built environment to be  
pregnant with meaning. Architecture was not only a mirror of the social, economic and 
cultural tendencies in society, it also contained a gnostic value. In order to discover this 
gnostic value in the material texture of cities, it was necessary to patiently reconstruct the 
city’s history. For Muratori, the study of cities entailed a careful examination of the  
different layers of their built texture in the way these had been formed through time. This 
was not only a physical history, but also an intellectual history, for the bricks and mortar of 
a city also contained the history of the thinking of a nation.

 Muratori initiated two extensive studies of cities: in 1950-55, while a professor at the 
I.U.A.V. in Venice, he began the Studi per una operante storia di Venezia with his students, 
analysing, in each quarter, the determining morphological and typological structures of 
Venice. Also at the end of the 1950s, while a professor at the Faculty of Architecture in 
Rome, he engaged his students in an extensive morphological study of Rome.51  
With these studies Muratori rejected the principles of modernist town planning.  
Instead of the visionary modernist town planner, who gazed fixedly towards an ideal  
society that would be realized in the near future, Muratori looked backwards to study 
what was already there: the layout of cities; the form and structure of their parcels and 
buildings. Muratori claimed that the only way to solve the spiritual crisis of modernity was 
through a rediscovery of the fundamental, classical values of life which were enclosed in 
built structures. However, according to Muratori, these values could only be detected 
through the specific study of a city, conceived of as the material appearance of a  
collectivity caught at a specific time and place. This was the point of departure from which 
he initiated his morphological studies of Venice and Rome, both of them unique cities, 
studied at a specific moment in time. In each case, Muratori studied what he presumed 
to be a cohesion between the form of a parcel, the houses and the quarter in a given part 
of the city. This, according to Muratori, was an important key in revealing the ideal  
structure of the city in question.

49 Ciucci, The Formative Years, p. 21.
50 Among others, Muratori spoke of ‘Il valore fondativo dell’architettura come proiezione concreta ed organica del 
mondo spirituale dell’uomo’, Pigafetti, Saverio Muratori architetto, p. 65.
51 Ibid., p. 135.



Saverio Muratori, Studi per una operante storia urbana di Venezia, 1950-1955, Quartiere di San Marina
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 In his morphological analysis, Muratori used two instruments. Firstly, besides a precise 
historical reconstruction of the houses in a given quarter of the city, historical maps were 
of great importance to him. For Muratori, these maps not only contained geographical or 
historical information, but in an almost mystical way, the maps also enabled an intuitive 
perception of the cultural individuality of a city. For example, in Venice he reconstructed 
the form and structure of its quartieri and sestieri during the Gothic, Renaissance and 
Baroque period: decisive moments in the history of the city, Muratori argued, each of 
which contributed to the ideal form enclosed in the buildings of the city.52 Secondly, with 
his theory, Muratori took a stand against the fragmentation and the loss of unity of  
modern times. It is also from this perspective that the study of cities was so  
important for him. The historical city was the summa of unity, a spiritual unity, or an  
expression of a collective consciousness, which became manifest at the level of material 
reality. The challenge of modernity was for people to regain the ability to perceive this  
essence, according to Muratori. It was all a matter of ‘la lettura del reale’ – a correct  
reading of reality – leading the architect to recognize the ‘truth’ hidden in the urban  
texture.53

 
 In an article written for Casabella Continuità, Tafuri had also insisted on the ‘reading’ of 
the phenomena of reality. (See note 32) However, Tafuri’s conception of reality was quite 
different from Muratori’s. Together with Giorgio Piccinato, Tafuri wrote an article in which 
he attacked the intellectual assumptions behind Muratori’s thinking on history.54 Tafuri and 
Piccinato claimed that the idealist and systematic nature of Muratori’s thinking had led 
him to transform a positivist concept into an a priori notion.55 Due to a longing for  
synthesis and wholeness, Muratori was found to have turned the notion of the organism 
into a meta-historical, absolute form. For Muratori the organic form of a chapel, for  
example, was the reflection of a meta-historical archetype – and these archetypes should 
dictate each concrete architectural form in the present.56 Thereby the positivist notion of 
organic form is falsely given a transcendent interpretation. As a consequence, Tafuri and 

52 See Elwin Koster, Stadsmorfologie, een proeve van vormgericht onderzoek ten behoeve van stedenbouwhistorisch 
onderzoek, doctoral thesis, Groningen, 2001, pp. 50-62.
53 In his studies of cities such as Rome and Venice, Muratori delineated a so-called ‘tipo edilizio come sintesi a priori’: 
a quintessential unity that was of meta-historical nature. For Muratori, this housing type as an ‘a priori synthesis’, was 
always present in the spontaneous consciousness of the designer. It was not an outcome of an individual choice: wil-
lingly or unwillingly, the architect is guided by this principle. However, with the onset of modernity, a natural intuition 
of this fundamental unity that connects the action of the single architect to the pre-existing structure had been lost.
54 G. Piccinato and M. Tafuri, ‘Il corso di composizione architettonica nella facoltà di architettura di Roma’, Architettura 
Cantiere, 24, 1960, quoted in Pigafetta, Saverio Muratori architetto, pp. 129-130.
55 For Muratori, the architect was essentially a holistic intellectual: he or she aimed at the construction of an all-
inclusive conceptual system. For Muratori, there was thus only a graduated difference between theory and practice, 
or past and present, as they were stages in one and the same system. Muratori was inspired by Croce, but even 
more, his thinking fitted into the neo-Hegelian tradition. For the intellectual background of Muratori see Pigafetta,  
Saverio Muratori architetto, Chapter Five: ‘Verum et factum convertuntur’, pp. 81-97.
56 ‘Uno dei caposaldi della posizione muratoriale è il concetto di organismo. Il termine, al solito, è molto equivoco,  
ma il significato che gli dà il Muratori . . . lo definisce in realtà come un a-priori.’ Piccinato and Tafuri, Il corso di 
composizione, p. 24, in Pigafetta, Saverio Muratori architetto, pp. 129-130.

