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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis poses the question of the nature of Aldo Rossi’s (1931–97) approach to 

memory within his built and written work; and also of the particular cultural, political, 

economic, and intellectual conditions under which his understanding of memory 

emerged. Material drawn from archives at the CCA in Montreal, the MAXXI in Rome, 

and numerous other sources, was cross-referenced against Rossi’s sketches, built, 

and written work. In examining the aesthetic and symbolic devices in Rossi’s 

architecture emphasis is placed on his interest in cinema and photography, and 

particularly on his conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. Equally, Rossi’s 

understanding of memory is examined in relation to influences exerted by cultural 

and other conditions within Italy. Attention is also focussed on the ‘embeddedness’ of 

history and memory in Italian culture, and their importance in relation to the Italian 

city. 

 

The thesis investigates whether Walter Benjamin’s highly inclusive notion of the 

Denkbild, or thought-image, provides a framework for an understanding of the role of 

memory in Rossi’s work and, for example, his ability to embody both aesthetic and 

social meanings in his architecture. It examines whether Rossi can be said to engage 

memory by exposing, and often exaggerating, the essential characteristics of what is 

familiar. It also looks to how those characteristics are handled under the umbrella of 

Rossi’s interest in architecture as theatre, and his view of artefacts as actors that 

project meanings related to memory. Ultimately, Rossi’s approach to memory is 

exposed by means of a detailed examination of the individual aesthetic and symbolic 

devices in his architecture, and his ability to utilise ‘memory values’ inherent in those 

devices.  
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Introduction 
 
 
 
My contribution to the literature relating to the Italian architect Aldo Rossi (1931–97) 

concerns the nature of his approach to memory, especially as manifested in his 

architecture. While Rossi is commonly seen to be concerned with the issue of 

memory, research on the overall nature and origins of that concern is remarkably 

limited. Equally, the literature on Rossi is notably thin with respect to how his interest 

in memory is realised within his architecture. Crucially, those deficiencies are two-

fold, and interrelated. As someone who was personally close to Rossi, Diane 

Ghirardo argues that nearly all writings on Rossi ‘meander through the shallows of 

confused and ultimately unintelligible notions about everything but the design’ 

(Ghirardo 2015, 165). While Ghirardo clearly points to shortcomings related to an 

understanding of Rossi’s ‘design’, her reference to a wider field of shallow or 

‘unintelligible notions’ also implies that knowledge of his underlying approach to 

memory is inadequate.  

 

In response, I have attempted to amalgamate the complex knot of intellectual, 

cultural, urban-historical, political, and economic conditions at the basis of Rossi’s 

interest in memory, with an understanding of how that interest is realised within his 

work. In fact, a major part of this thesis explores how Rossi’s involvement with 

memory influences the aesthetic and symbolic elements of his design. The 

examination of those and other factors proceeded from the principle that the issue of 

memory, and questions associated with theory and context, are essential to a more 

rounded understanding of Rossi’s work with respect to design. 

 

While each chapter carries its own introduction, the following comments cover the 

structure, and the nature and purposes of each of the three parts of the thesis. Those 

parts address interrelated questions around theory, context, and ‘design’, and the two 

initial parts dedicated to theory and context contribute to an understanding of Rossi’s 

approach to memory, and ultimately to the third part which deals with the 

manifestation of that interest in his architecture.   
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Part I Theories of Memory (Chapters 1-2) 
 
On the question of theory, the opening chapter is concerned with the nature of 

memory, and particularly with concepts that relate to Rossi and figures mentioned in 

his written work. I ask how Rossi fits within a wide and varied group of intellectuals 

and artists who hold an inclusive view of memory and, especially, those for whom 

memory is a lens through which to expose the nature of the city. For instance, Rossi 

draws from the work of Maurice Halbwachs and his conceptualisation of collective 

memory, and of the relationships between memory, the city, and social groups. The 

main purpose of the first chapter is to test how Rossi fits into an intellectual tradition 

that is both inclusive in its definition of memory and ‘urban’ in its involvement with the 

city – a ‘tradition’ that might be seen to have gathered strength in late nineteenth-

century painting, literature, and photography, and to which Rossi refers when 

expressing admiration for figures such as Charles Baudelaire. In addition, one of the 

most important questions raised relates to Walter Benjamin, and to how his open and 

inclusive approach to memory, and his multi-layered thought-images as applied to 

cities such as Naples, might provide an ideal model for Rossi’s treatment of memory. 

 

In turn, the major aim of the second chapter is to look to Rossi’s ‘theory of memory’ 

as revealed in his writings; particularly, in the period leading up to the publication of 

The Architecture of the City in 1966. Focus lies on the sources from which Rossi 

draws in the 1950s–60s, and on concepts adopted from French human geography at 

a time when Rossi is drawn to the notion of a ‘scientific’ approach to memory, 

architecture, and the city. Questions also surround his development of key terms 

such as artefact, monument, and locus. I examine how, beyond the 1960s, Rossi 

develops an open approach to memory that is more typical of his work, and how it 

relates to the wholeness and intuitive nature of Benjamin’s thought-images. 

  

This chapter also examines Rossi’s approach to memory as viewed by theorists who 

have commented on his work, which although chosen because they are predominant 

in the literature on Rossi, testify to Ghirardo’s view of the limitations of that literature. 
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Part II Memory in Context (Chapters 3-4)  
 

While this part of the thesis shifts from theory to context, its purpose is to locate 

Rossi’s interest in memory in relation to conditions that are essentially Italian, and 

which are fundamental to his architecture and its relationships to memory. There is 

the question of how history and memory have shaped Italian architecture and cities; 

for example, with regard to the collective nature of socio-spatial relationships, and the 

manner in which Italians are culturally and socially embedded in urban and built 

space. I ask whether this is a legacy of the role played by ‘architecture as power’; for 

example, in Italy as a network of city states, as a group of larger independent 

kingdoms, and under Napoleon, the Savoy monarchy, and the Fascist regime – when 

history was a major source of legitimation and authority. An examination of the period 

immediately after the Second World War raises questions concerning two conflicting 

forces; namely, the continuing debate within Italian architectural theory regarding the 

role of history and memory, and the emergence of post-war capitalism, foreign 

influences, and a government whose actions threatened to destroy Italy’s long-term 

relationships with memory – a threat that Rossi and other architects seek to offset.  

 

To examine whether the contextual factors bearing on Rossi’s interest in memory are 

both immediate and historical, Chapter 4 looks to his association with Milan, the built 

artefacts of Catholicism, his education at the Politecnico di Milano, and his 

relationship with Ernesto Nathan Rogers and Casabella Continuità. I ask how Rossi 

uses his personal memories in order to uncover the nature of collective memory. 

Moreover, in seeking to represent memory, how is Rossi influenced by contextual 

factors such as the historical and urban traditions which were threatened by 

economic, political, and cultural forces of the 1950s–80s, and by the role of the 

United States in post-war Italy? Those issues, and the depth of the relevant 

contextual material that I uncover with respect to Rossi, attest to the disadvantages 

of treating architecture as an autonomous entity, or as something that is situated 

apart from historical, cultural, political, and economic structures.       
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Part III Memory and Rossi’s Architecture (Chapters 5-7) 
 
The third and largest part comprises three chapters of which the first looks to the 

question of whether it is possible to identify the key elements of Rossi’s approach to 

memory. In particular, attention is focussed on his relationship with theatre, and on 

the role of concepts such as the artefact, type, and the locus. However, there are 

other bases on which the principles of Rossi’s approach to memory can be revealed. 

For example, there is his treatment of the ‘object’ and its relationships to memory; 

and the question of whether it can be matched to that of figures such as Giorgio de 

Chirico, Mario Sironi, Carlo Carrà, Giorgio Morandi, Edward Hopper, Arduino 

Cantàfora, and Luigi Ghirri. In part, there is the possibility to define Rossi’s approach 

to memory through a process of association; which again might point to the 

importance of contextual factors associated with common cultural and intellectual 

dispositions. In that respect, I look at the weight that might be placed on Rossi’s 

associations with Italian neorealist cinema of the 1940s–50s, and its relationships to 

Italian architecture and the post-war city; and to later neorealist films that portrayed 

the state of alienation and the loss of memory in the new Italian city of the 1960s. 

There is also the issue of the correspondences that might be drawn between Rossi 

and techniques used in the Italian cinema; and perhaps particularly to Federico 

Fellini, whose work and devices as a director I compare to those of Rossi as an 

architect. 

 

In the last two chapters I dissect Rossi’s architecture in order to identify elements that 

relate to memory. In the first of those chapters, the emphasis is on aesthetic 

characteristics through which Rossi initiates, or strengthens, engagements with 

memory. I also look to the role of the artefact as an assembly of aesthetic attributes, 

but reserve for the following chapter those artefacts that hold the status of type, or 

which are evidently symbolic – a strategy that allows for a more detailed analysis of 

Rossi’s architecture, and for an examination of the balance between those factors 

that are either fundamentally aesthetic or symbolic. I look at how, in order to boost 

the capacity of his architecture to engage memory, Rossi might use specific 

characteristics such as scale, extension, repetition, and duality; and also particular 
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devices such as powerful central axes and the skeletal plan, on which aesthetic 

attributes such as duality can be hung. I explore how Rossi reinforces the legibility of 

those aesthetic characteristics, or devices, so that they are more apparent, and more 

likely to ‘attract’ memory. There is also the issue of how collective memory can be 

defined through meanings that are essentially aesthetic; which challenges a 

conventional view of collective memory as something that is primarily concerned with 

type, or with evidently symbolic artefacts that are seen to be collective.  

 

A key purpose of the final chapter is to identify the elements in Rossi’s architecture 

that are evidently symbolic; which also prompts the question of how they can be 

distinguished from those that are essentially aesthetic. I assess the extent to which 

the symbolic artefacts, or types, used by Rossi are essentially Italian and rooted in 

the contexts that formed his approach to memory. Again, this question points to the 

balance between aesthetic and symbolic devices in Rossi’s architecture; and to 

whether, contrary to much of the literature on Rossi, that balance may favour 

aesthetic elements. The issue of the balance of aesthetic and symbolic elements in 

Rossi’s architecture highlights the need for a crafted understanding of memory, and 

how it responds to elements that may be fundamentally abstract or narrative. 

 

Finally, using the example of Rossi’s project for the cemetery at Modena, I look to the 

question of how the aesthetic and symbolic devices in his architecture come together 

by means of the human processes that constitute memory. Whereas aesthetic 

characteristics and type are united within the mind, they are separated for the 

purposes of this analysis. Equally, in the cemetery at Modena, I examine how 

meanings rooted in Italian cultural and funerary practices may be carried by Rossi’s 

architecture. Thus, an understanding of factors that relate to design depends on the 

provision of analysis through which they can be adequately explained. 

        

 
Methodology: An Associative Approach 
 
My examination of Rossi’s approach to memory encompasses all of his work; which 

includes his architectural and urban projects regardless of whether they were 

executed, other designs for the theatre and opera, a large and important body of 
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sketches, and his written work. 

 

Among his writings, Rossi’s The Architecture of the City (1966) and A Scientific 

Biography (1981) are significant texts, which have received a great deal of attention. 

Unfortunately, however, analyses tend to follow an Italian tradition of ‘poetic 

ambiguity’ as evidenced, for example, in the work of fellow Italians such as Manfredo 

Tafuri. The translation of Rossi’s work into English enhances that ambiguity as terms 

such as scientific, autonomous, analogous, and artefact are taken at face value, 

when their real meaning for Rossi needs to be carefully defined. In addition to his 

papers and other published work, I have drawn heavily from Rossi’s Quaderni Azzurri 

(Blue Notebooks); which as a collection of 47 intimate journals offer insights into 

Rossi’s work that go beyond his books and published papers (Fig. 0.1). The Quaderni 

Azzurri are also useful in that they include roughly 280 sketches and drawings, and 

other mementos of Rossi’s thinking. Additionally, in that they were written between 

June 1968 and December 1992, they cover a large part of his career. However, they 

are not well known, largely because they are handwritten in Italian, and copies are 

difficult to acquire, although facsimiles were reproduced by the Getty Institute in Los 

Angeles in 1999. While I have examined every notebook, the translation of material 

drawn from the Quaderni Azzurri is mine, and is accompanied by the original text, as 

in the case of all texts in Italian.  

 

Equally, I found that Rossi’s sketches constitute a major platform on which to explore 

his approach to memory; especially, in that they are more ‘intuitive’ and expressive 

than his written work. They can also illustrate both the general concepts that underpin 

Rossi’s interest in memory and the specific intentions realised in individual projects. 

In fact, Rossi’s projects generally exist in two associated states: an ideal or essential 

form as represented in sketches, and the form taken by projects on the ground. 

Hence, I have reproduced many of his sketches because they illustrate both Rossi’s 

thinking with respect to memory and the nature of his architecture.       
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Figure 0. 1: Extracts from Aldo Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri (1968-92) 
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I also have drawn heavily on drawings, documents, letters, and photographs from 

three major archives. First, I undertook research in the Archivio Aldo Rossi, at the 

Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo (MAXXI) in Rome in the spring of 2017. 

The MAXXI archives, acquired from Rossi’s heirs in 2002, contain technical 

drawings, sketches, written material, models, and videos relating to his professional 

and academic work, and also more ‘personal’ material and photographs taken by 

Rossi. Secondly, in the autumn of 2018, I spent four weeks at the Aldo Rossi Fonds 

in the Canadian Centre for Architecture (CCA) in Montreal, which contains material 

linked to Rossi’s architectural and urban projects for the period of 1953–97, and 

which covers a significant part of his work in Italy, and major projects such as those in 

Japan, Germany, and the United States. The CCA archive includes other sources 

related to Rossi’s design, for example, for furniture and the theatre. It also holds a 

number of Polaroid images taken by Rossi that illustrate his view of memory as 

reflected in a world of significant objects. Thirdly, I consulted material from the 

Fondazione Aldo Rossi (FAR) in Milan, which is under the control of Rossi’s heirs, 

that is, his children Vera and Fausto Rossi. 

 

The archival research undertaken at the MAXXI, the CCA, and the FAR, together 

with the literature on Rossi and other sources, provided the material that I have used 

to form various databases of his work. While those include his designs for domestic 

objects, exhibitions, and the theatre, the largest relates to roughly 280 architectural 

and urban projects (see Appendices A–C). In addition, I have catalogued more than 

5000 images – largely from photographs taken at the CCA and MAXXI, and during 

visits to Rossi’s projects. In general, those images have enabled me to identify a 

number of the elements that reoccur in Rossi’s projects and his sketches, and 

particularly, those devices that engage memory.  

 

An understanding of Rossi’s approach to memory arose from direct experience of a 

number of his projects. While I first visited some of his designs in the 1980s, I have 

since made prolonged visits to his projects in Milan, Fagnano, Broni, Segrate, 

Modena, Genoa, Paris, Maastricht, Berlin, and New York. Those visits covered 

different facets of Rossi’s work, and the development of his architecture over time; for 

example, in that they spanned between Rossi’s housing at Gallaratese, his 

monuments in Milan and Segrate, his schools in Fagnano and Broni, the San Cataldo 
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Cemetery in Modena, the Carlo Felice Theatre in Genoa, the La Villette housing in 

Paris, the Bonnefanten Museum in Maastricht, the Schützenstrasse, Rauchstrasse 

and Freidrichstrasse housing projects in Berlin, and the Scholastic office building in 

New York (I have visited the projects shown in Figs. 0.2-14 below, except the Teatro 

del Mondo). The experiences gained in those visits proved to be an accelerated form 

of research, and helped to expose devices used in Rossi’s architecture that might 

otherwise have remained hidden; and whose discovery was dependent on an ability 

to move through Rossi’s architecture in space and time. Those visits also yielded 

opportunities to speak with residents and users of Rossi’s buildings, and to observe 

how people engage with his projects. For instance, the visits made to Rossi’s schools 

in Fagnano and Broni were particularly fruitful, in part, due to the time spent with the 

children and their teachers, but also due to the extent to which the schools embody a 

number of the devices used to promote engagement with memory. In addition, I 

made a significant visit to a building that was not designed by Rossi: namely, Le 

Corbusier’s Convent of La Tourette, near Lyon, whose architecture is in many ways 

akin to that of Rossi – particularly due to Le Corbusier’s attention to the ‘memory 

value’ of simple forms, and characteristics that are essentially aesthetic. 

 

The collection of thousands of images of Rossi’s work, together with the direct 

experience of his architecture, led to the adoption of an ‘associative’ approach to the 

analysis of Rossi’s projects, which forms the basis of Part III of the thesis. Familiarity 

with a significant number of images, and the process of cataloguing those images, 

led directly to an understanding of how, within his architecture, Rossi used aesthetic 

and symbolic attributes with respect to memory. Equally, my investigation of the 

divide between the aesthetic and the symbolic, and of architecture as a cultural 

phenomenon, reflects an early grounding in the history and theory of art as a 

discipline in which the abstract and the figurative come together in real life. 

 

With respect to the thesis, the fact that I lived in Italy for more than twenty years has 

underpinned my understanding of the cultural and contextual factors associated with 

Rossi’s approach to memory. That proximity has helped me to come to grips with 

Rossi as an architect whose work is shrouded in what Timothy Hyde calls 

‘temporalities’, or the ephemeral judgements and context-bound narratives that can 

surround major architects in their own time (Hyde 2013). However, the aim of this 
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thesis is to expose factors that relate to Rossi’s architecture and his approach to 

memory that are real, and to provide durable interpretations of his work. Thus, for 

example, the efforts made in the thesis to investigate Rossi’s references to Benjamin 

and other figures who have attempted to uncover the nature of memory, to examine 

Rossi’s attempts to generate a ‘scientific’ approach to memory, and to locate his 

interest in memory in terms of Italian culture, the city, and the political, artistic, and 

intellectual contexts associated with his development as an architect. In addition, the 

aesthetic and symbolic aspects of Rossi’s architecture are shown to function as 

factors that can be defined in terms of how they relate to memory. In fact, I 

demonstrate the gap between what Hyde might see as ‘temporalities’, for example, in 

the form of comments made by Charles Jencks (1991) and Christian Norberg-Schultz 

(1985a, 1985b, 2000), and values associated with Rossi’s use of aesthetic and 

symbolic devices that can be characterised in terms of their reality, or ‘duration’.  

 

The term ‘temporalities’ can also refer to the relative failure on the part of theorists to 

recognise all the underlying factors (social, political, economic, legislative, etc.) that 

bear on the formation of architecture; particularly, where theorists are concerned with 

the work of a single architect. In that respect, chapters 1–5 of this thesis are, in 

different ways, concerned with underlying conditions that relate to Rossi’s approach 

to memory; for example, with respect to how memory is understood within the 

intellectual contexts of memory studies, in relation to urban studies of the 1950s, to 

the economics and politics of the Italian city, to the city of post-war Italy, and to a 

myriad of long-term and immediate factors that are inherent in Italian history, culture, 

art, and cinema. 

 

Moreover, given that this thesis is not a biographical study of Rossi, the methodology 

and ideas involved may be of value in relation to the examination of the work of other 

architects. In addition, those parts of the thesis that deal directly with Rossi’s use of 

aesthetic devices, and with his ability to manipulate aesthetic values, might be useful 

with respect to the theory of design, or within architectural education. For example, 

as an analytical tool, the ‘division’ drawn between the aesthetic and the symbolic in 

chapters 6 and 7 might be adopted with respect to other architects. Equally, the value 

of Rossi’s aesthetic elements can be set alongside work in other disciplines. For 

instance, as argued by Grinde, the benefits afforded by those elements can be 
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measured within biology or neuroscience on the basis that ‘certain types of visual 

stimuli are desired because the brain is constructed to connect them with a reward 

[and] by understanding the value of rewards connected with visual stimuli, we may be 

able to indicate the nature of [desired] aesthetic qualities’ (Grinde 1996, 31).  

 
 
Defining memory 
 

In order to understand Rossi’s approach to memory, I have looked at how memory is 

defined, not only within memory studies as covered in the first chapter, but also in 

other fields. Within psychology, biology, neuroscience, and cultural studies, the 

various conditions for memory are distinquished on the basis of content, the contexts 

within which memory is employed, or those parts of the body and/or brain involved in 

its formation. Thus, as shown in Figure 0.2, within psychology for example, the term 

semantic memory is used to refer to the conscious recollection of knowledge, ideas, 

or meanings, episodic memory to the recollection of previous experiences, and 

procedural memory to habits or learnt processes. Within cultural studies, theorists 

refer to collective and to individual memory – and also to cultural memory as 

something that relates to the ‘symbolic heritage’ of a society; and to factors that now 

fall under a more inclusive definition of the term collective memory than that coined 

by Halbwachs, for whom the term was restricted to memory and the social group 

(Assmann 2011, 16–17) (Fig. 0.2). 

 

 
Figure 0. 2: The forms and functions of memory in biology, psychology, and cultural studies  
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With respect to architecture, some value can be drawn from the categorisation of 

memory within psychology. For example, the attribution of meanings to built space 

can be subsumed into the notions of semantic and episodic memory. However, such 

terms have a specificity that is suited to psychology. In addition, the tendency 

towards categorisation can mean that the reality of the human and esentially electro-

chemical processes that constitute memory may be represented by reductive 

abstractions and relatively forced dycotomies. 

 

Within environmental psychology and other disciplines there are scattered bodies of 

work that account for memory as it relates, for example, to visual processes, 

aesthetic needs, and the navigation of spatial structures (Mitrovic 2013; Grütter 2020; 

Nasar 1992). However, underlying my examination of Rossi’s work there is an image 

of memory as a human, biological, and essentially neuro-chemical process (Fig. 0.3).  

 

 
Figure 0.3: Image of neural pathways and synapses in the human brain 

 

That image allows for Benjamin’s adoption of an inclusive approach to memory that 

spans between the material and the metaphysical, and for the fundamental reality of 

neurons and synapses that spark within various parts of the brain, and which transmit 

memory through a dynamic dance with other cells. Moreover, given its relationship to 

the body and the brain, I take memory to be synonymous with meaning; which 

reflects, for example, the idea that memory is the means by which we attribute 

meaning to ‘things in the world’, or the notion that ‘without meaning, memory is 
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nothing’ (Hunt and McHale 2007; Morehouse 2012, 32). The view of memory as 

meaning also reflects the evolution of a more inclusive view of memory in different 

disciplines, the development of neuroscience as the discipline within which the nature 

of memory is ultimately revealed, and an allied shift away from the notion of memory 

as remembering to the idea that it is how we live in the world on the basis of 

experience, and the cerebral and other patterns that represent what is learnt, 

encoded, and recalled (Milner, Squire, and Kandel 1998). 
 

In particular, that image provides a useful backdrop to chapters 5–7. It suggests, for 

example, how Rossi’s aesthetic elements function in relation to memory as the 

wholeness of human chemistry, and to what Henri Lefebvre sees as the indivisibility 

of the ‘practical and fleshy body’ (Lefebvre 1991, 61). Moreover, as memory is a 

human and physical process, it is feasible to think that there is one basic definition of 

memory, and that all other ‘definitions’ refer to memory as it exists under certain 

conditions (Slotnick 2017, 1–21, 46–64). Thus, memory may refer to collective or 

individual memory, to factors that are historical, cultural, aesthetic, or symbolic (see, 

for example, Ekman 2013, 43–44).  

 

In addition, with respect to how he engages with memory in his drawings and built 

projects, Rossi is shown to modify, or manipulate, aesthetic characteristics and 

symbolic meanings that are interpreted by the observer as a complex physical entity. 

In effect, he adjusts how relationships between memory and built space are played 

out. However, at no point in the thesis is memory taken to be an intrinsic property of 

form or space. Neither architecture nor the architect are taken to possess the power 

to originate memory. Rather, I show how built space is a clearing house within which 

the human functions that constitute memory pass through a process of interference – 

the limits of which can be tested, for example, against the nature of human reactions 

to aesthetic qualities, or the boundaries placed by experience or culture on the 

associated processes of the mind as it encounters Rossi’s symbolic artefacts. 

 
 

Conditions for memory as examined in individual chapters 
 

With respect to how memory is defined, Chapter 1 draws on various elements within 
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memory studies as an academic field that is concerned with the theory, or theories, of 

memory. Due to their importance to Rossi, emphasis is placed on ideas that relate to 

collective memory, and to the loss of what is termed true memory. This chapter also 

covers theorists, writers, and artists that I associated with Rossi on the basis that 

their different approaches to memory are inclusive and concerned with the city. In 

particular, I look to Benjamin because of his open-ended treatment of memory, and 

as a figure to whom Rossi refers. This chapter also points to how approaches to 

memory have expanded over time, as reflected in the work of various figures such as 

Henri Bergson, Halbwachs, Marcel Proust, James Joyce, Édouard Manet, and de 

Chirico, and to how semiology and structuralism have aided that process of 

enlargement. Moreover, I suggest how Rossi represents an additional step in that 

process, as evidenced by his treatment of memory. 

 

As Chapter 2 looks directly at his early written work, it deals with memory as defined 

by Rossi as he sought to objectify, or categorise, particular ‘memory values’ that were 

matched to specific architectural and urban conditions. While Rossi’s early approach 

to memory was coloured by the scientism that was common to human geography 

and urban studies of the 1950s–60s, he later developed a more open and intuitive 

approach to memory. Nevertheless, some of the major elements of Rossi’s early 

thinking, such as the interplay between artefact and locus, maintain their significance 

and are re-examined in later chapters, for example, with respect to memory and 

Rossi’s associations with theatre.  

 

This chapter also covers reactions to Rossi’s work by a number of contemporary 

figures whose comments afford an opportunity to examine, and to test, Rossi’s 

approach to memory from different perspectives.  

 

In Chapter 3, the conditions for collective memory are examined with respect to 

Italian history, culture, the nature of social and urban space and the long-standing 

role of historical references in Italian architecture. I also examine the use of 

‘architecture as power’ as a major factor in the making of the Italian city. In addition, 

this chapter deals with the conjunction of history and memory as a persistent factor in 

Italian architectural theory, and the attention awarded to the significance of history as 

something that permeates built space – a concern that is evident, for example, in the 
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work of Nathan Rogers for whom history and memory evolve together within the 

unfolding contexts of contemporary life. Moreover, throughout most of the nineteenth 

century, the role of history as a living facet of Italian political and cultural structures 

was evidenced by the efforts of rival cities and provinces to forward their individual 

histories, and associated architectural styles, as dominant elements of collective 

memory in a newly united Italy. 

 

As first discussed in Chapter 1 with respect to Halbwachs, and also in response to 

Pierre Nora and Christine M. Boyer’s notion of a memory crisis, this part of the thesis 

again marks a point at which history is defined as something that is subsumed into 

memory. This is not history as a discipline, nor does that definition of history comply 

with Halbwachs’ notion that history arises only when ‘the past is no longer included 

within the sphere of thought of existing groups’ (Halbwachs 1980, 106). Rather, it is 

history as experienced within the immediate ‘sphere of thought’ of a society. It reflects 

how history and memory ‘infuse each other’ within built space, and mirrors 

Benjamin’s view of how history and memory form a single reality that exists within the 

limits of the human mind and body (Winter, 2006, 5–6; Elliott 2011, 131). As noted by 

Astrid Erll: 

 

There has been considerable confusion about the nature of the relationship 
between ‘memory’ and ‘history’. Cultural memory is not the Other of history. 
Nor is it the opposite of individual remembering. Rather, it is the totality of the 
context within which such varied cultural phenomena originate. Precisely in 
order to guard against misunderstandings … the concept of memory must be 
very broad to begin with. 

(Erll 2011, 7) 
 

That statement by Erll might also be extended to cover historicism, and how it is 

defined. In the same way as history is subsumed into memory as a living, human, 

and essentially physical process, historicism exists as an immediate and active facet 

of memory (Colquhoun 1989; Ellin 1999). Equally, while historicism may refer to the 

redeployment of architectural styles or elements of the past, such redeployments 

spring from the immediate nature of underling political, economic, and cultural 

structures. For example, as demonstrated in Chapter 2, the manner in which 

elements of Rossi’s architecture are employed in the United States reflects how 

historicism adopts a specificity that is appropriate to the nature of memory and to an 
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underlying set of cultural and other conditions. 

 

Both chapters 3 and 4 can also be used to denote how, regardless of the emphasis 

placed on culture and collective memory in this thesis, neither are taken to be 

homogeneous entities. This is clear, for example, in the coverage afforded to the 

tensions embodied in the cultural structures of post-war Italy, and to the conflicts 

regarding alternative approach to memory that divided Rome and Milan, Bruno Zevi 

and Nathan Rogers, and the journals Architettura and Casabella Continuità. Similarly, 

it is clear in the coverage of the tensions that existed before and after the unification 

of Italy, and between rival cities as they sought to establish their historical and 

‘memory values’ as dominant components of a new national identity. 

 

In part, Chapter 4 represents an extension of the previous chapter in that it deals with 

urban, cultural, political, and economic conditions associated with the development of 

Rossi’s approach to memory. It also looks to the intellectual milieu within which, for 

example, Rossi’s handling of the relationship between memory and the object is 

shown to relate to the work of fellow Italian artists with an interest in memory. I also 

highlight the importance of Rossi’s use of Polaroid images to capture ‘moments’ 

which suggest how memory, as an immediate and human process, exists within and 

beyond the boundaries of architecture. Moreover, with respect to Rossi, I 

demonstrate the importance of Italian neorealist cinema; for example, in that 

techniques employed in filmmaking reflect the nature of memory as defined in terms 

of time and the natural pace of human experience. 

 

The idea that the treatment of memory in Rossi’s architecture can be associated with 

devices incorporated in the Commedia dell’Arte, Italian neorealist cinema, and the 

films of Fellini, is first raised in Chapter 4. Those associations resurface in Chapter 5 

in relation to the more inclusive notion that Rossi’s conceptualisation of memory can 

be matched to the nature of theatre. As already indicated, I also return to Rossi’s 

concepts of artefact, locus, and type; for example, in that the relationship between 

the artefact and the locus is shown to be akin to that of the actor and stage, while 

different artefacts (actors) constitute a network of exponential ‘correspondences’ that 

play to memory. That image of memory is also shown to be inherent in Rossi’s 

Teatrino Scientifico (Scientific Theatre) in which the ‘memory values’ associated with 
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each object, and with the relationships between objects, are reinforced through 

miniaturisation; which, for example, acts to invite memory to recognise essential 

meanings carried by the object (see Figs 5.2, 5.8). Similarly, Rossi is interested in 

street theatre as the expression, and reinforcement, of memories that relate to the life 

of the city against which a play might be staged. 

 

The notion that Rossi’s architecture can be examined in terms of its aesthetic and 

symbolic components is first introduced in Chapter 5. In turn, Chapter 6 covers major 

aesthetic components of Rossi’s architecture, how they come together, and how they 

function with respect to memory. In effect, memory and meaning are defined in 

relation to aesthetic elements that can be associated with sensory or perceptual 

responses, and which carry meanings but are also ‘abstract’ in that they are located 

at the ‘originating end’ of chains of associative human energy that may, or may not, 

lead to responses that relate to symbolic entities as examined in the next chapter. 

Elements such as scale, duality, serialisation, repetition, and extension are shown to 

be characteristics whose reception leads to the maintenance and reinforcement of 

neural pathways and human process that are the basis of memory. Other aesthetic 

elements are embedded in the plan, such as the discernible spatial structure, the 

evident axis, or the centralising space. There is also in this chapter, a sense of the 

coherent, and exponential, inter-play of entities as suggested by Rossi’s relationship 

to theatre, and of how aesthetic elements are meaningful in themselves and in 

relation to each other. 

 

With respect to Rossi’s use of elements such as scale, the discernible plan, or basic 

forms, the validity of those elements in terms of memory might be examined, for 

example, within environmental psychology or neuroscience; where the values 

attached to those devices might be measured in relation to factors such as 

engagement, familiarity, clarity, coherence, or legibility. However, while qualities such 

as aesthetic coherence are evident in the work of other architects or forms of 

architecture, the meanings carried by Rossi’s aesthetic devices are rooted in his urge 

to present to the observer the essence of that which is familiar. In short, familiarity is 

defined in terms of forms and patterns that are stripped, archetypical, exaggerated, 

and which can induce strong and quintessential reactions within memory. Moreover, 

there is a sense that the ‘essences of memory’ in Rossi’s work can give rise to 
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relatively different strings of associated physical or cerebral reactions – an idea that 

can be matched to the fact that, within neuroscience, no individual memory is seen to 

be repeated in exactly the same form (Lehrer 2012, 85). 

 

In chapter 7, Rossi’s interest in memory is examined in relation to elements in his 

architecture that are evidently symbolic. The relationship between the aesthetic and 

the symbolic is presented as a path along which human energy can pass (albeit in 

both directions) between the senses, or the aesthetic, and the cerebral and 

associative processes associated with the evidently symbolic. There is an emphasis 

on the importance of Rossi’s sketches, which provide numerous refences to symbolic 

entities embodied in his architecture; and for example, to ‘sites of memory’ whose 

significance to Italy, and to Rossi, is discussed in Chapter 4. As already indicated, 

Rossi’s Polaroid images are also important in that they illustrate the extent to which 

he viewed everyday objects as things that constitute memory within and beyond 

architecture. 

 

This chapter also touches on a question raised in Chapter 2 in relation to David 

Harvey; that is, how Rossi’s symbolic artefacts might hold their meanings if moved 

between different cultures. For example, symbolic artefacts such as the lighthouse or 

tower, clock, column, or even the beach hut as ‘a little house’, might be shown to 

have relatively wide footprints; unlike the palm tree whose meanings are relatively 

specific to Italy. Embedded in Rossi’s work there are symbolic entities whose value to 

memory is based in form and function; such as the staircase, which takes some of its 

status from the culture of Italian Catholicism. 

 

Finally, this chapter examines Rossi’s cemetery in Modena as an example of how 

both the aesthetic and symbolic elements of his architecture come together. In fact, 

with respect to memory, Rossi’s cemetery illustrates a number of points raised in 

chapters 3–7; such as his use of serialisation, basic forms, the theatrical positioning 

of the artefact within the locus, and of the square as an aesthetic device, and as a 

form that represents the position of the individual within both the collective and the 

context of Italian cultural and funerary traditions. 