Saverio Muratori, Studi per una operante storia urbana di Venezia, 1950-1955, Quartiere di San Marina
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Piccinato argued, an architectonic-intellectual system is created that collapses in on itself 
– the truth of Muratori’s speculative system can only be derived from its own premisses.

 Muratori’s thinking about history was clearly different from that of Tafuri and Piccinato. 
What bothered them most was that, according to their interpretation, the perfection of 
Muratori’s system left no space for the obstinate independence of the historical process. 
For Tafuri and Piccinato, modern architectural form consists of a complex knot of contra-
dictions and complexities, something which they found that Muratori’s systematical  
thinking could only neglect.57 As Giorgio Pigafetta demonstrates, it is ultimately the  
collision between two different ways of thinking about history and about the present that 
takes place here. Tafuri reproached Muratori because, within the latter’s history, the  
instantaneous event was ignored in favour of a ‘non-evenemenzialità’.58 When Muratori 
looked at history, he saw the cyclical permanence of structures that are ontologically  
unalterable, whereas Tafuri saw a maelstrom of continuous, abrupt, and irreversible 
change. While for Muratori, ‘reality’ meant the ability to recognize the ‘truth’ in built  
structures, Tafuri spoke of the necessity of abandoning belief in the perfection of the  
system, in order to become open to the difficult reality of Realpolitik.

A COURSE IN ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY

Tafuri did not reject the history of modern architecture, but proposed to study it in an  
entirely different way. During the academic year of 1964-65, he had the opportunity to 
teach a course in architectural history to the students of the Facoltà di architettura in 
Rome and Palermo. These lectures were part of the Corso di Composizione  
Architettonica, taught by the Roman architect Ludovico Quaroni mentioned above. Tafuri 
presented his course under the title ’La Storia dell’architettura moderna alla luce dei 
problemi attuali’ (The History of Modern Architecture in the Light of Present Problems).59 
This was the first chance Tafuri had to develop his own, extended account of the history 
of modern architecture.

 For the students used to the lectures of Bruno Zevi or Leonardo Benevolo Tafuri’s  
account of the history of modern architecture was something radically different. Instead 

57 For example, the earlier mentioned chapel was such an a priori, meta-historical form. Instead of seeing the chapel 
as the embodiment of universal values, Tafuri might have wanted to write the history of an architect who failed in 
the construction of a chapel, or an architect who rebelled with respect to the traditions of this building type. Ibid., p. 
130.
58 Ibid., p. 131.
59 As mentioned in Chapter 2, Quaroni handed the historical part of the course over to Tafuri. I have based this 
paragraph upon a typescript which is, to my knowledge, not present in the architectural libraries, but which circulates 
amongst those interested in the study of Tafuri. I thank Professor Sergio Polano in Venice for having provided me 
with a copy of this document from his personal archive. See M. Tafuri, ‘La storia dell’architettura moderna alla luce 
dei problemi attuali (Sommari en bibliografie critiche)’, Istituto di Studi sulla architettura – Facoltà di architettura di 
Palermo, s.d.
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of the didactic tone and the attempt to persuade the audience to adopt a point of view, 
they had to listen to a historian who stressed the complexity and problems of the modern 
movement. In the first lesson of this course, ‘Storicità e autocoscienza nell’architettura 
contemporanea’ (Historicity and Self-awareness in Contemporary Architecture),  
Tafuri discussed the current state of Italian modern architecture and provided an  
explanation for the widespread feeling of crisis.60 This suggests that from the beginning 
of the course Tafuri confronted his students with a meta-discourse from which the  
discussion of concrete architectural objects had almost totally disappeared.

 Tafuri began his course with the observation that there was a new usefulness of history 
in architectural practice. Faced with the crisis of modern architecture, architects felt a 
need to render their creations ‘scientifically’ verifiable, Tafuri argued, and in this way  
architectural projects were subjected to ‘critical historical’ control. In his lectures,  
Tafuri distinguished three existing forms of operative history. Firstly, there was the  
‘metaphysical history’ of those architects who believed in the existence of pure  
a-temporal forms, which in each historical period receive a different interpretation in  
concrete architectural projects. Saverio Muratori was an example of such an architect. 
Secondly, Tafuri saw the tendency ‘to derive from historical cycles the stimuli for present 
architectural action’, always occurring, however, with ‘a conscious deformation of the 
historical data themselves’.61 This was operative history as practiced by Bruno Zevi.  
Finally, there were the ‘pure’ historians, who, inspired by Croce, denied history any  
practical use. These historians used history as a touchstone to see if certain theories 
should be granted the status of a ‘paradigm’ or model.62 Tafuri strongly criticized all three 
types, seeing in all of them the attempt to force or dominate history. He argued that they 
all began with the assumption that a historical condition which had been lost which needs 
to be recovered. History is then subjected to violent distortions in a far-reaching  
manipulation of historical ‘evidence’. Whether history is seen as a filter through which to 
distil pure forms – as a wise lesson to put into practice – or as the final proof of the  
validity of a theory, the result, for Tafuri, covers over the substance of history, instead of 
uncovering it.63

 Strong words then, at the beginning of the course. In fact the the course ‘La Storia 
dell’architettura moderna alla luce dei problemi attuali,’ already contained all the elements 
which Tafuri would later elaborate in Teorie e Storia dell’architettura. After his first, diag-