 

This chapter also points to an important characteristic of Rossi’s architecture; namely 
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that, unlike his sketches, his architecture is largely populated by aesthetic devices 

rather than evidently symbolic artefacts, a fact that is significant in terms of how his 

interest in memory should be assessed. 
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Figure 0. 4: Aldo Rossi, Gallaratese housing, Milan (1969–73) 
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Figure 0. 5: Aldo Rossi, Monument to the Resistance, Segrate (1965–69)   

 
 
  



 
Introduction 

 
 

22 

  
 

  
 

  
 

          
 
Figure 0. 6: Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) 
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Figure 0. 7: Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78)  
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Figure 0. 8: Aldo Rossi, Middle School, Broni (1978–81) 
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Figure 0. 9: Aldo Rossi, Friedrichstadt, Berlin (1978–85) 
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Figure 0. 10: Aldo Rossi, Teatro del Mondo (1979–80) 
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Figure 0. 11: Aldo Rossi, Carlo Felice Theatre, Genoa (1982–89) 
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Figure 0. 12: Aldo Rossi, Housing, Rauchstrasse, Berlin (1983–86) 
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Figure 0. 13: Aldo Rossi, La Villette, Paris (1985–92)  
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Figure 0. 14: Aldo Rossi, Monument to Sandro Pertini, Milan (1988–90)  
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Figure 0. 15: Aldo Rossi, Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94) 
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Figure 0. 16: Aldo Rossi, Scholastic Building, New York (1994–2001) 
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Chapter 1    Memory: the Nature of Theory 
 
 
 
This exploration of literature relating to memory is intended to identify those aspects 

of memory studies that can contribute to an understanding of Rossi’s treatment of 

memory. Particular emphasis is given to Halbwachs, whose significance is reflected 

in references to collective memory that appear in Rossi’s The Architecture of the City. 

One of the major questions raised relates to Walter Benjamin, and whether he can be 

ranked above other figures on the basis that his approach to memory is akin to that 

of Rossi; particularly, in that Benjamin’s concept of the Denkbild or thought-image 

exhibits his an open-ended sensibility to objects and spaces, and a ‘poetic 

intelligence’ that is also reflected in Rossi’s architecture – and in the work of other 

figures whom Rossi admired, such as Proust, Joyce, Charles Baudelaire, and 

Samuel Beckett.  

 

With respect to the literature on memory, many of the key texts used in support of the 

thesis fall into particular categories or relate to specific issues. For example, I refer to 

major texts such as Maurice Halbwachs’ The Collective Memory (1980), and On 

Collective Memory (edited by Lewis A. Coser, 1992). These are significant works with 

respect to collective memory, its importance to architecture, and the idea that 

memory exists within an urban and spatial framework. Secondary sources are Mary 

Douglas’ introduction to The Collective Memory (translated by Francis J. Ditter and 

Vida Yazdi Ditter, 1980), Jan Assmann (1995) and Erika Apfelbaum (2010). 

Moreover, Jan Assmann’s work is especially useful in that he extends Halbwachs’ 

treatment of collective memory to cover cultural memory as it relates to society as 

opposed to the social group. 

 

With regard to Walter Benjamin, his One-Way Street and other Writings (1997), The 

Arcades Project (1999), and Berlin Childhood around 1900 (2006) are significant 

works in that they cover the concept of the denkbild or thought-image, his thinking in 

relation to memory and the city, and his essays on Naples and other cities. A useful 

examination of Benjamin’s The Arcades Project is contained in Susan Buck-Morss’ 

The Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades Project (1989). Other 
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worthwhile studies used in relation to the thesis are Howard Eiland and Michael W. 

Jennings’ Walter Benjamin: A Critical Life (2014), and Graeme Gilloch’s Myth and 

Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (1997; 2013). Those works proved to be 

particularly useful with respect to Benjamin’s essay on Naples, his childhood 

memories of Berlin, and the role and significance of the flâneur. While Brian Elliott’s 

Benjamin for Architects is orientated toward Benjamin’s work with respect to built 

space, other more general sources on Benjamin are Louise Hoffman (1983), Esther 

Leslie (2000), Peter Szondi (2006) and Susannah Radstone (2010). 

 

I also used three key edited volumes that are particularly useful with respect to the 

theory of memory: (a) Theories of Memory : A Reader, edited by Michael Rossington 

and Anne Whitehead (2007); (b) Memory: Histories, Theories, Debates edited by 

Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwarz (2010); and (c) The Collective Memory Reader 

edited by Jeffrey K. Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi and Daniel Levy (2011). As a 

major work that provides a general understanding of memory, I also draw on the 

writings of Anne Whitehead, which deal with the history of memory studies, step 

changes in the nature and content of theory, and theorists that range between Plato 

and Jacques Derrida (Whitehead 2009). Whitehead’s writings also point to some of 

the figures whose work proved to be important with regard to the thesis; for example, 

Henri Bergson (first published in 1896; 1950) in terms of his promotion of memory as 

an essentially human and physical entity, and also figures such as Edmund Burke 

(1729–97), and Proust. The work of Frances A. Yates whose book The Art of Memory 

was published in 1966 is also referenced in the thesis as one of the first major 

publications within the field of memory studies. 

 

Works by Pierre Nora (2007), Andreas Huyssen (2012), Richard Terdiman (1993) and 

Christine M. Boyer (1996) are used in the thesis to cover the notion of a memory 

crisis. In particular, Nora and Boyer point to the decline of ‘true memory’ in the face of 

the accelerating pace of cultural, economic, and political change. In The City of 

Collective Memory (1996), Boyer sifts through theories of memory for signs of that 

crisis, for example, as evidenced by postmodernism. 

 

In addition, I draw from literature relating to structuralism and semiology; for example, 

from Karl Mannheim (first published in 1936; 1976), Erwin Panofsky (1939), Jan 
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Mukařovský (1977, 1978) and Umberto Eco (1997). I also refer to secondary sources 

such as Joan Hart’s (1993) work on Panofsky and Mannheim. With regard to 

structuralism, but in a separate category, I examine the more ‘poetic’ approaches to 

memory associated with figures such Ronald Barthes (2009) and Gaston Bachelard 

(2014). I also draw from the work of Pierre Bourdieu; especially, with regard to how 

memory may be understood in relation to his concept of field as detailed, for 

example, in Bourdieu (2005) and by Thompson (2008). 

 

With respect to the relationship between history and memory, I draw largely from the 

historian Jay Winter (2006), and his understanding of how history and memory flow 

together, and from E.H. Carr (1990) for his work on the the plurality of narratives that 

constitute the nature of history. Other authors, such as Richard Evans (2004) and 

Benedetto Croce (1941) were also useful with respect to the manner in which history 

is shown to be shaped by forces that exist in the present. 

 

There are some omissions in this review of the literature, largely because of the need 

to concentrate on texts of direct relevance to Rossi. There are also major texts in the 

field of memory studies which have been superseded by more recent work. For 

example, Frances Yates’ The Art of Memory was a major source for figures such 

Kevin Lynch, Colin Rowe, and Fred Koetter, who drew on her work in the 1970s (see 

for example, Lynch 1972; Rowe and Koetter 1975). Similarly, work by Paul 

Connerton on Halbwachs and the social formation of memory, and by Yosef 

Yerushalmi and Gérard Namer on Halbwachs, is represented by other writers 

mentioned above in relation to Halbwachs and collective memory. The work of major 

figures in the fields of philosophy and sociology, whose work is covered in the 

literature on memory studies, was examined but then set aside on the basis of its 

lack of relevance to Rossi’s treatment of memory; for example, figures such as Georg 

Simmel (1858–1918) and Martin Heidegger (1889–1976). 

 
 
 
1.1 Collective memory 
 

In the literature relating to Rossi emphasis is placed on the significance of Maurice 

Halbwachs, largely because he is seen as a source from which Rossi developed his 
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understanding of collective memory (see for example Ghirardo 2019, 84). For 

Halbwachs, ‘individual remembering’ takes place ‘within social contexts, and in 

response to social cues’; so that even when alone we remember as social beings 

and in accordance with our social identities (Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Levy 2011, 

19). In that respect, the work of Halbwachs marked a major shift in theory in the early 

twentieth century. His On Collective Memory (1992) (published in Les Travaux de 

L'Année Sociologique 1925, and as Les cadres sociaux de la memoire 1952) and his 

The Collective Memory (1980) (first published in 1950) are taken to be pivotal works; 

especially with respect to Halbwachs’ treatment of collective memory. 

 

Halbwachs, who studied under Bergson, deviated from Bergson’s theories which had 

viewed the individual as the seat of memory. He drew from Émile Durkheim (1858–

1917) an emphasis on the social origins of thought; which Halbwachs then converted 

into a refutation of the uniqueness of the individual memory to the point that the 

personal and the private are seen to be contained within the social (Rossington 2007, 

134–35; Apfelbaum 2010, 85). The individual memory is embedded within a society’s 

overall system of social relations, and reflects the manner in which those relations 

are pooled within social groups. Memories are held within the realms of the family, 

religion, work, political affiliations, and other identifiable units of a social order; and 

such groups constitute clusters within which the individual recalls, and constantly 

rebuilds, memories that relate to the concerns and interests of the group. Halbwachs 

also questioned the power of the individual to store complete and coherent 

memories; thereby overturning Bergson’s image of a crowded inner storehouse 

within which a mass of fully-formed memories awaited retrieval. Rather, Halbwachs 

saw memory as incomplete fragments that can be reawakened by external stimuli, 

and which can be remade through experience. Thus, while reducing the individual 

memory to a source of ‘small, scattered and indistinct bits of the past’, and in 

emphasising the power of external, and essentially social, stimuli, Halbwachs gave 

weight to collective memories of the group (Douglas 1980, 5; Whitehead 2009, 127).  

 

Halbwachs recognised the existence of personal memories, but their status is 

outweighed by memories associated, for example, with social class, corporations, 

associations, political parties, and kinship. The individual is seen to pass between 

such groups as ‘a number of distinct persons’ (Whitehead 2009, 126). Meanwhile, 
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collective memories that characterise the group are in transition. In effect, ever-

changing sets of collective memories hang above a dynamic structure of social 

groups, whose composition may also alter with the arrival and departure of individual 

members. Halbwachs also established that individuals experience the memories of 

the group with relative degrees of intensity or involvement (Halbwachs 1980, 48, 82). 

He affords a certain agency to the individual memory as it moves between groups, or 

absorbs a complicated medley of memories. Nevertheless, there is what Paul 

Ricoeur (1913–2005) refers to as a ‘surprising dogmatism’ which favours the status 

of the collective over the individual (Ricoeur 2004, 122–23). In fact, at one point, 

Halbwachs suggests that individual memory is merely ‘a viewpoint on the collective 

memory’ (Halbwachs 1980, 48). 

 

Halbwachs is generally acknowledged as a major source of inspiration for Rossi, but 

this association may be overstated; for example, it overshadows the extent to which 

Rossi’s architecture is orientated towards the individual memory. There is also the 

relatively complex issue, which will be taken up in later chapters, regarding the 

definition of collective memory as it applies to Rossi’s aesthetic devices; or to the 

abstract as opposed to the figurative or evidently symbolic elements of his 

architecture; which theorists can easily equate with collective memory as a social 

phenomenon. In short, while the concept of collective memory can be readily 

associated with that which is social and symbolic, this raises the question of how to 

account for collective reactions to aesthetic characteristics that may be based, for 

instance, on Rossi’s use of scale, repetition, extension, or duality (Fig. 1.1).  
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Figure 1. 1: The aesthetic and symbolic aspects of Aldo Rossi’s architecture; (a) Cannaregio West, Venice (1980); 
(b) Teatro de las Indias, Seville (1987–89) 

 
While Rossi’s architecture is predominantly ‘abstract’, he employs a particular set of 

aesthetic characteristics, or devices, that are intended to impact on a common or 

collective memory, and to retain that capacity over time. The notion that there are 

certain long-standing aesthetic and narrative consistencies, on which Rossi draws as 

he attempts to devise an architecture that relates to memory, is examined in Chapter 

3 with regard to the evolution of history and memory as it relates to Italian 

architecture, and to the manner in which Italians are traditionally embedded in built or 

urban space. Thus, Rossi’s confidence in a set of relatively stable architectural 

devices that function in terms of memory, and the evidence drawn from Italian history 

and culture, may be set alongside Halbwachs’ portrayal of collective memory as 

dynamic and ever-changing; and at another level, against Bergson’s 

conceptualisation of habit memory.  

 

While Halbwachs’ conceptualisation of collective memory raises a number of 

questions, it suits an understanding of social meanings associated with type and 

style; and with the narrative face of public monuments. There is also a great deal 

more to Halbwachs’ work than the concept of collective memory; for example, in that 

he recognises the significance of place, major buildings, and elements of the city in 

relation to the maintenance of memories and the mnemonics of social practices. He 
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also distinguishes between the conceptualisation of a space and its physical reality to 

the point that different memories can be attached to a given environment. His view of 

memory also extends to the issue of individuation; a point that he demonstrates in 

relation to a visit to London with three friends, an architect, a historian, and an artist, 

who find in the city different elements around which their memories are wrapped 

(Halbwachs 1980, 23–24, 131). However, while allowing for individuation, he holds 

that ‘the collective … has the best chance of … enduring where it concentrates on 

places’ ( Halbwachs 1992, 137–38; 1980, 156). Particular groups are seen to be 

encased in relatively stable environments (Pirani 2011, xix). For example, a family 

may develop memories of a dwelling and its objects – memories that may be 

stretched to cover housing typologies, class, and social identities. In fact, Halbwachs 

not only recognises that ‘buildings acquire meaning for the group’, but he also 

‘attributes special importance to the city-space’ and to those parts of the city that are 

rendered ‘distinct by social stratification’. While for the family, the home is a place of 

memories and of its continued existence, religious groups are also seen to hang their 

collective memories on appointed buildings and sites which support the group’s 

‘claim to be unchanging’ – a notion that might be adapted to cover other elements of 

the city that are imbued with social, cultural, or political status; for example, as 

illustrated by the appointment of Cairo’s Tahrir Square as a representative place of 

the Arab Spring (Whitehead 2009, 136; Rockhill 2014, 25). Essentially, collective 

memories are seen by Halbwachs to unfold within spatial frameworks, and within ‘the 

arrangement of cities’; and in that respect, many of Rossi’s sketches illustrate his 

conceptualisation of memory, type, and the city (Halbwachs 1980, 140) (Fig. 1.2). 
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Figure 1. 2: (a) Aldo Rossi and Carlo Aymonino, sketch, A Francesco: Carlo & Aldo nella stessa Roma (1986); (b) 
Aldo Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 23 

 
Halbwachs is also interested in how major changes to the city impact on memory; for 

instance, with respect to the reorganisation of central Paris under Georges-Eugène 

(Baron) Haussmann (1909–91). While he recognises how collective memories are 

nested within spatial frameworks, he also notes how continuity or change may 

condition the passage of memories between generations; a concept that is also of 

interest to Rossi (Rossi 1982, 142–43). Halbwachs’ view of the fragmented nature of 

memory, of the role of external stimuli, and how memories are recovered and ‘fitted 

together under suitable stimuli’ is compatible with Rossi’s image of memory as 

frammenti (fragments) (MAXXI, D8/14) (Halbwachs 1980, 50–63; Whitehead 2009, 

26). 

 

However, while the value of Halbwachs’ work is greater than is implied by his 

association with the concept of collective memory, there is a ‘surprising dogmatism’ 

that separates, not only individual from collective memory, but also memory from 

history. Collective memory is taken to relate to conditions that may be shorter than 

‘the average span of a human life’ (Whitehead 2009, 131). Thus, a social group will 

generally have participated in the events associated with its memories. Meanwhile, 

history arises only when the ‘past is no longer included within the sphere of thought 
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of existing groups’ – or as Whitehead explains, ‘it is only once social groups have 

disappeared and their thoughts and memories have vanished that history preserves 

and fixes the past’ (Halbwachs 1980, 106; Whitehead 2009, 131). In effect, history is 

primarily concerned with major forms of change (Halbwachs 1980, 85–86). It is a 

collection of notable facts, and of past events recorded in books and learned in 

schools. It follows therefore, that while collective memory is an assembly of living 

fragments and immediate experiences, history is constructed, or evaluated in 

accordance with underlying needs and rules (Boyer 1996, 26). 

 

 

1.2 Memory Crisis 
 

The distinctions drawn by Halbwachs between the individual and collective memory 

and between memory and history, have been adopted by a number of theorists; for 

instance, by Pierre Nora and M. Christine Boyer. They also constitute a background 

against which some theorists have generated the concept of a memory crisis. For 

example, Nora speaks of ‘rupture’, ‘rapid spillage’ and an acceleration of history to 

the point that ‘anything and everything may disappear’ (Nora 2007, 144). Within that 

vacuum, we are taught to ‘speak so much of memory because there is so little of it 

left’. According to Nora there has been an irrevocable break, a process of ‘interior 

decolonization’ that has resulted from rapid change, the disappearance of older 

cultures, and an inability to bring forward values and memories in the face of new 

media and ‘the ephemeral film of current events’ (Nora 2007, 144–45). For Nora, 

there is a difference between real memory, as in the ‘social and unviolated’ memory 

of primitive and archaic societies, and history as a vehicle through which, propelled 

by change, ‘our hopelessly forgetful modern societies … organise the past’. History is 

memory that ‘has been stretched to its convulsive limit’ (Nora 2007, 145). As history 

is subject to processes that involve its intellectualisation and politicisation, it cannot 

claim to be innocent. Rather, in ‘running a knife between the tree of memory and the 

bark of history’ its true mission is ‘to suppress and destroy’ (Nora 2007, 146–48). 