60 The course contained the following lessons: ‘Storicità e autocoscienza nell’architettura contemporanea’; 
‘L’architettura razionalista’; ‘L’eredità attuale del razionalismo: crisi e continuità’; ‘L’architettura dell’espressionismo 
(1)’; ‘L’architettura del espressionismo (2)’; ‘Il naturalismo scandinavo e l’opera di Alvar Aalto’; ‘L’architettura italiana 
del dopoguerra’; ‘Louis Kahn e la crisi del pragmatismo nordamericano’; ‘Le Corbusier’; ‘Conclusioni e prospettive’.
61 ‘Tendenza a ritrovare in figure o cicli storici le premesse o gli stimoli per le azioni presenti, ma con volute  
deformazioni dei dati storici stessi.’ Ibid., p. 6.
62 Among others, Tafuri mentions the theoretician Renato Bonelli in this respect. See the Chapter 2 for information 
about Bonelli.
63 ‘Ma tutti e tre sembrano, poi, sforzi tesi a recuperare, con violenza spesso, una dimensione storica perduta, il cui 
senso sembra dover scaturire da forzature continue, magari affascinanti e stimolanti, avendo spesso come risultato la 
coperatura piuttosto che la scoperta.’ Ibid., p.6.
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nostic lesson, Tafuri dedicated a lecture to modern, ‘rational’ architecture and the reasons 
for its downfall. Convinced of the nature of the Modern Movement as an assembly of  
dissenting voices, Tafuri paid special attention to the frantic, rebellious nature of expres-
sionist architecture. In the remainder of the course, Tafuri spoke about Alvar Aalto and 
modern architecture in the Scandinavian countries; of the architecture of Louis Kahn in the 
United States; and of the work of Le Corbusier – all themes which reflected his interests 
at the time and which were later repeated in Teorie e Storia dell’architettura.

 Earlier in this chapter I discussed Tafuri’s decision to see the Modern Movement no 
longer as a unity, and to regard its history as an interaction of different and often  
contradictory elements. This idea also informed his first course in modern architectural 
history. Importantly, and parallel to Tafuri’s ideas about a new method for urban design, 
Tafuri wanted to project different ‘scales’ into his history, as a reflection of its pluriform 
nature. The first scale was that of members of the rationalist avant-garde, who, according 
to Tafuri, could be called ‘radical’ or ‘constructivist’ because they constructed new social 
realities on the basis of an artistic ideology. In his lecture notes Tafuri wrote that at the 
origin of rationalism in architecture, there is a belief in the use of ‘the weapon of art’ as an 
instrument for direct intervention in social reality. Art now descends from a  
‘metaphysical’, religious horizon to earth where it becomes engaged in contingent  
problems. For example, in Etienne-Louis Boullée’s design of a cenotaph for Isaac Newton 
in 1785, Tafuri recognized a call for revolutionary action. The symbol, he states, is no  
longer a matter of universal abstraction but an instrument for a concrete, worldly battle.64 
Following the process of secularization which can be traced, for example, in the work of 
seventeenth-century French architects, Tafuri introduced what was for him the key notion 
of modernity: the idea of il progetto. At the heart of modern, radical architecture,  
Tafuri states, is an awareness that art is no longer a matter of the contemplation of some 
sacred, supersensible content. The ‘project of art’ is now solely a ‘project of existence’, 
connected only to the non-metaphysical, contingent material of daily life.65

 As mentioned, Tafuri’s idea of a multiplicity of voices within the Modern Movement is 
most palpably expressed in his analysis of expressionist architecture. According to Tafuri, 
expressionism in painting, with its concentration on neuroses and psychological  
disturbances, was the antithesis of rationalist artistic movements. Also in architecture, 

64 This project was designed by Boullée in 1785. Boullée used the large monumental form of the sphere. In his text, 
Tafuri does not mention the example of the cenotaph for Newton – again, the object has disappeared from his texts 
– however, what Tafuri probably stresses in the work of Boullée is the connection between these forms and the 
political interests of this architect. As Frampton suggests, Boullée wanted to design the monuments for an omnipotent 
state. See K. Frampton, Modern architecture, a critical history, London, 1980, p.15. My description of Boullée and 
LeDoux is based on Donald Watkin, A History of Western Architecture, London, 1986, pp. 343-347.
65 ‘L’arte non va più contemplata, ma vissuta: il progetto è inanzitutto un progetto di esistenza e l’atto esistenziale 
della funzione realizza quel progetto estendendo al fruitore medesimo il compito del progettista.’ Tafuri, La storia 
dell’architettura moderna, p. 11. The notion of the ‘progetto’ was of great importance for Tafuri, including as a means 
of characterizing his own work. For example, in 1980, as a preface to the book La Sfera e il Labirinto, he published 
the essay ‘Il Progetto Storico’, as a clarification of his own trajectory up until then. See also Tafuri’s book Progetto e 
Utopia, architettura e sviluppo capitalistico, published in 1973.
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expressionism was the counterpart to rationalism, its negative image in a tense  
coexistence within the Modern Movement. It is also at this point that Tafuri deviated from 
the classical historiography of modern architecture, which had rejected expressionism for 
its incompatibility with the sober and Sachliche vocabulary of the Modern Movement.  
For example, Nikolaus Pevsner saw ‘the style’ of expressionism as a deviation from the 
Modern Movement and, in the context of the political crisis following the end of World 
War I, as a direct threat to its progress.66 As examples of expressionism in architecture, 
Tafuri pointed to the work of the architect Fritz Hoeger (1877-1949), and to the interior of 
the Grosses Schauspielhaus in Berlin, designed by Hans Poelzig in 1919.67 As opposed to 
the experiments in rationalist town planning such as the German Siedlungen in Dammer-
stock (1928) and in Siemenstadt (1930), Tafuri, as early as the middle of the 1960s,  
pointed to the relevance of the Karl-Marx Hof in Vienna as an example of expressionist 
urban architecture.

 While Pevsner saw expressionism as a style, Tafuri emphatically spoke of expression-
ism as an attitude assumed in a confrontation with reality. For Tafuri, ‘expressionist  
architecture’ was not a well-defined style or movement, but was rather a mishmash of 
different ‘experiences’ having a number of aspects in common.68

➛ . . it is an attitude of aversion with respect to reality, of the rejection of a world and 
a society in a state of ruin wanting to ignore this ruin, of history, accused of continu-
ous mystification, of nature, considered as an enemy, as the damnation of man . .69

For Tafuri, expressionism was a forceful reaction to the chaos and the lack of control  
common to life in the metropolis: its neurotic, inconsistent voices were actually important 
elements of modernity as it began to shape itself within the city. Precisely because it is 
not a unified style or movement – because of its chaotic and neurotic response to the 

66 For Nikolaus Pevsner, expressionist architecture was the enemy to be attacked, with its tendency towards chaos 
and arbitrariness. In Pioneers of Modern Design, a strong normative judgment pervaded his writing about modern 
painting or the applied arts. See for instance his discussion of symbolism in art and literature: ‘Symbolism may be a 
strength or a weakness – an endeavour towards sanctity or an affection. Cézanne and van Gogh stand on one side, 
Toorop and Khnopff on the other, the former strong, self-disciplined and exacting, the latter weak, self-indulgent, and 
relaxed. So the one led into a future of fulfilment, that is the establishment of the Modern Movement of the twentieth 
century, the other into the blind alley of Art Nouveau.‘ Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of Modern Design, from William 
Morris to Walter Gropius, London, 1936, new ed. 1986, p. 89. See also M. Maguolo, Le Storie dell’architettura moderna, 
typescript, 1993-1994, p. 6.
67 My description of expressionist architecture is based on www.archpedia.com/Styles-Expressionist.html.
68 ‘Nell’affrontare il tema dell’ architettura dell’Espressionismo . . . non si intende parlare di un movimento con caratteri 
e sviluppi definiti allo stesso modo delle altre avanguardie architettoniche, ma piuttosto riconoscere in una congerie di 
esperienze disparate dei tratti communi rapportabili a temi tipici della cultura artistica espressionistica’, ibid., p. 23.
69 ‘esso è un atteggiamento di ripulsa della realtà, di un rifiuto di un mondo e di una società in stato di sfacelo e 
che vuole ignorare lo sfacelo, di una storia, accusata di continua mistificazione, di una natura, considerata come 
nemica, come dannazione dell’uomo, ma anche di un’umanità considerata costituzionalmente come marcia ed ipocrita,  
di istituzioni che costringono l’individuo in schemi di comportamento assurdi o tragici. (Si pensi alla letteratura di uno 
Strindberg o di un Kafka).’ Tafuri, La storia dell’architettura moderna, p. 24.



138

urban world – expressionism was, for Tafuri, the ‘opposite and complementary pole’ of 
the constructivist-radical movements within the Modern Movement. What both poles 
have in common, for Tafuri, is that artists and architects of either persuasion reacted to 
the world around them, expressly to the political and social crisis before and after World 
War I. However, expressionist architects rejected the traditional instruments of communi-
cation, Tafuri argued, stating that communication was not their goal, rather it was the  
direct, energetic, forceful action of social protest. They used the subjectivity  
inherent in each artistic action to cry out against the world and so to confront society with 
its responsibilities. Whereas the constructivist, rational movement would suspend its  
verdict and devote its energies to imagining a better world, expressionist architects would 
throw themselves into a series of dynamic and violent actions, with which they would try 
to denounce contemporary society.

 In this way, Tafuri discusses the Modern Movement in terms of two ‘opposed,  
yet complementary’ avant-gardes: a positive, constructive and a negative, destructive 
movement. Already we may notice the distance Tafuri takes here with regard to historical 
writing that contributes to the canon. With their chaotic, neurotic qualities, expressionist 
architects represented a necessary counterbalance to the cool-headed decisiveness of 
the radical constructivists. Modern architecture is not only the victory of a new sort of 
architecture, but also means the anguish of a much more pessimistic group of  
architects. 

 Finally, the course ‘La Storia dell’architettura moderna alla luce dei problemi attuali’ also 
contains Tafuri’s theory of the rise and fall of the modern in architecture:

➛ At the origin of the Modern Movement, the objectives of architecture, of design, 
of painting and sculpture, of ballet and photography, coincide: art is not only the 
condition of a civil process that is integral and integrating, but also the incentive and 
the protagonist of that process.70

This is an important point in his course. With the unfolding of this more fundamental view 
of the crisis of modern architecture, Tafuri showed that he was not only interested in the 
microanalysis of the vicissitudes of the architects within the Modern Movement.  
He also demonstrated a more comprehensive view of the problems of architects in  
modern society. Tafuri disposed of a meta-discourse in this way: for, since the French 
revolution the essence of the radical avant-garde lay in their claim to be the producers of 
a civilized identity and in this way architects secured their social necessity.71 However,  
it was here that they also had their greatest failures. The bitter truth was that both art and 
architecture in the twentieth century had become enmeshed in a process of decline.

70 ‘Alle origine del movimento moderno gli obiettivi dell’architettura, del design, della pittura e della scultura,  
del balletto, della fotografia, ecc. coincidono; l’arte non è solo condizione di in processo civile integrato en integrante, 
ma anche la molla e la protagonista di quel processo.’ Ibid., p. 7.
71 Referring to French architects of the Enlightenment such as Boullée and LeDoux, Tafuri speaks of ‘civil encourage-
ment’, ‘revolutionary rhetorics’, ‘call upon action’ to indicate a fundamental change towards profane action. In this 
sense, architects become protagonists of a civilized identity. Ibid., p. 11.
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 As a result of the very meaningfulness of art as a form of protest, Tafuri found, the 
avant-garde at the beginning of the twentieth century became subject to an erosion of 
meaning, an increasing loss of significance. At its height, art was able to picture a different 
reality; to imagine a different world. From there it became entrapped in a negative move-
ment, which was described by Tafuri as going from ‘protest’, to ‘symptom’, to finally ar-
riving at a pure ‘registration of events’.72 The figurative arts at least displayed a keen 
awareness of this process, however, Tafuri found this not to be the case with architecture. 
Even if architecture could be said to hold a paradigmatic position in relation to the present 
crisis of the arts, it did not seem to be aware of this situation. It is on the basis of this 
double crisis of architecture – its own critical condition and the failed awareness of this – 
that Tafuri sought to explain the individual crises that haunted such architects as J.J.P. 
Oud, Mies van der Rohe and Philip Johnson, amongst others. These were ‘ideological and  
linguistic’ crises affecting these architects who were almost only intuitively aware of the 
decreasing capacity of architecture to give meaning to society. Throughout the 1960s and 
1970s, Tafuri developed the notion that the crisis of modern architecture was a crisis of 
the social relevance of architects. As we can see, the essential elements of this discourse 
were already clear to him in the early 1960s.