 

Whitehead also refers to a memory crisis that emerged in the nineteenth century, and 

which was linked to the accelerating processes of modernisation, industrialisation, 

and the destruction of traditional communities (Whitehead 2009, 84). She adopts 
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Richard Terdiman’s (1993) notion of a crisis that reaches back to the dislocating 

effects of the French Revolution; an idea that is stretched to cover a gradual build-up 

to the current state of crisis under the ever-increasing effects of social, cultural, and 

technological processes (Whitehead 2009, 85–86). Similarly, Boyer notes that 

whereas memory once moved slowly ‘from place to place’, the new history is digital, 

global and instant (Boyer 1996, 66–67). In The City of Collective Memory (1996), 

Boyer sifts through the theory of memory for ideas that support the notion of a crisis. 

She attacks postmodernism for the manner in which architects use history as a 

storehouse of prefigured forms, for its sense of falsity and loss, its ‘blasé indifference 

to collective experience’, and a ‘numbness’ that permeates the public realm and the 

city (Boyer 1996, 175, 481). Boyer also speaks of early twentieth-century modernism 

in terms of ‘breaking with the past’, and ‘blowing up the continuum of tradition’. 

Postmodernism is heavily criticised as a movement in which traditions are ‘invented’, 

and history is marketed, commodified, and misrepresented (Boyer 1996, 5). In that 

respect, Boyer echoes Halbwachs’ distinction between the living or collective memory 

and history as a compilation of abstract intellectual reconstructions and debased, or 

faked, reflections of the past. Moreover, Boyer holds that the crisis facing memory 

follows from advancing technologies, and from the computer and new media which 

are seen to generate memory as something that is ephemeral, unstable, and 

characterised by rapidity, absentmindedness, repetition, the spectacular, and an 

expansion in the nature of choice (Boyer 1996, 26, 66–67). Ultimately, memory as 

‘rapid history’ is differentiated from the old memory of the collective, which was alive 

and could not be appropriated, was laboriously written down, relatively stable, and 

free of the ‘cut and paste’ processes of postmodernism (Boyer 1996, 67). 

 

Whitehead also touches on a theme that is important in terms of both Rossi and 

recent literature in memory studies; namely, the notion that society may be 

‘displaced’ with respect to its collective memory (Whitehead 2009, 39). Inherent in 

Whitehead’s examination of the expansion of memory there is the issue of its 

displacement, or destruction. For example, over centuries, an increasing rate of 

development in the physical city and in its underlying cultural, political and economic 

processes led, in turn to the relatively sudden and profound changes wrought under 

post-war ‘modernism’; whose effects Rossi interpreted as an assault on memory that 

needed to be offset. For Andreas Huyssen that rate of change has given rise to a 
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culture that is dislocated to the point that it ‘is obsessed with the issue of memory’, 

and with heritage and the past; a situation that, as discussed below, is seen to 

amount to a ‘memory crisis’ (Huyssen 2012, 3).  

 

The camera is also seen to have allowed memory to be ‘recontextualized’, and film 

and photography are taken to be ‘destructive devices eradicating the fragile inner 

connections linking experience to perception’ (Boyer 1996, 484–85). The general 

proliferation of information is said to have led to a ‘diminution of experience’ and a 

‘qualitative decline’ (Boyer 1996, 23, 282). Boyer is also suspicious of the museum as 

‘a memory device’ based on fictional images curated by art historians, 

archaeologists, and antiquarians (Boyer 1996, 133). She notes how the museum 

intellectualises memory as it attempts to replicate the passage of time through the 

sequencing of galleries, or the ‘spatialization of knowledge’ that may be set in terms 

of periods or styles. Ultimately, Boyer presents the fate of memory in terms of the 

trivialisation of ‘every lived event and actuality’. History is the embodiment of a 

‘fictional museum’, and life is beset by fragmentation, the ill effects of machine 

production, ‘a loss of aura and a lapse into historicism’ (Boyer 1996, 136–37). 

Meanwhile, the city represents a rupture in ‘the continuum of traditional experience 

and remembrance’ (Boyer 1996, 23–24). Urban life is said to be impoverished 

beyond recognition as an unbridgeable gulf now separates the quality ‘of the 

forgotten city from the space of electronic transmissions’ (Boyer 1996, 493).  

 

For other theorists, the memory crisis is overlaid by the idea that a form of memory 

may survive, for example, in certain places or monuments that qualify as loci 

memoriae, or lieux de mémoire (F. A. Yates 1992, 6). For Nora, such ‘sites of 

memory’ are invested with symbolic significance. However, while they may offset the 

ascendency of history over memory, they exist because milieux de mémoire, or real 

environments of memory, no longer exist (Nora 2007, 145–45). Their loss has 

resulted, for example, from the demise of peasant cultures and from globalisation – 

otherwise, in a world of true memory every gesture, however mundane, would be 

experienced as ‘the ritual repetition of a timeless practice’ or as a true ‘act and 

meaning’ (Nora 2007, 145). In short, lieux de mémoire represent tendencies that 

have barely survived in an age that ‘calls out for memory because it has abandoned 

it’; and in which museums, festivals, and monuments act as the ‘boundary stones’ of 
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nostalgia (Nora 2007, 149).   

 

However, Halbwachs’ efforts to separate between history and collective memory are 

subject to criticism; for example, Jan Assmann (1995) notes the existence of 

‘leakages’ across what Halbwachs takes to be an impenetrable boundary. In 

opposition to Halbwachs, Assmann introduces the notion of a cultural memory that is 

underpinned, for example, by various media, rites, ceremonies, and monuments,  

through which history and memory may be united (Assmann 1995, 125–26). 

Similarly, Hans-Georg Gadamer (1900–2002) promotes an image of the intermingling 

of memory and tradition (Gadamer 2011, 180–82). In short, rather than the 

classification of forms of memory, and the creation of unsustainable dualities, 

Gadamer and others suggest how historical ‘facts’ form part of collective memory. In 

addition, theorists note how the memories that Halbwachs allocates to particular 

groups may be said to fall within a unifying ‘memory en masse’ – and in turn, how 

that shared bank of memories functions in line with an immediate set of cultural, 

political, and other forces (Foot 2009, 5–6). For example, Jay Winter touches on how 

history and memory are fused together within cultural and political structures; and on 

how they ‘infuse each other’, and ‘overlap’ in too many ways to be considered as 

pure categories (Winter 2006, 5–6). He holds that when ‘braided together in the 

public domain’ history and memory inform ‘our shifting and contested understandings 

of the past’. The contestable nature of history and its relationship to memory has also 

been examined by E. H. Carr (1892–1982). In What is History? (first published in 

1961) Carr questions the nineteenth-century view that history is simply the 

accumulation of facts. He argues that, in assembling such facts, the historian will 

have come to an ‘a priori decision’ with regard to their nature and relevance (Carr 

1990, 7–15). Equally, while the nineteenth-century ‘fetishism of facts’  was 

underpinned by a ‘fetishism of documents’, such documents reflected the positions 

adopted by individuals, and in turn, by historians who were rooted in a particular 

social, cultural and political structure (Carr 1990, 16). Similarly, the Italian historian 

Benedetto Croce (1866–1952) argues that all history is ‘contemporary history’ in that 

the decisions made by historians with respect to historical events are coloured by 

‘present needs and present situations wherein those events vibrate’ (Croce 1941, 

19). In the 1980s, the debate on history was influenced by post-modern theory, and 

the idea that history is ‘only one discourse among many’ (Evans 2004, 3). In fact, 
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Evans takes the argument a step further by questioning whether history differs from 

literature – an idea that might be seen, not only to challenge the separation of history 

and memory, but to promote an image of how architecture, literature, and all other 

facets of life run together within the realm of a all-embracing ‘lived memory’ (Evans 

2004, 62). 

 

Within the literature on memory there is also opposition to the idea that memory can 

be categorised as true or false, and to the manner in which theorists speak of a 

memory crisis. For example, Whitehead argues that, while Nora points to the demise 

of ‘real memory’, he risks retreating into a nostalgic idealisation of the past and the 

creation of ‘too binary an opposition between a living memory … and the abstract 

rationalizations of history’ (Whitehead 2009, 142). Equally, Nora’s view of the 

artificiality of lieux de mémoire raises the question of whether history can be 

separated from memory, as opposed to the notion that history is a facet of memory 

as a living, immediate, and essentially neurological process. Granted Boyer and 

others may justly claim that postmodernity has resulted in a further ‘hollowing out’ of 

history, a dilution brought about by countless small acts of appropriation that are 

driven, for example, by political opportunism, commodification, or the social and 

economic functions of ‘heritage’. As Nora suggests, there is a ‘distance’ to the 

monument and the museum that results from the parcelling up of a past that is 

largely removed from the actual nature of previous experience. There is also an ever-

enlarging volume of history that runs together with the expansion of media and the 

means of communication. Nevertheless, Nora’s proposition that history, as bark, has 

been ripped from the tree of true memory is open to question; mainly because a 

more materialist approach might offset the notion of a ‘tearing away’ of history from 

memory – or might demonstrate that even evident forms of historicism are embedded 

in the living processes of memory as determined, for example, by the nature of 

cultural and political structures. In fact, while lamenting the demise of ‘real memory’, 

Boyer also suggests that ‘the art of selling now dominates [postmodern] urban 

space’, and that the real failure of postmodernity lies in an inability to recognise the 

nature of power, and of the interests that control ‘cultural enterprises’ (Boyer 1996, 

65). Similarly, Nora recognises that history is never free of ‘the nature of political 

intent’, while noting a ‘dramatic increase in the uses made of the past for political and 

commercial purposes (Nora 2011, 146–47, 441). 
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For Rossi the question of the separation of memory and history is important; firstly, 

because it is fundamental to the question of how memory is defined and therefore to 

how it should be defined with respect to architecture, and to Rossi. Secondly, it is 

central to the issue of falsity, or the possibility of an artificiality that is the opposite of 

‘true memory’. The accusation of falsity has been raised by a number of theorists 

against postmodernism and its use of historical devices (Jameson 1985, 114). It also 

is central to the question of whether the architecture of Rossi can be classified as 

artificial. For example, for Norberg-Schulz, Rossi is a postmodernist whose 

architecture is based on historically frozen and artificially appointed ‘types’ (Norberg-

Schulz 2000, 142). However, there are those theorists for whom all memory is true 

memory; and all architecture, including that of postmodernism and of Rossi, exists 

within a world of real human processes, and active cultural, political, and economic 

forces (P. Malone 2018, 155). Equally, with respect to architecture, arguably there 

are no artificial states, no ‘semantic voids’, invalid styles, or misplaced aesthetic 

configurations (Colquhoun 1988, 14; 1989, 16). In that respect, Rossi’s architecture 

does not carry any sense of those voids and dualities that occupy Boyer and Nora. 

Rather, there is an inclusive attitude to memory, and to the inseparability of history 

and memory; which renders Rossi closer in spirit to Benjamin than to Halbwachs.  

 

 

1.2. The importance of Walter Benjamin 
 

With respect to memory, the work of Benjamin is distinguished by an attention to 

detail, a depth and generosity of spirit, and an ability to bridge between ideas and 

methodologies (Eiland and Jennings 2014, 4). Susan Buck-Morss notes how 

Benjamin’s ‘materialism’ is underpinned by his ambition ‘to bridge the gap between 

everyday experience and traditional academic concerns, actually to achieve that 

phenomenological hermeneutic of the profane world which Heidegger only 

pretended’ (Buck-Morss 1989, 3–4). That same sense of inclusion is evident in 

Benjamin’s ambition to bridge between high theory and the ‘profane world’ of the 

living city (Bloch 1968, 22; Buck-Morss 1989, 23). 

 

For Benjamin, modernity is a cultural, political, and economic fact; and the city is an 
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expression of a defining economic and social order whose nature is represented by 

the objects and commodities of everyday life. In part, that life is characterised in 

terms of the nature of production and consumption, and allied tendencies towards 

social fragmentation, commodification, and the marginalisation of experience. In 

unveiling those facets of modernity, Benjamin’s primary goal is to expose the 

potential for ‘reconstruction’, or amelioration – an outcome that he seeks to promote 

by exposing the meanings carried by everyday ‘objects’, or by liberating ‘the 

artefact … from the suffocation of its context’ (Gilloch 1997, 112, 115). Thus, for 

example, in exposing the nature of Parisian arcades Benjamin sought to ‘make 

manifest that which lies hidden and forgotten’. The task of ‘unveiling’ is facilitated by 

Benjamin’s use of the thought-image; a mechanism that relies on poetic freedom, an 

evident measure of inclusivity, and Benjamin’s wide-ranging intellect. For Benjamin 

the ‘whetted axe’ of reason is less useful than the ‘nimble unpicking of the knotted 

threads of myth and modernity’ (Gilloch 1997, 109). There is an element of reason; 

for example in that Benjamin draws a distinction between deeply embedded 

experience (Erfahrung)  and ‘conscious perception’ (Erlebnis) – a distinction akin to 

Proust’s separation between involuntary and voluntary memory (Benjamin 1968, 

163). However, Benjamin does not dwell on such divisions in that collective and 

autobiographical forms of memory are seen to flow together. Equally, while memory 

and history are taken to be inseparable, within the city, ‘one encounters those cultural 

forms and artefacts which seek to define the past and articulate its relationship with 

the present’ (Frow 2007, 150–51; Gilloch 1997, 77).  

 

 

1.2.1 The Arcades Project 
 

The Arcades Project (Das Passagen-Werk, first published posthumously in 1982) 

illustrates Benjamin’s approach to both memory and the city. The work consists of a 

number of parts that were written over the period 1927–40, and which were left 

behind by Benjamin when he fled Paris to escape the Gestapo in June 1940. 

Although popularly associated with Parisian arcades, the work also looks to Paris as 

a city and ‘more than a century of the city’s most minute historical details’ (Buck-

Morss 1989, 5). It embodies images of crowded avenues, new department stores, 

grand hotels, railway stations, promenades, great exhibitions, and an urbanism 
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backed by the emerging media of film, photography, newspapers, novels, and a 

rampant press. It touches on fashion, kitsch souvenirs, wax figures, gaslight, iron 

construction, metros, hashish, high art, and prostitution. It expresses Benjamin’s 

sensitivity to large and small meanings embedded in Paris; and in its arcades as 

passageways in which the private and the public, and a flux of small retail outlets and 

various trades, are gathered under structures of iron and glass. 

 

While the first Parisian arcades appeared in the mid-1780s (Galeries de Bois and 

Galeries du Palais Royale), the period 1818–45 saw the creation of a number of 

other arcades in Paris; which for Benjamin, represented a peg on which he could 

hang various interrelated concerns. As places of new and luxury goods the Parisian 

arcades signalled much that Benjamin had to say about modernity – although as 

ageing structures they also contained the ‘hieroglyphic’ fragments of an older 

modernity and its metropolis. They are seen by Benjamin to represent the ills of 

modernisation, the interiorisation of the street, and an ‘embourgeoised’ space that 

might exclude the poor and working class (Buck-Morss 1989, 39; Gilloch 1997, 125) 

(Fig. 1.3). 

 

 
Figure 1. 3: Arcade, Paris circa 1900  

 
The Arcades Project illustrates different facets of Benjamin’s approach to memory, 
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modernity, and the city. It combines the ‘metaphysical’ with a stiffening Marxism that 

is typical of his later work. It castigates the city as the ‘locus of modern capitalism and 

of exploitation, injustice, alienation and the diminution of human experience’; but also 

portrays the city as a place within which memory can encounter powerful and 

satisfying engagements (Gilloch 1997, 1). In effect, the arcade is a source of 

exhilaration and despair, and ‘a magical place where the wonderful and the terrible 

existed simultaneously’ (Hoffman 1983, 147). 

 

Benjamin’s approach to the Parisian arcade is matched to his portrayal of the flâneur, 

a figure to which he was first drawn in the late 1920s. The flâneur may sample life in 

a manner that is relatively removed, but there is also engagement as memories 

promoted by the city, or the arcade, are ignited in a flux of ephemeral perceptions 

and an intermingling of the present and the past (Savage and Warde 1993, 137). The 

flâneur is both distracted observer and passionate spectator – although over time, 

Benjamin’s portrayal of the flâneur reflects a general shift from a ‘metaphysical’ 

attachment to memory and thoughts of a better future, to an image of the 1930s as a 

period in which the flâneur hovers between disengagement and  compliance in a 

world of increasing nationalism, xenophobia, and racism (Buck-Morss 1989, 304; 

Gilloch 1997, 16). 