ARCHITECTURE AS A GUILT COMPLEX

With this course, Tafuri took the first step towards an architectural history that was no 
longer based in the contents of the architectural movements themselves. He adopted a 
meta-narrative in order to distance himself from the world of architects. In later  
publications, such as Progetto e Utopia (1973) or L’architettura dell’Umanesimo (1969),  
Tafuri places the struggles of modern architects into a broad historical perspective.73 
The framework is provided not by the architectural movements themselves, but by the 
rise and consolidation of the capitalist mode of production. It is this system and the  
‘culture of the Metropolis’ that it created which is decisive for the fate of the modern ar-
chitect. This distancing from the architectural point of view was another essential step in 
the passage from operative history to historical critique.

 However, Tafuri also produced very different analyses of architecture. For example,  
in 1964 he published an analysis of a Baroque church complex in Rome, consisting of the 
Ss. Trinità dei Spagnoli church and the accompanying convent, located at the heart of the 
city centre.74 The extensive essay called, ‘Un “fuoco” urbano della Roma barocca’,  
was firstly a philological document in which the design process of the church and its  
accompanying edifices was carefully reconstructed. The essay adopts the method of a 
philological researcher who unravels manuscripts attempting to interpret their  

72 ‘Da tale partenza le cosidette arti figurative passano alla protesta, poi al sintomo, all’indizio, al pure segno, poi 
ancora alla registrazione ed infine, più recentemente, ad un ritorno al costruttivismo sotto il vessillo dell’arte program-
mata o “neo-gestaltico”.’ Ibid., p. 8.
73 Manfredo Tafuri, L’architettura dell’Umanesimo, Bari, 1969. See also the ‘Avvertenza’ on pp. 5-7 for a further 
example of this theme.
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74 Manfredo Tafuri, ‘Un “fuoco” urbano della Roma barocca’, Quaderni dell’istituto di storia dell’architettura, Facoltà di 
architettura, Università di Roma, 61, 1964, pp. 1-26, quote from pp. 1-2.
75 Manfredo Tafuri, ‘Architettura e socialismo nel pensiero di William Morris’, review of: W. Morris, Architettura e 
socialismo, ed. M. Manieri Elia, Bari, 1963, in Casabella Continuità, no. 280, October 1963, pp. 35-39. 
76 The article about William Morris provides an example of how Tafuri focused on the ‘architectural ideology’ of 
architects; how he treated their theories as a history of mentality. At the end of the article, Tafuri characterizes Morris 
as the ‘first grand ideologist of the Modern Movement.’ Ibid., p. 38.
77 See for example: ‘il Morris colgie infatti il rapporto che lega l’arte all’ordinamento sociale, offrendo metodi di 
azione per risolvere il problem di un’arte nuova, ‘del popolo per il popolo’, ma rimanendo impigliato nelle secche del 
revivalismo medioevalista’. Ibid., p. 37.
78 Tafuri, ‘Architettura e socialismo’, p. 35.
79 Tafuri, Un ‘fuoco’ urbano della Roma barocca, pp. 1-2.

characteristics, a process in which the text is the central concern.

 The article on the Ss. Trinità dei Spagnoli church shares this approach with the article, 
‘Architettura e socialismo nel pensiero di William Morris’ published in 1963. This is a re-
view of Architettura e Socialismo, an Italian translation of the writings of the English archi-
tect and theoretician William Morris (1834-96), edited by the architectural historian Mario  
Manieri Elia.75 Tafuri placed Morris’ theories within the context of the struggle of an élitist 
intelligentsia to come to terms with the radical changes induced by the industrial  
revolution. He found that Morris was an engaged intellectual who had the pretension to 
design for the benefit of the lower classes, but was unable to free himself from the al-
most instinctive resistance of the upper class towards the emancipation of the workers.76  
As a result, his feverish designs of wallpaper, for example, should be understood as  
expressions of an underlying guilt complex. While Morris made a plea for an art ‘by the 
people and for the people’, at the same time he demonstrated the impossibility of art 
transcending its own particular domain and actually contributing to the emancipation of 
the workers.77

 At the beginning of his article about Morris, Tafuri states that historiographic studies on 
the Modern Movement should necessarily be accompanied by ‘a preliminary work of 
systematic re-exploration of that rich and fundamental material that constitutes the  
theoretical foundation of the Modern Movement.’78 However, whereas in the case of  
William Morris, Tafuri focuses on a precise unravelling of theoretical texts about  
architecture, in the case of the Spagnoli church he engages in yet another project. Tafuri 
now examines the building as a text, trying to reconstruct its design history through  
drawings and other source material that had been conserved in archives. In his essay 
about the church, Tafuri states that his analysis is based upon ‘a rich series of designs, for 
a large part unpublished, conserved in the State Archive of Rome.’79 In analysing the 
church and the accompanying convent, designed by the Portuguese architect Emmanuel 
Rodriguez Dos Santos for the order of the Trinitari (1741-46), it was most of all ‘la qualità 
del relazionarsi alla città’ – the way in which this complex related to the city – that 
interested to Tafuri.80 In support of this analysis, Tafuri argues at the beginning of the  
essay that the building should not be judged exclusively on the basis of its stylistic  
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characteristics – as a continuation of the Baroque architecture of the seventeenth  
century.81