 
Benjamin’s ability to span between the poles of despair and delight is not confined to 

The Arcades Project. In other writings the city is again portrayed as the site of both 

modernity and the ‘mythic powers’ of even the smallest objects. There is both a 

disconcerting reality and an underlying enchantment; which is exposed by means of 

Benjamin’s talent for observation, and the thought-images that follow, for example, 

from his evocative explorations of Berlin, Naples, and Moscow. Similarly, Benjamin’s 

One Way Street (Einbahnstraße) (1928) celebrates the ‘profane motifs’ that enliven 

the modern city while he highlights the degradation that results from mass 

production, modern technologies, and the demise of aura as the traditional power of 

the original. In place of the unique, mechanical reproduction substitutes multiple 

copies. Nevertheless, reproduction also gives rise to a new world of objects, mythical 

images, and sensory distractions; and to a world that involves both the first ‘mass 

marketing of dreams’ and the means of their repudiation (Buck-Morss 1989, 284). 
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There are a number of points at which Rossi’s approach to memory can be compared 

to that of Benjamin. First, both figures are involved in a confrontation with modernity; 

although there are dissimilarities with regard to their intellectual concerns, and 

differences associated with place and time – which in the case of Rossi follow from 

the fact that his resistance is to post-war modernism and the effects of Italy’s 

‘economic miracle’ on the physical city, and on the city as a structure of signs and 

memories. Secondly, there is both joy and despair in Benjamin’s and Rossi’s 

approaches to memory. Thirdly, there is the important issue of inclusivity, as both 

Benjamin and Rossi see the city as a web of mnemonic devices and engaging signs. 

The way in which they approach memory reflects how it is defined, for example, 

within major elements of literature or the arts. Benjamin’s work stands at the 

intersection of different approaches to memory and to the city, at a time when the city 

had become a major object of study. Moreover, Rossi supplements his understanding 

of memory through reference to some of the same figures cited by Benjamin. 

 

Benjamin’s perception of the flâneur is commonly linked to Charles Baudelaire 

(1821–67), in whose work Benjamin encounters a figure who exercises an acute but 

ambivalent, awareness while floating ‘adrift on the waves of the urban crowd’ (Eiland 

and Jennings 2014, 492). Benjamin’s open-handed treatment of memory is also 

likened to that of Proust (Gilloch 1997, 19; Buck-Morss 1989, 5). Together with Franz 

Hessel (1880–1941) (Benjamin’s Berlin editor), Benjamin initiated a translation of 

Proust's In Search of Lost Time in 1926–27; that is, in the period in which he began 

work on what was to become The Arcades Project. He declared In Search of Lost 

Time to be an outstanding literary achievement; thereby recognising the value of a 

work in which there is an ‘attentiveness to ordinary objects’, and to the entire ‘activity 

of the intelligible body’ (Eiland and Jennings 2014, 327). Similarly, while Benjamin 

also looks to the ‘everyday hour’, he recognises in Proust a shared sense of an 

intertwining of past and present that is embodied in the ‘moment of actualization’, and 

in the ‘now of recognizability’ (Benjamin 1994, 290). 

 
The Arcades Project is also associated with the work of Louis Aragon (1897–1982), 

whose Le paysan de Paris (1926) was held by Benjamin to be ‘the best book about 

Paris’ (Buck-Morss 1989, 256). It was also a work in which Benjamin found 

resonances with his own intellectual tendencies, and ‘an archaic form of 
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philosophizing naïvely caught up in nature’ (Benjamin and Adorno 1999, 88). While it 

is described by Buck-Morss as the story of a peasant who wanders through Paris 

intoxicated by a new ‘landscape of commodity fetishes’, it was discovered by 

Benjamin as he evolved his ‘first sketches’ for The Arcades Project. 

  

Although James Joyce’s (1882–1941) Ulysses (first published in Paris in 1922) was 

apparently unknown to Benjamin, The Arcades Project and Ulysses ‘constitute two 

works … which best represent the reality of urban life’ (Eiland and Jennings 2014, 

327; Boscagli and Duffy 2011, 9). The flânerie of Joyce’s Leopold Bloom and his 

memory-filled encounters in the streets of Dublin constitute a compelling reference 

(Jones and Duffy 2011). It is also a reference that can be linked to Rossi; albeit, in 

the form of Rossi’s references to Joyce’s Dubliners (1914) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

44). Although of an earlier age, it is also tempting to look for linkages between 

Benjamin and the Impressionists; and for example, to Gustave Caillebotte (1848–

1894) and Édouard Manet (1831–83) as artists who addressed modernity and 

urbanism as expressed in the nature of Parisian life. Caillebotte is particularly 

interesting in that his work carries a sense of realism and an almost photographic 

detailing of bourgeois Paris (Herbert 1988, 19) (Fig. 1.4). 

 

 
Figure 1. 4: Gustave Caillebotte, Paris Street, Rainy Day (Rue de Paris, Temps de Pluie) (1877) 

 
In Young Man at the Window (1876), Caillebotte covered themes that echoed those 
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of contemporary literature, and which were later taken up by Benjamin. There is a 

sense of the socio-spatial significance of interior and exterior space, and of the role 

of the bourgeois apartment in the ‘interiorisation’ of life. The figure in Caillebotte’s 

painting is taken to represent ‘the thoughtful observer, the characteristic urban 

person who …. [is] in the act of seeking the meaning of private interior versus public 

exterior’; or a figure that suggests the allied themes of ‘interiorisation’ and the flâneur 

(Herbert 1988, 19) (Fig. 1.5). 

 

 
Figure 1. 5: Gustave Caillebotte, Young Man at His Window (Jeune homme à sa fenêtre) (1875) 

 
Benjamin’s work can also be associated with Eugène Atget’s (1859–1927) evocative 

photographs of the ordinary streets of Paris, or Gustave Doré’s (1832–83) attempts 

to capture ‘immediate memories’ of London (Boyer 1996, 282, 485; Lopes 2015, 39–

41).  Atget’s Shop Window (1890) expresses an underlying theme of The Arcades 

Project; namely, that sense of how commodification binds the individual into a society 

that is rooted in modernity. In fact, in Atget’s image, the manikins appear to be frozen 
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in the act of becoming that which is consumed (Fig. 1.6). 

 

 
Figure 1. 6: Eugène Atget, Shop Window, circa 1890 

 
Arguably, the work of Baudelaire, Caillebotte, Atget, and many other figures 

amounted to a general ‘movement’ that reflected a new and open awareness of 

memory and the city. While cinema eventually emerged as an element of that 

‘movement’, it is also another basis on which Benjamin and Rossi may be compared. 

Again, there are differences in the nature of their interests, but both Benjamin and 

Rossi view built space and cinema as co-existing structures of signs that run together 

within collective memory. Benjamin was deeply interested in film and photography as 

elements of modernity, and of the age of mechanical reproduction in which they were 

seen to play a major role in the mass manufacture of dreams within an enlarging 

world of objects and meanings. For Benjamin, film is both an adjunct of consumption 

and a means through which images flood into the ‘new social modernity’ (Eiland and 

Jennings 2014, 492). It is a major factor in the ‘memory upsurge’ that characterises 

modern society (Nora 2007, 144). It is also part of a visual order in which multiple 

fragments are assembled according to ‘a new law’, which provides fresh ‘optical 

approaches to the essence of the city’ (Buck-Morss 1989, 268–69; Benjamin 1997, 

298). Images and memories are released into space in a manner that is less 
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institutionalised, and more fluid than was suggested by Halbwachs’ bounded 

understanding of space and society. As with the arcade, for Benjamin film and 

photography are the products of modernity, but also a means to understand and 

resist its effects. There is the potential for resistance, as the erosion ‘of memory’s 

inner world by the shocks of modernity’ goes hand-in-hand with the possibility to think 

critically ‘under modern conditions’ (Radstone 2010, 329; Benjamin 1968, 182). In 

short, film and the arcade are places in which ‘cultural contradictions could be best 

revealed’, but also criticised (Savage and Warde 1993, 123, 133–34). Thus, for 

Benjamin, as for the Czech structuralist Jan Mukařovský (1891–1975), the staccato 

nature of Charlie Chaplin’s (1889–1977) film performances mirrored the clockwork 

processes of capitalism and modernity (Leslie 2000, 137; Mukařovský 1978, 171–77) 

(Fig. 1.7). 

 

 
Figure 1. 7: Charlie Chaplin, scene from Modern Times (1936) 

 
Benjamin’s view of film and the city as products of a modernity can also be used to 

position his work in relation to Siegfried Kracauer (1889–1966). There are obvious 

points of comparison; for example, in that Kracauer’s essays The Mass Ornament, 

Two Planes, Analysis of a City Map, and The Hotel Lobby (1963) emphasise ‘the 

materiality … of the city, its commonplace objects, textures, and surface structures’. 

Benjamin’s relationship with Kracauer took on a new intensity with the publication of 

Kracauer’s essay Travel and Dance (1925); in which dance and its temporal-spatial 
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‘passions’ are seen as a means of coping with the ‘boredom and sameness’ of 

modern life. Thus, the massed geometric precision of Hollywood’s dancers is taken to 

parody ‘the linear assembly line and the efficiency of Taylorized body movements’ 

(Boyer 1996, 118) (Fig. 1.8). 

 

  
Figure 1. 8: Tiller Girls, The Mass Fashion Ornament: Siegfried Kracauer on Entertainment and Fashion 

 
Kracauer also treats buildings and their interiors as ornaments of distraction; as 

extensions of an artificial world of superficial appearances. Equally, the city is a 

buffeting place of nervous energy, a labyrinth of sudden and fragmenting cultural 

shocks that the spectator absorbs in a dreamlike trance. That largely negative view of 

the city can be allied to that of Simmel’s The Metropolis and Mental Life (1903), or 

Fritz Lang’s (1890–1976) film Metropolis (1927); works which portray the city as a 

place where identities and freedoms are eroded as social divisions, alienation, and 

fractured relationships rise to the surface. 

 

Kracauer’s relatively despondent view of film and the city differs from Benjamin’s, 

which is more generous and redemptive. However, both figures see memory and the 

city as a complex amalgamation of meanings; the nature of which is captured by 

means of the thought-image. With time, the pool of writers, artists, and thinkers who 
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hold comparable approaches to memory and the city has expanded; for example, to 

include the poetic imagination of Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962), the arcades and 

towers of Giorgio de Chirico, the memory-filled corridors of the painter Arduino 

Cantàfora, and the layered urban imagery of Richard Estes (Fig. 1.9). 

 

     
Figure 1. 9: (a) Arduino Cantàfora, Avec le temps (2006); (b) Richard Estes, Drugs (1970) 

 
While that ‘pool’ can be taken to include Aldo Rossi, clearly there are differences 

between its many contributors. For example, Benjamin balances the material and the 

metaphysical in a manner not replicated in Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1958) 

– which adopts an evidently phenomenological approach to ‘the sites of our intimate 

lives’ (Bachelard 2014, 30). Bachelard holds that all inhabited space ‘bears the 

essence of the notion of home’, and sees childhood as a period within which future 

memories are seeded (Bachelard 2014, 27; Szondi 2006, 18–22). However, the 

imagery generated by Bachelard, Cantàfora, or Estes may be defined in terms of an 

open-ended attention to detail that suggests the shared use of the thought-image. 

 

In Benjamin’s writings, the thought-image facilitates a creative intelligence that is 

used to expose the nature of memories which are lodged in space and the city. The 

‘new is permeated with the old’, and philosophical insights are carried on the back of 

poetic images (Eiland and Jennings 2014, 491). One thing is allowed to lead to 

another, as with ‘the beads of a rosary’ (Buck-Morss 1989, 7). The thought-image 
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underpins Benjamin’s role as a ‘rag-picker’ whose observations are drawn from the 

debris of consumption and modern life; and also as an open-hearted collector of 

small and powerful signs that accumulate in cities and in collective memory – and in 

that role he is comparable to Rossi, for whom small and everyday objects play major 

roles in the life of memory (Fig. 1.10).  

 

   
Figure 1. 10: Aldo Rossi, Sketches (a) Interno con stampa (Interior with etching) (October 1991); (b) Quaderni 
Azzurri 40 

 

The thought-image is central to Benjamin’s evocative style of writing; it involves the 

amalgamation of thoughts and images, and mirrors the processes of human 

perception and discovery. Benjamin refers to a ‘prompt language’; through which the 

trivial may become important, and a materialist perspective may be embedded in 

graphic imagery (Benjamin 1997, 45). In effect, the power of the thought-image  

follows from the unrestrained nature of Benjamin’s view of the city as a network of 

signs: 

 

In the modern city … the “threatening and alluring face” of myth was alive and 
everywhere. It peered out of wall posters advertising “toothpaste for giants”, 
and whispered its presence in the most rationalized urban plans that, “with 
their uniform streets and endless rows of buildings, have realized the 
dreamed-of architecture of the ancients: the labyrinth.” It appeared, 
prototypically, in the arcades, where the “commodities are suspended and 
shoved together in such boundless confusion … like images out of the most 
incoherent dreams”.  

(Benjamin 1997, 132; 1999, 1007) 
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The thought-image is also a mechanism that can account for the small details and 

minutiae of the city. Thus, for Benjamin: 

 
Glossy enamelled shop signs are a wall decoration as good as, if not better 
than, an oil painting in the drawing room of a bourgeois; walls with their “Post 
No Bills” are its writing desk, newspaper stands its libraries, mailboxes its 
bronze busts, benches its bedroom furniture, and the café terrace is the 
balcony from which it looks down on its household. 

(Benjamin 1999, 423) 
 

Benjamin and Rossi also share a tendency to draw on personal and childhood 

memories. In the early 1930s, Benjamin looked to recording images from his 

childhood in Berlin, and to how the child sees the city at first sight. In A Berlin 

Childhood Around 1900 (first published in 1950), he unveils memories as fragments 

hung on covered markets, skating rinks, cafes, schoolrooms, and the Tiergarten. Of 

his grandmother’s apartment, he recalls the sense of bourgeois security afforded by 

over-furnished rooms, as opposed to the meanings carried by a loggia that was free 

of furniture and adults, and therefore more easily commandeered into a ‘myth-

enshrouded’ childhood (Benjamin 2006, 88–89; Buck-Morss 1989, 38–39). As a 

collector of children’s books, Benjamin sought to understand how children imagine an 

‘immediate’ world; and how they are drawn to ‘valueless’ things, to which they bring ‘a 

new intuitive relationship’ (Benjamin 1997, 53; Buck-Morss 1989, 262). Drawers 

become ‘arsenal and zoo, crime museum and crypt’, tin foil is hoarded silver, bricks 

are coffins, cacti are totem poles, and copper pennies are shields (Benjamin 1997, 

74). 

 

Ultimately, however, the power of the thought-image is demonstrated in Benjamin’s 

portraits of Naples, Moscow, Berlin, and Paris – and of Riga, a place in which he 

combines thought-images that are sparked by first encounters with a city and the 

anticipation of a planned encounter with his lover Asja Lācis (1891–1979). As 

reported by Benjamin: 

 
I had arrived in Riga to visit a woman friend …. For two hours I walked the 
streets in solitude …. From every gate a flame darted; each cornerstone 
sprayed sparks, and every streetcar came toward me like a fire engine. For 
she might have stepped out of the gateway, around the corner, been sitting in 
the streetcar …. For had she touched me with the match of her eyes, I would 
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have gone up like a powder keg. 
(Benjamin 1996, 1:461) 

 

Although Gilloch argues that Berlin and Paris were the ‘principle loci’ in Benjamin’s 

life, his essay Naples (published in the Frankfurter Zeitung in August, 1925) is an 

ideal example of the nature of the thought-image (Gilloch 1997, 23–24). As a place in 

which he was together with Theodor Adorno (1903–69), Kracauer, and Asja Lācis, 

Benjamin noted that Naples ‘filled the entire space in my heart’ (Benjamin 1994, 284). 

He explores Naples by means of equations that match human processes to the 

physical city. Naples is an essay about opposites: the public and the private; the 

interior and exterior; the profane and the sacred; the individual and the collective; the 

ruined and the new; the small micro functions of the street and the ritualised 

processions of the Church. Those opposites intertwine in the life of a city within which 

what is inside bleeds into the open, and thresholds are crossed as ‘architecture and 

action’ penetrate and shape each other (Gilloch 1997, 6, 25) (Fig. 1.11).  

 

 

 
Figure 1. 11: Street Scene, Naples (1950) 
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Naples is also portrayed as an anarchic labyrinth of transient and immediate actions 

in which ‘the stamp of the definite is avoided’ (Benjamin 1997, 169). There is a 

polarity between the profane acts of selling anything that can be sold and a city that 

is so infused with religious symbols that there is ‘a grain of Sunday’ in each weekday 

(Gilloch 1997, 43). Naples is also defined by the living rooms that descend to the 

street, and streets that ‘migrate into the living room’ (Benjamin 1997, 174). In Naples, 

the inclusive nature of Benjamin’s view of memory is reflected in how he unites form 

and function, and exposes the reciprocal relationships through which they are bound 

together. Distance in time and space is determined within the nature of experience – 

an idea that can be linked to the fact that photography and film are also seen by 

Benjamin to provide ‘models for the depiction of the urban complex’ (Gilloch 1997, 

61, 18). 