 In the year 1733 the order of the Trinitari bought a palazzo at the crossroads of Via del 
Corso and Via dei Condotti: the architect Dos Santos was given the assignment of  
elaborating on the existing building, while also adapting it to its new function.  
While nowhere resorting to drastic alterations, Dos Santos envisaged a three building 
complex, with an elliptical church in the middle, flanked by a convent organized around a 
square courtyard, with the cells of the monks designed as a semi-autonomous unit. Tafuri 
was interested in the unity of this building complex and the way in which it referred to the 
pre-existing palazzo. In the Trinitari complex, he found continuity to be the dominant 
theme in all aspects. In relation to the continuity within the various parts of the building, 
continuity with respect to the older construction, and also continuity with respect to the 
urban environment of the crossroads of Via del Corso and Via dei Condotti, Tafuri  
interpreted this building with its rich, late Baroque church façade as a ‘dynamic ganglion’. 
Its strength was that it vitalized the strong points of this location: the spatiality of an  
important crossroads in the historical centre of Rome, where various directions  
converged. In this sense, the building worked as a fuoco, a focal point that ‘reacted  
visually’ with this specific spot, by giving its characteristics an architectonic expression.

 Tafuri’s analysis could easily have resulted in an operative history, understood as  
advocating the adoption of design solutions from the past. The sense of the article about 
Dos Santos would then be understood in terms of the wise lesson the ancient architect 
had to offer architects working in present day Rome. However, this was not Tafuri’s  
intention, articles such as ‘Un “fuoco” urbano della Roma barocca’ were exercises in  
architectural history for Tafuri. In this case, he was experimenting with the value of philo-
logical research for architectural history.

A BOOK ABOUT LUDOVICO QUARONI 

In 1964 Tafuri published a study of an architect who had been an important figure in his 
early career. The book Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’ architettura moderna in Italia 
(1964) marked a turning point in Tafuri’s life. While Tafuri had never been convinced by the 
operative histories of Zevi, for example, it was during the writing of this book that he  

80 Tafuri writes: ‘Cio che invece è stato per lo meno insufficientemente indagato è la qualità del relazionarsi alla città 
di quelle architetture e, insieme, la qualità del comporsi di tale interesse con altre sollicitazioni’, ibid., p. 1.
81 The exuberant, dynamic baroque architecture was very much present in seventeenth-century Rome. As Watkin 
suggests, this is connected to the Catholic Church regaining power after the Reformation and the Counter-Reforma-
tion. Baroque architecture is characterized by its three-dimensional, dynamic spatial effects and its use of convex, 
bulging and concave, retracted forms. In the late-Baroque Rome discussed by Tafuri, important pieces of architecture 
were realized by Francesco de Sanctis (1693-1740), who designed the Spanish Steps in 1723-1728 and Nicola Scalvi 
(1697-1751), who designed the Trevi Fountain in 1732-1762. See Donald Watkin, A History of Western Architecture, 
pp. 240-252.
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82 See for instance the Palazzo Ricevimenti e Congressi and the Piazza Imperiale at the E42 world exhibition (1938), 
where the architects are influenced by Asplund and Tessonow. See Pigafetta, Saverio Muratori architetto, on this 
topic.
83 M. de Solà-Morales, ‘Quaroni, a Distant Lucidity’, Revista Urbanismo 7, 1989, p. 37.
84 This essay was published in Urbanistica, no. 27, 1959. It is republished in L. Quaroni, Immagine di Roma, Bari, 
1969.
85 See Giorgio Ciucci, ‘Gli anni della formazione’, Casabella, 1995, p. 19. See also Manfredo Tafuri, ‘La prima strada di 
Roma moderna: via Nazionale’, Urbanistica, no. 27, 1959, pp. 59-109.

became aware of the need to totally abandon the idea of a history suitable for the design 
needs of the architect. As demonstrated earlier in this chapter, Tafuri developed his think-
ing about history as an analogy to the debate among architects, but as well as this,  
his choice for a non-operative architectural history should also be seen as occurring in a 
strict relationship to developments within Quaroni’s life.

 Ludovico Quaroni (1911-1987) was a key figure in the history of Italian modern architec-
ture. His career reflected all its major developments: from the late 1930s, when Quaroni 
worked with Saverio Muratori and Mario Ridolfi on the development of an ‘imperial  
modernism’ for the fascist regime, to the post-war neo-realist Tiburtino quarter in Rome, 
representative of the hopes of the reconstruction period.82 Situated on the outskirts of 
Rome, the Tiburtino quarter (1947-1954) was a housing project for the lower classes. 
Influenced by neo-realism in film, Quaroni honoured the ‘humanity’ and ‘purity’ of rural life 
by rejecting rigorous modernism and designing instead a series of informal houses with 
cast iron balconies, traditional overhanging roofs, folding wooden shutters and other  
‘strapaese’ accents. However, Quaroni was a self-critical architect who did not attempt to 
cover over self-doubts, and he had major doubts about the final result of the Tiburtino 
quarter, making the comment, ‘Paese dei Barocchi’, in Casabella Continuità in 1957 –  
a cynical play on words with ‘il paese dei Balocchi’, Toyland, in Pinocchio.

 Ludovico Quaroni was an architect, critic, professor, and a political polemicist: a true 
uomo universalis. As Manuel de Solà Morales remarked, many young Italian architecture 
students experienced the evolution towards a truly modern architectural culture through 
Quaroni.83 At the same time, Quaroni wrote essays about urban history, such as ‘Una 
città eterna: quattro lezioni da ventisette secoli’.84 As well, at the start of the 1950s, Qua-
roni was part of a multidisciplinary team which designed a scheme to modernize the vil-
lage of Matera, which then consisted of cave houses. 

 Tafuri adopted this degree of versatility and the high level of engagement during the first 
years of his career. Participating in such groups as the Associazione Urbanisti ed Architet-
ti (AUA) enabled him to experience the contradictions of being involved in different ‘scales’ 
of activities. In 1959, Tafuri participated in the competition for a national library in Rome. 
Also in that year, he wrote an extensive history of the ‘Via Nazionale’, considered as 
Rome’s first modern street.85 Already in the first years of his career, Tafuri was translating 
the contradictions of these many-sided activities into a sense of the complexity of archi-
tectural history. However, it was while writing the book about Quaroni that Tafuri first 
became aware of the need to clearly discern the difference between the poetics of the  
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architect and the distance required in the attitude of the historian. Importantly, this was 
not a choice made to oppose the discourse of architects, but a matter of drawing out the  
consequences for this discourse from one of its most remarkable participants.

 In Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna in Italia, Tafuri turned the 
most engaged, but also the most tormented of Italian architects into the representative of 
an entire architectural culture.86 The book included a long introduction in which Tafuri tried 
to clear the air after twenty odd years of post-war architectural vicissitudes.87 It was the 
most insightful, but also the most critical analysis Tafuri had produced thus far. Through-
out the 1960s, Tafuri would often include normative elements in his writing, analysing the 
strengths and weaknesses of Italian architectural culture. With great emphasis, he would 
point to the importance of historical study to provide the contemporary architect with a 
necessary, critical perspective. In books such as L’architettura moderna in Giappone, also 
published in 1964, he emphasized the need for a ‘substantial historicization’ which alone 
could provide the critical awareness with which to discern between valid and non-valid 
architectural endeavours.88

 However, in the introduction to the book about Quaroni, something had changed. Here 
Tafuri argues that the first chapter of Italian post-war architecture was closed. While,  
for Tafuri, the polemical slogan ‘continuity versus crisis’ had synthesized the post-war 
debate for many years, it had now lost its critical value. No longer could architectural  
culture content itself with assumptions that were left unclear. Tafuri argued that if one 
chooses continuity with the past, then at the very least this calls for a critical knowledge 
of the history on which one bases that continuity.89 Tafuri proposed an end to the initial 
optimism and ingenuousness of modern architects, and at the same time, he pointed to 
the difficult position of engaged architects. It is indicative, he suggests, that those who 
make clear choices on a political level will in the end only produce weak architectonic and 
urban plans. The first season of post-war architecture has come to an end, Tafuri  
concluded in his introduction. The problems have become more complex and the  
architects are more confused; the historian should now make an even more radical choice 
for the ‘critical historicization of the chapters we consider closed’.90

 At the time when Tafuri decided, after years of involvement in the architectural world, 

86 Manfedo Tafuri, Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna in Italia, Milano, 1964. A year earlier, in 
1963, Tafuri published the introduction of the book as a separate essay: Manfredo Tafuri, ‘Ludovico Quaroni e la 
cultura architettonica italiana’, Zodiac, no. 11, 1963, pp. 130-145.
87 Manfredo Tafuri, ‘Ludovico Quaroni e la cultura architettonica in Italia’ in Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architet-
tura moderna, Milano, 1964, pp. 7-20.
88 Manfredo Tafuri, L’architettura moderna in Giappone, Bologna, 1964. This book was part of a series edited by Leo-
nardo Benevolo, called ‘L’architettura contemporanea’. Among others, Giorgio Piccinato wrote the book L’architettura 
contemporanea in Francia (1965); Mario Manieri Elia wrote L’architettura del dopoguerra in USA (1968); and Vieri Quilici 
wrote Architettura Sovietica contemporanea (1965).
89 Tafuri, Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna in Italia, p. 7.
90 Ibid., p. 10 and 11: ‘Dovremo allora storicizzare criticamente i capitoli che consideriamo chiusi per ottenerne il 
massimo insegnamento’.
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91 Both statements come from M. de Solà-Morales, Ludovico Quaroni, Answers At Length, p. 5.
92 Patrizia Bonifazio, ‘Tra etica e critica, ‘Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna in Italia’ di  
Manfredo Tafuri (1964)’, Architettura, Spazio Scritto, Torino, 2001, pp. 123-131.
93 A significant exception to this rule is Bruno Zevi, who immediately after the War wrote a number of monographs for 
the Milanese publishing house Il Balcone; in 1947 about Frank Lloyd Wright and in 1948 about Erik Gunnar Asplund. 
See Bruno Zevi, Zevi su Zevi, architettura come profezia, Venezia, 1993, pp. 221-222.

that a chapter was closed and that more intense historical study was necessary, Quaroni 
left his chair of ‘Urbanistics’- urban studies at the University of Florence to return to  
teaching architecture in Rome. He did so because he was tired of the intense political 
consciousness of the students, of the leap in the number of pupils interested in urban 
planning, of the way in which the subject was seen as an opportunity to express ‘words, 
too many words, ideas on architecture, on society, and oh! on the politics of urbanistics’. 
As Quaroni said himself: ‘that put an end to my official career in Urbanistics’.91

 Something had changed in both the lives of the critic and his object of study. As Patrizia 
Bonifazio argues, in Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna, the  
commitment of the historian to the object of study is different, no longer following the 
‘traditional’ modernist model.92 In an attempt to distance himself from the architectural 
debates of his time, Tafuri for the first time reflects on which historiographical genre 
would be suitable for the analysis of the most recent part of modern architectural history. 
He chose to adapt the highly conventional historiographical genre of the monograph to the 
demands of writing about contemporary history. This should be viewed as a provocative 
act, for although there were a few exceptional cases of historians who dedicated  
monographs to ‘exemplary’ modern architects, the convention was to only write these 
studies after the architect had died.93 However, Tafuri had written a monograph about an 
architect who was not only alive and kicking, but who also stood at the centre of the  
debate, with his neo-realist houses, for example, or with his ideas for the reform of the 
South. In Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna Tafuri chose to regard 
the state of affairs of Italian architectural culture from the point of view of one its most 
remarkable participants. The discussion of Quaroni’s body of work alternated with such 
themes as ‘The Cultural Climate of the First Post-War Years and the APAO’ and a  
discussion of the most significant architectural projects that occurred after the War.