 

For Benjamin, memory and history form a single reality, which is held within the limits 

of existing human and social conditions (Elliott 2011, 131). In fact, in Benjamin’s 

writings there is the sense of a unifying corporeal or ‘neurological reality’; which when 

absent in the work of other theorists may facilitate the tendency to divide between the 

individual and collective memory, and between memory and history. Benjamin also 

demonstrates how memories and cultural values sit on aesthetic frameworks and 

dominant styles, which are part of a larger and complex mass of signs and 

associations. His thought-images also suggest how perception, or the ‘dialectics of 

seeing’, functions in the manner of a photographic plate; and how while ‘time 

deepens definition and contrast … the imprint of the image has been there from the 

start’ (Buck-Morss 1989, 6). As discussed in later chapters with respect to Rossi, that 

image of the sensitivity of the photographic plate is significant in that it allows for the 

manner in which ‘aesthetic meanings’ are converted, in microseconds, into evidently 

symbolic concepts or ‘whole memories’; or how, for example, the ‘developing print’ 

can give rise to meanings associated with type or style.  

 

The attention awarded to Benjamin is largely due to the fact that his approach to 

memory is as persistent, and unrestricted, as that of Rossi. While Benjamin’s work is 

significant in itself, it represents a way of looking at memory and the city whose 

origins are buried in the history of literature, painting, and philosophy, and which can 
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be said to unite figures such as Caillebotte and Benjamin, de Chirico and Rossi, or 

the architect and urban theorist Camillo Sitte (1843–1903) and the painter Thomas 

Adrian Fransioli (1906–1997) (Fig. 1.12) 

 

    
Figure 1. 12: Camillo Sitte, Votive Square, Vienna (1909); Thomas Adrian Fransioli, Street scene in Bar-le-Duc 
(1952) 

 

What those and many other figures have in common is an interest in values that 

relate to memory and to the maintenance of meanings carried by the city.  Over time, 

that interest in memory and the city was flanked by theory and literature associated, 

for example, with aesthetics, semiology and structuralism; through which the imagery 

of figures such as Sitte or Fransioli may be analysed. Equally, while it is possible to 

look to the architecture of Aldo Rossi in the light of memory studies, or the work of 

Halbwachs or Benjamin, the ‘mechanics’ of the role of memory in Rossi’s work, his 

use of particular aesthetic and symbolic elements, or of signs that promote 

associations within memory may also be examined.    

 
 

1.2.2 The mechanics of memory 
 

While semiology and structuralism represent large and heterogeneous bodies of 
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theory, they can be mined for material relating to architecture and built space. 

Semiology and structuralism are also important in that they formed part of a 

background against which many architects, including Rossi, developed approaches 

to architecture and memory in the 1960s–70s. In effect, how those areas of theory 

were interpreted within architecture afforded an intuitive sense of a vast web of 

discoverable linkages between entities and meanings, and a basis on which memory 

can be defined within a world of structures populated by signs (Eco 1997).    

 

Essentially, the sign is one element of a three-part ‘construction’ that can explain the 

passage of energy from external stimuli to the associative processes of memory and 

the mind. The nature of that construction is reflected, for example, in Erwin 

Panofsky’s (1892–1968) account of how the mind moves through a series of 

equations that span between an initial encounter and the memories that it evokes. 

Panofsky details a process that runs between an external event, an understanding of 

what it symbolises, and the onward passage of the mind to memories that are 

extrapolated from that initiating event (Panofsky 1939, 3–4). His explanation is 

couched in terms of two men who meet in the street: 

 

First, we extract the basic factual … meaning of the two gentlemen and the 
action of hat removing, then we discern the expressional meaning that gives 
nuance to the action … and, finally, we delve more deeply into the 
philosophical meaning of the event by examining the context of the greeting in 
terms of the hat remover's class, nationality, intellectual traditions, and so on. 

(Panofsky cited in Hart 1993, 535) 
 

A comparable three-step journey from external stimulus to an engagement with 

memory is outlined by Karl Mannheim, who suggests how the mind moves through 

three ‘strata of meaning’; that is, from the objective, to the expressive, and on to the 

documentary (Mannheim 1993, 148; Hart 1993, 545). That tripartite approach is also 

central to the work of Jan Mukařovský, who wound his understanding of literature, 

theatre, and aesthetics around the interrelated concepts of structure, sign, and 

function (Mukařovský 1978). For example, with respect to architecture the term 

structure might be taken to cover the aesthetic characteristics of the ‘object’; which 

might be a facade, a style, or even a minute physical entity or minor aesthetic 

characteristic. The sign represents the meaning (or meanings) carried by the 

structure – and it is a necessary middle step in that it allows for individuation or 



 
I/1 Memory: the Nature of Theory 

 

 
 

64 

latitude in the interpretation of the sign.  Finally, function represents how the sign 

impacts on the individual or collective consciousness. Thus, function is the final stage 

in the passage from perception to the realisation of associative meanings, and to 

behavioural or other responses that constitute the working processes of individual or 

social life. For instance, function ‘concerns the relation of the work of art [as structure 

and sign] to the perceiver and to society’ (Mukařovský 1977, 11). 

 

In addition to a preoccupation with art, Pierre Bourdieu (1930–2002) examines more 

mundane relationship between aesthetic structures, signs, and social and other 

meanings. For example, he charts how individual identities and systems of social 

relations are based on aesthetic characteristics, or styles, carried by factors such as 

housing, dress codes, fashion, cosmetic surgery, wrist watches, and crafted products. 

What Halbwachs sees as the domestic milieu of collective memory of the family is for 

Bourdieu a field within which the individual is tied to a particular set of socio-aesthetic 

dispositions (Bourdieu 1984, 312–14). Equally, for Mukařovský, certain memories 

may be seated in the furniture, décor, and objects of the dwelling – which constitute a 

structure that forms the physical and aesthetic basis of a complex web of signs and 

functions. In effect, the dwelling and its domestic objects are seen by Halbwachs, 

Mukařovský, and Bourdieu to constitute signs that are recognised by memory. 

Equally, for Bourdieu, housing is a variegated socio-aesthetic field; while for 

Halbwachs it is a milieu within which the individual memory is collectivised (Bourdieu 

2005; Thomson 2008, 70–71). In the terms set by Mukařovský, housing constitutes a 

particular physical and aesthetic structure, which carries signs that relate to a set of 

social and other functions. 

 

Thus, in general, there is the image of a mass of interrelationships that embody 

aesthetic components and allied meanings, and of an all-embracing ‘structuralism’ 

which can cover, for example, Halbwachs’ understanding of the dependence of a 

religious group on repeated actions that signal its adherence to a place. Equally, 

there is work in which the thought-image emerges against the background of 

structuralism or post-structuralism; which can also take the form of a celebration of 

aesthetic elements and the intensity of their attendant signs. As already mentioned, 

Bachelard analyses through poetic imagery. Equally, for example, in his Mythologies 

(first published in 1957) Ronald Barthes (1915–80) illustrates how all-in wrestling 
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offers a ‘spectacle of excess’ in which signs are carried ‘to the furthest reaches of 

their meaning’ (Barthes 2009, 3–14). The signs that spin off the twisting bodies of the 

wrestlers flow into a web of ‘environmental’ meanings that are carried by the all-

revealing glare of ring-side lighting, drifting smoke, stale smells, and the engaging 

seediness of a Parisian hall. 

 

In effect, Barthes and Benjamin are masters of the thought-image, and of an open 

and inclusive approach of memory and meaning that is also characteristic of the work 

of Rossi. For Rossi, that openness implies a view of memory that is evidently free of 

the dualities and dissonances that are common to some areas of memory studies. 

The sign is taken to be memory in all but name, and all memory is true memory. 

However, in negotiating Rossi’s architecture it is possible, not only to look at how 

memory is defined, but also to analyse how he plays with certain meanings that can 

be fundamentally aesthetic or evidently symbolic. 
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Chapter 2    Aldo Rossi: A Theory of Memory 
 
 
 
In that Rossi does not articulate a concise theory of memory, this chapter seeks to 

examine his approach to memory as defined in relation to various elements of his 

written work. For example, it looks to his use of external sources of theory, and also 

to theorists who have commented on his work. It accounts for the literature from 

which Rossi drew, and that which relates to his interpretation of memory. It raises 

questions regarding how Rossi’s approach to memory developed over time, and the 

extent to which it is ‘poetic’ or ‘scientific’. It also examines whether, as argued by 

Manfredo Tafuri, Rossi’s treatment of memory was utopian, or resulted from a bid to 

create an autonomous approach to architecture. It investigates claims made in 

relation to Rossi’s involvement with memory, such as those made by Charles Jenks 

regarding associations with Fascism; or by Kevin Lynch and Christian Norberg-

Schulz, who claim that Rossi’s treatment of memory is ‘artificial’ and has no basis in 

collective memory. The chapter also looks at issues arising from comments made by 

David Harvey regarding how Rossi’s approach to memory might survive over time, 

and whether it has survived when passed between different cultures.  

 
 
 

2.1 The Development of Rossi’s Approach to Memory  
 

 
2.1.1 Rossi’s use and interpretation of sources of theory  
 

The nature of the ideas propagated by the theorists mentioned by Rossi in his written 

work, and particularly in The Architecture of the City (1966), suited his ambition to 

adopt a ‘scientific’ approach to memory, architecture, and the city. His appetite for 

objective theory resulted, in part, from a need to find solid ground on which to build 

an approach to architecture at a time when architectural education in Italy was 

relatively moribund, hierarchical, and largely dominated by professors who gained 

power in the period of Italian Fascism (Kirk 2005b, 207). A dormant system of 

architectural education was flanked by the rise of post-war capitalism in Italy; which 
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for Rossi prompted an ambition to offset the negative effects of an ‘economic boom’, 

and to explore theory related to the city. Rossi’s interest in theory that was ‘scientific’ 

or methodological followed from the fact that, during the first years of his career, he 

was involved in area-based planning projects. For example, in the early 1960s, he 

undertook a project in Abbiategrasso, near Milan, which as a piano regolatore 

concerned the production of a strategy for future development (Lampariello 2017, 

90). 

 

With regard to Rossi, the term ‘scientific’ should be taken to imply theory that is 

relatively objective rather than truly scientific. The theory from which Rossi drew in 

the 1950s–60s was of its time, and was credited with greater objectivity than, in 

retrospect, it appears to possess (Harvey 1979, 131–32). Nevertheless, it is also 

clear that Rossi looked to theorists who were concerned to find, in both the physical 

and social nature of the city, a logic that was based in the laws and systems of a 

wider, and essentially navigable, world (Aureli 2008, 62–3). Depending on the 

theorist, the order on which that world was based might be discovered within biology, 

botany, zoology, and perhaps archaeology; or might consist of ideas founded in 

disciplines which were adapted to suit the social sciences, sociology, and human 

geography. This was a period in which theory was synonymous, for instance, with the 

Chicago school of sociology; with the socio-ecological imagery of Robert E. Park 

(1864–1944), Ernest Burgess (1886–1966), and Roderick McKenzie (1885–1940), 

and with ideas presented by Louis Wirth (1897–1952) in his Urbanism as a Way of 

Life (1938). However, while Rossi absorbed influences from the Chicago school, he 

drew more heavily on French theorists, and especially on the school of French 

geographers that included Paul Vidal de la Blache (1845–1918), Marcel Poëte 

(1866–1950), Maximilien Sorre (1880–1962), Pierre Lavedan (1885–1982), Georges 

Chabot (1890–1975), Paul-Henry Chombart de Lauwe (1913–98), and Jean Tricart 

(1920–2003) (Lampariello 2017, 90; Rossi 1982, 51). Rossi also drew from the 

German sociologist Hans Paul Bahrdt (1918–1940). 

 

Broadly, those theorists exhibited common tendencies in that, while their work was 

largely interdisciplinary, they viewed urbanisation and urbanism as associated 

phenomena that resulted from a range of laws and the evolution of allied forces. In 

particular, it was their inclusive attitude to a complex but discernible urban order that 
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allowed Rossi to satisfy his need for a ‘scientific’ approach to the city, and for logic 

that can be expanded to cover the issue of memory. For example, as a geographer, 

de la Blache devised the concept of genre de vie (or ‘lifeways’), through which he 

attempted to account for the role of a wide range of factors that are involved in the 

human occupation of a geographical region (de la Blache 1950). That concept was 

used by de la Blache to account for broad cultural and economic forces, but also for 

factors that relate to history and to the ‘psychological identities’ through which people 

are tied to a place – an idea that can be compared to the German notion of Heimat 

(Fig. 2.1). 

         

 
Figure 2. 1: Scene from Heimat (1984) a series of films directed by Edgar Reitz  

 

In the work of de la Blache, Rossi found support for his interest in how collective 

memory is matched to the history of the city, and to its evolution as defined in terms 

of cultural and other generative processes (Rossi 1982, 27). In The Architecture of 

the City, Rossi notes how de la Blache deals with embeddedness in a place:  

 

As Pierre [sic] Vidal de la Blache wrote, "The heath, the woods, the cultivated 
fields, the uncultivated zones, are related in an inseparable whole, the 
memory of which man carries with him." This inseparable whole is at once the 
natural and the artificial homeland of man, and suggests a definition of nature 
which also applies to architecture. 

(Rossi 1982, 27) 
 

The reference to an ‘inseparable whole’ that is both natural and artificial indicates 

how de la Blache handles the issue of identity, and therefore of memory; and how he 
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located the concept of identity within theory that is orientated towards a 

comprehensive definition of ‘nature’ as the amalgamation of discernible processes. 

 

Although essentially an historian, Poëte also adopted an inclusive approach to the 

evolution of the city. He looked to the possibility of a new discipline, a ‘science de la 

ville’, which could cover urban processes and their physical consequences in the 

same manner as biology covers living organisms that are described in terms of 

natural causes and evident effects (A. M. Yates 2015, 279). In Poëte’s work, there is 

strong emphasis on how the ‘urban organism’ is constantly adapting; for example, to 

forces associated with industrialisation. There is also an interest in how, as the city 

adapts, it retains physical elements of the past as relatively untouched ‘relics’ that 

may continue to satisfy social or human needs. Thus, it is clear how Rossi could find 

in Poëte’s writings a basis on which to define urban artefacts with respect to memory. 

In particular, Rossi builds on Poëte’s concept of a relative persistence, or 

permanence, in order to explain how the urban artefact functions as a vehicle of 

memory, and how the artefact as monument ‘is special because … its value goes 

beyond economics and function’ (Rossi 1982, 60, 92). That sense of the ‘persistence’ 

of particular artefacts as historical entities is evident in a number of Rossi’s sketches; 

for example, as he highlights the ‘memory value’ of the campanile and baptistery in 

Pisa as indelible entities which protrude from the flat floor of the Piazza dei Miracoli 

(Rossi 1982, 59–60) (Fig. 2.2). 

 

 
Figure 2. 2: Aldo Rossi, Pisa Quaderni Azzurri 44 
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Rossi finds in Poëte’s work, not only a comprehensiveness that is seen to be 

‘scientific’, but also an approach to the classification of urban elements that Rossi 

adapts to suit his interest in memory: 

 

From the scientific point of view, the work of Marcel Poëte is without doubt one 
of the most modern studies of the city. Poëte concerns himself with urban 
artifacts to the extent that they are indicative of the conditions of the urban 
organism ….Their [the artefacts] raison d’etre is their continuity: while 
geographic, economic, and statistical information must also be taken into 
consideration along with historical facts, it is knowledge of the past [or 
memory] that constitutes the terms of the present and the measure of the 
future. 

(Rossi 1982, 50–51) 
 

Similarly, in the writings of Lavedan, Rossi found ideas that supported his interest in 

the ‘persistence’ of the urban artefact, and his image of the city as a structure of 

artefacts and memories: 

 

Persistence is the generator of the plan, and this generator becomes the 
principal object of urban research because through an understanding of it one 
can rediscover the spatial formation of the city .... which is reflected in a city’s 
physical structures, streets, and urban monuments. 

(Rossi 1982, 50–51) 
 

In the work of Bahrdt, Rossi discovered additional support for his image of the city as 

a structure of artefacts and memories in the form of distinctions drawn between 

recognisable elements of the city such as private and institutional buildings; and also 

in how Bahrdt distinguishes between the public and the private spheres ‘as 

characteristic elements’ of the city (Rossi 1982, 86; Bahrdt and Herlyn 1998). In 

effect, Rossi is interested in how different urban elements impinge on memory; for 

example, with regard to an evidently private dwelling as opposed to a public building 

or monument (Rossi 1982, 51–53). Those elements that are not obviously private or 

public are thought to be relatively weak in terms of their capacity to stimulate 

memory. Equally, the stronger the polarization between the private and the public in a 

given place the more pronounced will be the value of both conditions from ‘the 

sociological viewpoint’, and with respect to collective memory (Rossi 1982, 86) (Fig. 

2.3). 
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Figure 2. 3: Aldo Rossi, Elisabethkirche, Marburg, Germany, Quaderni Azzurri 34 

 

Ultimately, Rossi finds in French theory ideas that suit both his image of ‘an 

autonomous urban science’ and his interest in memory (Rossi 1966, 57). He is 

drawn, for example, to Tricart’s view of the city as a network of relationships that exist 

between a social and a physical structure (Rossi 1982, 48, 55). Similarly, he praises 

Poëte and the geographer Georges Chabot (1890–1975) on ‘their statements relative 

to the soul of the city and the concept of permanence’, which Rossi sees as pointing 

to the ‘collective character’ of urban artefacts, and to ‘the physical signs of the past, 

as well as … the persistence of a city’s basic layout and plans’ (Rossi 1982, 100). 

Rossi also refers to Lavedan and to Chabot, and the attention they award to the plan 

as ‘the theoretical foundation of all urban operations’; under which Rossi includes 

those processes that relate to memory. However, Rossi also retains some 

reservations. With respect to Chabot, he is aware that the process of classifying 

urban functions could possibly be used to support a reductive functionalism – an 
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issue that was important to Rossi at a time when, for example, ‘zoning’ was a new 

and destructive factor in Italian urban planning. Thus, he notes:  

 

This concept of function [now] comes to be assumed as a given in all 
architectural and urbanistic thinking …. In studies of the classification of cities, 
it overwhelms and takes priority … and although many writers express doubts 
as to the validity and exactitude of this type of classification, they argue that 
there is no other viable classification to offer as an alternative. Thus Georges 
Chabot, after declaring the impossibility of giving the city a precise definition 
because there is always a “residue” that is impossible to describe in a precise 
way, then turns to function, even if he immediately admits its inadequacy. 

(Rossi 1982, 46) 
 

Thus, for Rossi, French urban theory provides a useful, but potentially reductive, view 

of the city. He cites a criticism of Chabot made by Sorre regarding the difference 

between the classification of urban functions and theory through which they might be 

explained (Rossi 1982, 55). Using a term borrowed from Poëte, Rossi argues that a 

description of urban functions ‘does not posit any element of continuity between the 

genre de vie and the urban structure’ (Rossi 1982, 55). Ultimately however, Rossi is 

not attempting to devalue theory in which he finds, for example, a ‘concept of 

permanence’, ideas that go beyond ‘naive functionalism’, and ‘an understanding of 

the quality of urban artifacts’ (Rossi 1982, 57). Rather, he wants to turn that 

understanding of the urban artefact towards an evident and more effective interest in 

the ‘qualities’ that relate to memory. 

 

In that sense, while questions were raised in the previous chapter regarding how it 

might be overstated, it is important that Rossi also drew from the work of Halbwachs 

and his treatment of collective memory.  According to Rossi:  

 

A geographer like Sorre could suggest the possibility of a theory of spatial 
division and …. the conditions and qualities … which are necessary for 
understanding an urban artifact. Along similar lines, Halbwachs … concerned 
himself with the topography of legendary places. 

(Rossi 1982, 103) 
 

Rossi takes from Halbwachs ideas such as the notion that memory is not stored fully 

formed in the mind, but is retrieved through a process of continual reconstruction – a 

concept that is implicit in Rossi’s use of the term frammenti (fragments); which as 
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used in relation to a British exhibition of his work in 1987 is intended to imply 

subtleties that characterise collective memory (MAXXI, D8/14) (Fig. 2.4). 

 

 
Figure 2. 4: Aldo Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 41, illustrating the fragmented nature of memory 

 

Rossi also found in the work of Halbwachs, ideas through which he enhanced his 

understanding of how the relationships between buildings, places, and memory are 

dynamic, and subject to ‘adjustments’ on both sides of each human-environmental 

equation: 

 

With these considerations we approach the deepest structure of urban 
artifacts and thus … the city’s history [its] distinctive and definitive character, 
its memory. As Halbwachs writes in La Memoire Collective, “When a group is 
introduced into a part of space, it transforms it to its image, but at the same 
time, it yields and adapts itself to certain material things which resist it”’ 

(Rossi 1982, 130) 
 

Implicit in that notion of ‘adjustment’ there is also a sense of how the relationships 

between memory and built space might be weakened, for example, through urban 

development, or where the physical conditions of a space are not entirely suited to 

memories held by its inhabitants; thereby, resulting in what Rossi interprets as 

‘resistance’. With respect to such ruptures, Rossi also found in Halbwachs’ work a 

means to augment his understanding of the impact of economic forces and property 
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interests on the city; largely, through Halbwachs’ comments on the reformation of 

Paris under Haussmann (Rossi 1982, 143–46).  As noted by Rossi, expropriation is a 

‘concept which Halbwachs established as a fundamental field of study’ (Rossi 1982, 

43–44). Moreover, Rossi overlaid an understanding of expropriation with theory 

drawn from both Halbwachs and Poëte which suggests that the status of the urban 

artefact within memory may alter in the face of changes that may be physical or 

functional in nature. 

 

 

2.1.2 Rossi’s layered approach to memory 
 

In part, Rossi’s ambition to develop a ‘scientific’ approach to memory is characteristic 

of his thinking in 1950s–60s. Dissimilarities between that and the period beyond the 

mid-1960s may be signalled by differences between The Architecture of the City 

(1966) and Rossi’s A Scientific Autobiography (1981); which despite its title reads as 

an assembly of notes, or of concepts that are delivered intuitively and from a poetic 

imagination. In The Architecture of the City, Rossi notes that, leading up to the book’s 

publication in 1966, he read the available literature and studied different European 

cities like a general who wants to understand all parts of a large battleground; but 

also ‘like a lover’ who is willing to ignore ‘secret feelings’ for cities in exchange for the 

capacity ‘to know the system that governed them’ (Rossi 1981a, 38). In fact, while 

Rossi is keen to emphasise that this thinking is objective, even in the 1960s he is 

increasingly driven by those ‘secret feelings’, and by a ‘poetical’ interest in memory 

that is expressed, for example, in statements such as: 

 

It must be understood that the city represents the progress of human reason, 
is a human creation par excellence; and this statement has meaning only 
when the fundamental point is emphasized that the city and every urban 
artifact are by nature collective.  

(Rossi 1982, 57) 
 
For some theorists, The Architecture of the City is taken to express how Rossi’s work 

is balanced between the ‘scientific’ and ‘poetic’. For Diogo Seixas Lopes (1972–

2016) the book embodies a ‘tension between scientific tone and poetic outbursts 

[which] is an essential characteristic of Aldo Rossi’s work’ (Lopes 2014, 128). Lopes 

also notes how Rossi overlays multidisciplinary references taken from fields such as 
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urban geography and sociology with an emotive interest in memory. However, Lopes’ 

use of the term scientific is open to adjustment; for example, in that Rossi used the 

term throughout his working life – although beyond the 1960s, it can be taken to 

imply an underlying urge for truths that are uncovered intuitively, or ‘poetically’; as 

evidenced, for example, in Rossi’s A Scientific Autobiography and his Quaderni 

Azzurri. Equally, Lopes’ use of the term ‘poetic’ is questionable, particularly when 

couched in terms of ‘poetic outbursts’. For Rossi, the poetic and the scientific are not 

polar opposites. Thus, the term poetic should be taken to imply an open and inclusive 

approach to memory, and an ability to uncover that which is real; that is, as used in 

the previous chapter in relation to Benjamin and the thought-image. 

 

The Architecture of the City is balanced between the scientific and the poetic. For 

example, the logic that French geographers built on the back of the natural rhythms 

and patterns of biology is converted by Rossi into concepts associated with memory. 

However, there is a partial shift in Rossi’s thinking in the 1960s as his attention 

moves from theory to practice; and also from an early involvement with urban or 

area-based projects to commissions and competitions for which he needed to 

develop architectural devices that promote relationships between individual buildings 

and collective memory. Nevertheless, Rossi also maintains an attachment to theory 

in the period beyond the publication of The Architecture of the City. Thus, his 

approach to memory is wider and more complex than might be implied by his 

references to Halbwachs; from whom Rossi selects what he wishes to retain while 

leaving aside factors such as the manner in which Halbwachs separates between 

memory and history. Rossi’s understanding of memory is gradually supplemented, for 

instance, by ideas taken from the work of Lévi-Strauss; whose portrayal of long-

standing socio-spatial patterns is seen by Rossi to have ‘values peculiar to itself’ 

(Rossi 1982, 101). Equally, in A Scientific Autobiography he refers to linguistic theory 

as a basis on which his treatment of memory might be augmented, and to the work of 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) and the British theorist Gilbert Ryle (1900–

1976). While he considers Ryle’s The Concept of Mind (1949) to be one of the most 

important publications of twentieth-century philosophy, Rossi suggests that the theory 

of linguistics embodies a template that can be used to inform a scientific approach to 

memory and the city (Rossi 1981a, 71).  Essentially, for Rossi, that template 

suggests how the relationships between words and the indefinite nature of meaning 
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may be compared to the relationships that exist between urban artefacts and their 

interpretation within collective memory. Rossi refers to Ryle with respect to the gap 

between the memories of the architect, as the author of a design, and those that 

condition the memory of the observer as the reader. He notes how the ‘mental acts’ 

of the mapmaker may not be replicated by those who read a map (Rossi 1981a, 71). 

Equally, while Rossi uses the term analogy to cover relationships between the urban 

artefact and the individual or social mind, he suggested that ‘analogy is … a process 

of which only the result is reported’ – a comment that points to the limited ability of 

the architect to transfer meanings through the artefact to the observer. 

 

In the period beyond the 1960s, in addition to those developments that were related 

to theory, Rossi’s treatment of memory matured to the point that his work could be 

linked to contemporary artists with the same view of memory and the city, and to 

factors such as Italian neorealist and post-neorealist cinema. Those linkages, as 

detailed in Chapter 4, can be taken to reinforce a point already made in the previous 

chapter; namely that, Rossi is not an isolated figure but rather someone whose 

relationship to memory exists within a pool of immediate and historical associations. 

As is clear from Chapters 6 and 7, the greater part of Rossi’s relationship with 

memory is not exposed through an examination of literature or theory, but through 

analyses of his architecture and the devices that he used to promote relationships 

with memory on the ground. 

 

 

2.2 Other Literature: Memory in the Face of Economics and Politics     
 

A number of the issues associated with Rossi’s approach to memory can be exposed 

through an examination of comments and criticism raised by other figures. The points 

raised by such figures can also be used to uncover questions that they do not 

address. It is possible to identify two overarching issues under which their comments 

can be placed. The first relates to the appropriateness of Rossi’s approach to 

memory to realities inherent in cultural, political, and economic structures, and the 

second to its validity in relation to collective memory.  Some theorists cover both 

issues and may recognise the manner in which they are related. Others are primarily 

concerned with Rossi’s architecture as it relates to collective memory. It should also 
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be noted that both issues are tested in subsequent chapters that deal, in detail, with 

the nature of Rossi’s work. 

 

The theorists cited in this part of the thesis have been selected on the basis of their 

relevance to Rossi’s work. They represent major arguments with respect to his 

treatment of memory, and to points raised in my analyses of his projects. In general, 

those arguments have also been taken up, and repeated, by other authors. 

Manfredo Tafuri (1974, 1989) was a contemporary of Rossi, a colleague, and a major 

figure in architectural theory in Italy, who brought to the literature on Rossi a 

viewpoint that was largely orientated towards his own perspectives on architecture. 

Pier Vittorio Aureli (2008) is an Italian academic whose work on Rossi is 

internationally recognised, and which is mainly aimed at the recognition of Rossi’s 

efforts to oppose the ruling strategies of politics and capital through an emphasis on 

‘permanances’ related to history and memory. Charles Jencks (1991), Christian 

Norberg-Schulz (1985a, 1985b, 2000) and Kevin Lynch (1981, 1984) represent a 

body of negative criticism of Rossi in which his architecture is variously labelled as 

Fascist, historicist, unfounded, and postmodern; criticisms that provide an opportunity 

to demonstrate the fragility of their understanding of Rossi’s work. Diogo Seixas 

Lopes (2015) has addressed another significant claim with respect to Rossi’s 

architecture, namely that it is steeped in melancholy. Thus, Lopes stubbornly pursues 

an argument that casts Rossi into an arena that is populated by figures such as 

Francisco Goya, the philosopher Edmund Burke, and Etienne-Louis Boullée. As a 

social geographer, David Harvey (1979, 1989) offers one of the most sympathetic 

and incisive accounts of Rossi’s architecture, particularly with respect to how Rossi’s 

ideas on memory might survive if moved within geographical space, or between 

different cultures. That question is raised below in relation to Rossi’s work in the 

United States. Diane Ghirardo was a personal friend of Rossi’s and is a major 

advocate for his architecture. She is a key figure in that her writing spans from her 

translation of Rossi’s The Architecture of the City (1982) to her most recent work Aldo 

Rossi: The Spirit of Architecture (2019). In the thesis, reference is made to a number 

of other authors; for example, to Beatrice Lampariello (2017) who has studied the 

work undertaken by Rossi up to 1973. Similarly, Antonio Monestiroli (2015) provides 

insights into Rossi work from those who knew him personally, which are used to 

inform points raised in Chapter 3. There are some omissions; for example, of 
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comments made by the architects Peter Eisenman and Daniel Libeskind. However, 

such omissions mainly follow from the fact that the comments made fall outside the 

scope of the thesis. Moreover, material drawn from numerous articles and edited 

books has been omitted on the basis that it is imitative, or repetitive with respect to 

themes that are discussed in relation to leading commentators such as Norberg-

Schultz. 

 

 

2.2.1 Manfredo Tafuri  
 

Although a major Italian theorist and someone who had a personal relationship with 

Rossi, Manfredo Tafuri (1935–94) is not an ideal source from which to judge either 

the efficacy of Rossi’s architecture with respect to memory, or his position in relation 

to economic and political forces associated with architecture and the city.  Essentially, 

Tafuri’s interpretation of the work of Rossi is coloured by his own approach to the 

theory of architecture (Biraghi 2013, 117). While he describes Rossi as an architect 

who maintains ‘a controversy … regarding the concept of architecture’, the nature of 

that ‘controversy’ is largely defined by Tafuri in the light of his own concerns (Tafuri 

1989, 135).  As Anthony Vidler (2000) explains, Tafuri’s principle aim is to unmask the 

disenchantment that he thinks must inevitably follow from an unfounded faith in 

rationalism and scientific analysis, or as the consequence of a utopianism that serves 

to disguise the inevitability of architecture’s enslavement to capitalism and allied 

forces. In effect, Tafuri’s aim is ‘to reveal this disenchantment … and to see, with all 

the veils of ideology stripped away’, the futile efforts of the avant-garde to provide 

‘buffers against …anguish and shock’ (Vidler 2000, 33). While Tafuri holds a 

pessimistic view of the inescapable effects of a destructive modernity, he sees 

idealism as masking the failures of those who bite ‘into the apple of knowledge … 

eager to accept the serpent’s invitation’ (Tafuri 1974, 156). He argues that the 

‘wearing out’ of idealism as expressed ‘by Klimt, by Mahler [and] by Mies’ has 

apparently taught us nothing (Tafuri 1974, 156). Thus, we ‘remain in a state of 

suspended animation’ even after Piranesi and Mahler have ‘marked our long 

goodbye to the ancient homeland of certitudes’. 

 

K. Michael Hays suggests that the enduring interest in Tafuri’s work is due, in part, to 
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the fact that it is seen to have ‘performed a kind of assisted suicide on architecture’, 

as he outlines an inescapable choice; namely; ‘to collapse into the very system that 

condemns architecture to pure means-end instrumentality, or to retreat into hypnotic 

solitude’ (Hays 2010, 4; Hays 2000). In effect, for Tafuri that choice is between 

capitulation masked by idealism, or a form of practice that is hermetically sealed 

because it is solely concerned with principles that are internal to the logic of 

architecture. In fact, isolationism is seen by Tafuri to indicate a turning-away from 

architecture as a vehicle of a greater good. However, it is a failure that is forced on 

the architect who values integrity over conformity; or a failure that results from a 

regressive capitalism rather than ‘any incapacity on the part of the architect’ for whom 

other options have been ‘historically destroyed’ (Tafuri 1974, 155). 

 

Thus, the architecture of Rossi is seen by Tafuri as an opportunity to measure how 

architecture in general may retreat into a hermetic formalism. Rossi’s position with 

respect to that process of withdrawal is seen by Tafuri to be akin to that of other 

architects such as Peter Eisenman, James Sterling, Charles Moore, and Robert 

Venturi and Denise Scott Brown, regardless of differences in their work. Tafuri 

presents an image of architecture as freed from ideology and the need for ‘external 

justifications’, and it is within that context that he describes Rossi’s architecture as ‘a 

universe of carefully selected signs, in which the law of exclusion dominates, and is 

the controlling expression’ (Tschumi 1974, 222). While Tafuri is anxious to promote 

‘the freeing of architectural discourse from all contact with the real’, Rossi is seen to 

devise ‘an alphabet of forms …. that reverts to the structural nature of language’, or 

‘a syntax of emptied signs, of programmed exclusions, of rigorous limitations’ (Tafuri 

1974, 153–54). Those ‘programmed exclusions’, are thought to require a ‘refounding 

of the discipline’ to the point that it: 

 

Refuses interdisciplinary solutions … [and] does not pursue and immerse itself 
in political, economic, social, and technological events …. but rather desires to 
understand them … Not to determine them, but not to be subordinate to them 
either. 