 Tafuri did not consider Quaroni a ‘master’ but rather as a fragment within which  
‘the entire issue of Italian architecture in its most typical aspects’ was reflected. Tafuri did 
not consider Quaroni a great architect, rather, he saw in him a symbol of the vicissitudes 
of the Italian modern architect, and of the difficulties that an architect might have with 
engagement. In its conventional form the monograph was idealist in character, focusing 
exclusively on the visual aspects of architecture at the expense of a consideration of its 
social context. However, Tafuri did not want to explain an architect through an examina-
tion of important buildings or texts, for instance, he wanted to situate Quaroni in the midst 
of a complex assemblage of social, economic, political and cultural factors. He wanted to 
characterize an architectural culture by focusing on one of its most controversial  
architects.94 It was study that far exceeded the traditional disciplinary boundaries. 
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  However, even apart from these historiographic aspects, the key to Tafuri’s conversion 
to non-operative history occurred on an ethical level. Tafuri introduced his protagonist in 
the following way:

➛ If it is true that in the work of each great artist lives an entire epoch, a collective 
morality, in the case of Quaroni, who perhaps can’t even be considered a great artist 
– at least in the traditional or idealist sense of the word – the whole episode of Italian 
architecture is reflected in its most typical aspects: as a profoundly human event, 
therefore full of values and ambiguities that interlace in a tangle that for an external 
observer appear inextricable.95

In this quote, we may recognize the complexity that Tafuri wanted to project into architec-
tural history. He considered that architectural design was now a ‘profoundly human event 
. . . full of values and ambiguities that interlace in a tangle’. For Tafuri the contradiction that 
was inevitably present in these complexities became a value in itself. To have a grasp of 
reality, Tafuri suggests, means having the courage to recognize the inevitable presence of 
contradiction within it; seeing fully its ‘unstable character in which choices are often ines-
capable although bearing dramatic consequences’.96 This is the way in which the difficul-
ties of Quaroni’s engagement should be viewed: as part of a versatility consisting of  
different activities on different levels, with no guarantees of a coherence between them 
and no security of a juncture without contradictions.

 Whether Quaroni wrote an erudite book or gave lectures at the university, these were 
all activities that could only be assessed after the fact, with no guarantee of success.  
Tafuri thus spoke of the moral dimension of Quaroni’s experimentalism; of contradictions 
that became values within themselves. In fact, for Tafuri, the moral significance of  
Quaroni’s life as an architect was not based on the success of individual designs, but  
established through the synthesis of his ‘architectural acting’ – by the way in which he 
thus gave meaning to his humanity – in communication with the social structures –  
with the problems and hypocrisy of modern society. An experiment can only be verified in 
an a posteriori analysis which leaves no room for an easily assumed success; that in fact 
can have as its only consequence a tragic way of living. As an architect, Quaroni tried to 
fight against the contradictions that haunt society, but all along he was aware that these 
contradictions were already living within him. Yet, for Tafuri, at the same time, Quaroni’s 
attitude remained positive and participatory, demonstrating a willingness to relive and  
reshape these contradictions from day to day.

94 See, for example: ‘If the continuous failures . . . of those years can be attributed in large part to an initial lack of 
perspective on the part of Italian architects . . . this lack has certainly consisted in having continued to consider the 
problems from visual points of view that did not take account of . . . the political and democratic forces . . . nor the 
development of international culture and of a social reality that was subject worldwide to rapid transformation.’ 
Tafuri, Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’architettura moderna in Italia, p. 8. 
95 Ibid., p. 11. 
96 Ibid., p. 10: ‘dando alla parola ‘realtà‘ il suo significato storico, di situazione contradittoria ed instabile in cui la 
scelta è inevitabile anche se, spesso, drammatica.’
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 Ludovico Quaroni e lo sviluppo dell’ architettura moderna provides the perfect illustra-
tion of Tafuri’s statement that each analysis necessarily contains an autobiographical  
element. In fact, while telling the story of Quaroni, Tafuri tells his own story. In a world 
without fixed structure, in which we can only engage in a series of insecure experiments, 
history can no longer provide any a priori security for the architect. History can no longer 
be a source of consolation or a touchstone for absolute truth: instead, history becomes a 
‘project’ that exists alongside many other human projects. In the background of Tafuri’s 
discourse about Quaroni, we may hear Sartre’s slogan ‘L’homme est condamné à être  
libre’: a terrible freedom, as individuals can only fall back on themselves in choosing val-
ues and actions. In this world, Quaroni, as an architect, chooses an ‘agire come participazi-
one’ – a morality of action and engagement – risking failure each time with the bonne foi 
to honestly face the absence of any guarantee of success. For Tafuri ‘history as a project’ 
meant taking leave from an idealist and speculative history. Tafuri concentrated on the 
many contradictory levels of architectural activity: he wanted to discern a ‘dato costante’ 
which, like Ariadne’s thread, connected the theoretical, political and creative activity of the 
architect. However, a conditio sine qua non for all this was to face history in its true dimen-
sion, without any ‘false’ idealist schemes; without a flight into utopia. The contradictory 
forces of history, Tafuri argued, are not be regarded as ‘impurities’ to be cleansed away by  
idealist abstraction. It is precisely in the contradiction that the force of history resides,  
as a positive power from which perhaps a certain hope for the future can be derived.
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