(Scolari 1974, 131–32) 
 

Thus, at best, Rossi is portrayed as an intelligent isolationist who understands the 

conditions under which architecture must retreat, and who deals in forms whose 
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‘purity’ means that architecture ‘stands on its own feet without having to lean on 

anything external’ (Tafuri 1974, 254). Tafuri goes so far as to suggest that true 

integrity demands that Rossi should forego any mention of the estrangement of 

architecture. He argues that: 

 

To expose oneself even more than Rossi has done means to transfer 
architecture into a realm dominated by the “Icarus complex”; it means 
renewing Breton’s dream of a purity entrusted to a waiting without hope …. 
[therefore, it is better that] the architectural landscape lives on as a private 
memory within which forms regain, without the use of subterfuges, a Kantian 
“beauty without purpose”’ 

(Tafuri 1974, 158) 

 

In fact, Tafuri criticised Rossi for having published explanations of his projects (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 16). In a letter to Rossi dated 31 May, 1974, Tafuri states, ‘I am 

more and more convinced that your purity would need a great detachment from the 

world’ (‘Sono sempre più convinto che la tua purezza avrebbe bisogno di un grande 

distacco del mondo’) (MAXXI, AR-CORR/21). He holds that Rossi’s written works 

have only one function, that of ‘helping to understand the spiritual autobiography that 

the author inscribes within his formal compositions’ (Tafuri 1974, 169). Similarly, in 

another letter, he suggests to Rossi that: 

 
Acts of 'private poetry' [are] much less mystifying the more they remain closed 
in their hermetic silence, the more they are not in competition with that 
ambiguous “Neue Welt”, for which the “committed” bad intellectual conscience 
is willing to play its worst cards. 

 

Atti di ‘poesia privata’ tanto meno mistificanti quanto più rimangono chiusi nel 
loro ermetico silenzio, quanto più escono dalla competizione per 
quell’ambiguo ‘Neue Welt’, per il quale la cattiva coscienza intellettuale 
‘impegnata’ è disposta a giocare le sue peggiore carte. 

(Getty Institute, Box 11; author’s translation) 
 

Tafuri also writes to Rossi in terms of ‘objects without objectivity, allusive to meanings 

of which they are suddenly emptied, which ignore the world’ (‘oggetti privi di 

oggettualità, allusivi a significati di cui vengono di colpo svuotati, che si rifiutano al 

mondo’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 10). Thus, he sees Rossi’s ‘frustrated nostalgia 

for … communication’, as ‘communication that has nothing to speak about except the 

finite character of language as a closed system’; or, an ‘absolute estrangement of 
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form … to the point of creating an emptied sacrality’ (Tafuri 1974, 154). 

 

While Tafuri eventually pulled back from his overtly pessimistic position regarding ‘the 

death of architecture’, he continued to hold to the notion of ‘form devoid of utopia, a 

sublime uselessness’ (Scolari 1974, 133). He retained a respect for Rossi’s work, but 

as a favoured example of ‘the sincerity of those who have the courage to speak of 

that silent, unrealizable purity’ (Scolari 1974, 133). However, some of the 

weaknesses of Tafuri’s view of architecture, and therefore of his view of Rossi, are 

relatively evident. For example, there is the idea that ‘there are no fundamental 

differences between such architects as Aldo Rossi, James Stirling, Peter Eisenman, 

Robert Venturi since they “all return to language”’ (Silvetti 1974, 267). Thus, the 

primary weakness of Tafuri’s view of Rossi lies in the manner in which he 

downgrades Rossi’s approach to memory to that of an isolationist who is committed 

to a state of ‘hermetic silence’. It is not possible to match the intensity of Rossi’s 

interest in the power of architecture to communicate with both the individual and 

collective memory to Tafuri’s portrayal of him.   

 

While Rossi’s A Scientific Autobiography and the Quaderni Azzurri contain a number 

of references to Tafuri, there is little evidence of what Rossi thought of Tafuri’s 

comments about his architecture. In the Quaderni Azzurri, Rossi reproduces 

fragments from letters received from Tafuri, but entries are typically short; as in, ‘letter 

from Manfredo Tafuri – replied. His opinion is always interesting’ (‘Lettera di Manfredo 

Tafuri – risposto. Il suo giudizio è sempre interessante’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 10). 

That same ambiguity surrounds a drawing entitled L’architecture assassinée 

(Architecture Assassinated, 1974) which Rossi dedicated to Tafuri (Fig. 2.5). The 

drawing is used on the cover of Tafuri’s Architecture and Utopia (first published in 

1973). It has been taken to represent Tafuri’s call for the death of architecture, to 

indicate that Rossi understood that call, but also to signal differences between Rossi 

and Tafuri. As Teresa Stoppani suggests, in Rossi’s image his architecture of pure 

geometric solids, urban typologies and personal memories is broken into pieces, and 

those breakages are ‘at the core of the relationship between Tafuri’s “historical 

project” and Rossi’s critical “architectural practice”’ (Stoppani 2007, 4). 
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Figure 2. 5: Cover of Manfredo Tafuri’s Architecture and Utopia Design and Capitalist Development with sketch by 
Aldo Rossi, L’architecture assassinée (1974) 

 

In short, Stoppani holds that the image represents a ‘conflicting relationship’ that is 

‘inhabited by clear contraposition as well as by unresolved ambiguity’. In that respect, 

in his Project of Crisis: Manfredo Tafuri (2013) Marco Biraghi writes in a footnote that 

‘the mistaken notion that there was a direct association between Tafuri and Rossi 

was encouraged by … the American edition of Architecture and Utopia … [that] 

included Rossi’s 1974 drawing L’architecture assassinée’ (Biraghi 2013, 222). 

Ultimately, however, the drawing raises the question of whether Rossi would ever 

wish to ‘fracture and collapse’ the ‘geometric solids’ and ‘urban typologies’ that he 

worked to discover, and then employed as elements with the power to unite 

architecture and memory. 

 
 

2.2.2 Pier Vittorio Aureli 
 
The interpretation by Pier Vittorio Aureli of Rossi’s use of the term autonomous, and 
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of his position with respect to the economic and political forces that control the 

development of the city, is markedly different from that of Tafuri. While Tafuri urged 

Rossi to withdraw from a conflict with forces against which he could not win, Aureli 

attempts to account for how Rossi sought to oppose those forces by replacing the 

ruling strategies of politics and capital with logic related to the urban artefact and its 

value with respect to history and memory (Aureli 2008, 56–69). As will be discussed 

in Chapter 4, Rossi’s approach to memory was heavily influenced by the nature of 

economic and political developments in Italy in the period of the 1950s–70s; a period 

within which the growth of development and property capital went hand-in-hand with 

an acceleration of the processes of urbanisation, and a government that sought to re-

engineer the building industry through mass production and the introduction of new 

technologies that threatened to rewrite the nature of the Italian city as a structure of 

signs and memory-values. This is also a period within which Rossi and others sought 

to offset the ‘techno-capitalist conception of urbanisation’ through an involvement 

with urban projects, such as the Locomotiva 2 project for Turin (1962) (Aureli 2008, 

63, 67). 

 

As employed by Rossi the term autonomous should be taken to reflect his ambition 

to wrestle architecture away from ‘capitalist urbanisation’, and to institute a respect 

for collective memory. Given that Rossi considered the struggle to adhere to certain 

architectural and social values to be central to ‘the politics of the modern city’, this is 

not autonomy as defined in terms of a withdrawal from politics, or from reality as 

engendered by capitalism (Aureli 2008, 57–58). Rather, it is autonomy as defined in 

terms of the ‘city as a site of political choices’, as opposed to that of the hermetic 

architect who looks only to principles that are contained within architecture as a 

discipline. Rossi recognises that given the nature of power, the history of architecture 

is always that of the ruling classes (Rossi 1982, 23). Equally, he acknowledges that 

certain economic and political mechanisms such as the evolution of technologies and 

systems of production and movement are responsible for the degradation of the city.  

 

The ambition to free architecture from a logic rooted in capitalism, which emerged in 

Italian architectural theory in the 1960s–70s, as Aureli argues, was fuelled by 

influences exerted by figures such as Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), Tafuri, and 

Andrea Branzi as founder of the design studio Archizoom. Gramsci is particularly 
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important in that he highlighted the role of intellectuals as a force that might offset the 

power of institutional and hegemonic forces (see Ch. 4). For Rossi as an architect 

interested in memory that implied a rejection of functionalism, but also the search for 

a ‘theory of form’ that can be used to liberate architecture and the city from ‘dominant 

institutions’ (Aureli 2008, 11, 57–58). In short, Rossi’s opposition to the forms 

‘churned out by neocapitalist urbanism’ was founded on an ambition to offset the 

erosive effects of capital on the city as a reservoir of collective memories.  

 

Essentially, Rossi’s approach to autonomy combines a spirit of resistance with a view 

of the urban artefact as a vehicle of the permanences that he associates with 

theorists whose ideas are as diverse as those of Poëte and Lévi-Strauss. He makes 

a case for those permanences on the basis of similarities found in the architecture 

and urban planning of different periods, and the manner in which architectural and 

urban devices can survive the passage of power between different political regimes. 

He submits as evidence the survival of neoclassicism in Milan under the Austrian, 

French and Italian regimes which, in turn, controlled the city prior to the creation of a 

unified Italy (Rossi 1982, 144–5). Thus, at first sight, it may appear that Rossi’s view 

of permanences is questionable in that different political regimes may embody forces 

that call for historicism, or the redeployment of pre-existing architectural and urban 

devices. However, Rossi conceptualisation of permanences does not constitute a 

denial of the relationships between architecture and underlying political and cultural 

structures. He recognises how forms or styles are reused where they carry 

meanings, or historical associations, that suit a ruling political or cultural order. As 

indicated in the previous chapter, Rossi may be said to define memory as an entity 

that always exists in the here and now. Thus, the neoclassicism of Napoleonic Milan 

is seen to have been taken as a model for the city when it came under Austrian-

Hungarian rule, and later for the bourgeois city; within which it facilitated ‘the will of 

the bourgeoisie to assert and represent itself as the dominant new class vis-à-vis the 

old aristocracy’ (Aureli 2008, 57).  As noted by Aureli:  

 

The architecture of the neoclassical city was thus for Rossi primarily a political 
choice by the Milanese bourgeoisie concerning the new institutions of 
power … The bourgeois class thus gave expression to its existence … through 
its appropriation of and reinvention of the classical tradition. 

(Aureli 2008, 57) 
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Ultimately, the value of Aureli’s work with regard to an understanding of Rossi’s 

approach to memory lies in how Aureli demonstrates that there is no contradiction 

between Rossi’s view of the potential for desirable permanences and his ability to 

recognise that urban development is always under the control of political and other 

interests. However, for Rossi the term autonomy implies a capacity to resist, or 

reform, the strategies of those interests – or counteractions through which memory 

can be protected from those who stand to profit from its destruction. That ambition 

relates to the fact that Rossi joined the Italian Communist Party in 1956. In that 

respect, it is also clear that Rossi’s use of the term autonomy should not be confused 

with how it is used, for example, in relation to the architecture of Peter Eisenman, or 

poststructuralism – despite Tafuri’s efforts to cast Rossi as a figure who should seek 

to isolate architecture from the world of economics and politics (Goldblatt 2002, 154). 

 

 
 
2.3 Other Literature: The Question of Artificiality    
 

 
2.3.1 Charles Jencks  
 

Arguably, the most significant criticisms made of Rossi relate to his treatment of 

memory; and the most significant of those criticisms are intended to suggest that his 

understanding of memory is groundless, or that it has no basis in real life. However, 

the criticism levelled at Rossi by Charles Jenks is particular in that it associates 

Rossi’s architecture with that of Fascism; an argument made by Jencks in 1977 in his 

The Language of Postmodern Architecture. Jencks claims that Rossi’s architecture 

‘invariably recalls the Fascist architecture of the thirties’ (Jencks 1991, 31). He refers 

to semantic overtones that carry ‘oppressive meanings’, to buildings that are 

‘oversimplified and monotonous’, and to theorists such as Tafuri who evade the 

obvious in their attempts to justify Rossi’s architecture through ‘elaborate’ and 

‘esoteric’ interpretations. As evidence of associations with the architecture of Italian 

Fascism, Jencks describes Rossi’s Gallaratese project (1969–71) as bearing a long 

portico of repeated piers that is ‘surmounted by endlessly recurring rectangular 

windows’ (see Figs. 6.16, 7.32 d). The interior corridors are held to be ‘barren funnels 
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of emptiness’. Moreover, Jenks sets an illustration of the Gallaratese project 

alongside an image of the Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana (EUR, Rome,1942); which 

Jencks describes in terms of ‘endlessly repeated blank forms’ and ‘an architecture of 

control’ that is dependent on ‘boring redundancy for its coercion’ (Jencks 1991, 31). 

 

However, the comments made by Jenks are open to question. First, because there 

are factual errors; for example, in the illustration used by Jencks the windows of the 

Gallaratese project are not rectangular, but evidently square – as in almost the entire 

body of Rossi’s architecture. Access to the apartments is by external corridors that 

are open on one side, rather than by ‘long interior corridors’. In addition, Jencks fails 

to mention the ground floor ‘corridor’ below the apartments, which far from being a 

‘barren funnel of emptiness’ is mainly open on both sides, and embodies a string of 

integrated spaces that are defined by changes in level, width, length, and height (see 

Fig. 6.48). 

 

Jencks notes that other critics find Rossi’s forms to be ‘empty’, and to have no basis 

in history, or in collective memory. However, for Jencks the signs carried by Rossi’s 

forms are ‘well established in Italy’ and are part of the legacy of Fascism (Jencks 

1991, 31). In addition, where for example, Rossi expresses an admiration for Karl 

Marx Allee in Berlin, Jencks suggests that he fails to see how the meanings attached 

to architecture represent the political regimes from which they have sprung – a claim 

that is at odds, for example, with Rossi’s essay Il concetto di tradizione nel 

neoclassicismo Milanese (1956), his work on neoclassicism in Milan as described 

above in relation to Aureli, and his understanding of historicism. Jencks also claims 

that Rossi ‘fails to understand how symbolism works’ and why ‘critics and ordinary 

people have the perfect right to go on calling his architecture Fascist even when he 

[Rossi] sees and intends it as recalling Lombardy farmhouses and memories from his 

childhood’ (Jencks 1991, 77). However, in a statement that appears to contradict the 

accusation of associations with Fascism, Jencks also argues that Rossi ‘has no 

general theory of codes’, and that he ‘naively perceives only the meanings he sees’ 

(Jencks 1991, 77). 

 

With respect to the aesthetics of Rossi’s architecture, the fact that his use of devices 

such as scale cannot be described in terms of an association with Fascism is 
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evidenced below in Chapter 6. Moreover, it is important to differentiate between those 

devices and Rossi’s use of whole artefacts, or types. Thus, for example, while Jencks 

holds that Rossi’s cemetery at Modena is ‘remorselessly deadly’, that comment 

suggests little understanding of how Rossi’s use of type relates to the architectural 

and social nature of Italian graveyards and a culture of deeply-ingrained funerary 

practices (H. Malone 2017a). 

 

In some of Rossi’s projects there are echoes of Italian Rationalist architecture of the 

1930s, but those echoes are relatively faint, and point to the work of ‘modernists’ 

such as Adalberto Libera (1903–1963) (see Figs. 3.18, 3.21, 3.24, 3.33 and 4.20). In 

short, they indicate the principles of Rationalism, and the stripped forms and skeletal 

classicism suited to the production of ‘everyday’ buildings such as schools, post 

offices, and projects that reflected the need to balance expenditure against the 

construction of a substantial volume of new space. While Jencks does not look to the 

differences between that space and the monumental projects generated under the 

Fascist regime, it is possible to use the fact that the Rationalist architecture of Libera 

and others is still lodged in the public mind to further an understanding of the role of 

artefacts in relation to memory. As noted by Vincent Scully in the epilogue to Rossi’s 

A Scientific Autobiography, architecture of the 1930s is part of Italian collective 

memory (Scully 1981, 114). Thus, the persistence of that architecture demonstrates 

how, while an artefact continues to hold a relationship with memory, it may undergo 

changes that relate to its physical appearance and/or the uses that it accommodates. 

As noted by Umberto Eco (1932–2016), the signs and meanings emanating from the 

functions housed in a building may be as important as those carried by it physical 

attributes (Eco 1997, 186). Thus, for example, in Rome a social club built under the 

Fascist regime is now a cinema, and carries signs that relate to both its original and 

new functions (H. Malone 2017b, 449–50) (Fig. 2.6).  
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Figure 2. 6: Social club of Dopolavoro dei Monopoli di Stato, now a cinema, in Rome’s Trastevere district. Note 
the preservation of Fascist-era decoration, including the eagle and mosaics (2015)  

 

Equally, in 2015, the Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana, the building that Jencks cites as 

evidence of the associations between Fascism and the architecture of Rossi, was 

adopted as the headquarters of Fendi. Thus, a palazzo that was once the 

centrepiece of Mussolini's new Roman empire, it is now the face of a major Italian 

fashion house – which illustrates what Rossi took to be the capacity of artefacts to 

embody propelling permanences through which they retain their status within 

collective memory while accommodating different, and even layered, meanings 

(Somma 2020) (Fig. 2.7). 
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Figure 2. 7: E. B. La Padula, Giovanni Guerrini, and Mario Romano, Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana, Rome (1938) 
now owned by the fashion house Fendi 

 

 
2.3.2 Christian Norberg-Schulz 
 

Given the nature of their approaches to architecture, it is difficult to understand why 

Norberg-Schulz was markedly unsympathetic to Rossi; particularly, in that Norberg-

Schulz championed the concept of genius loci, a phenomenological approach to 

dwelling, and the translation of Norwegian vernacular architecture into basic forms.  

While Rossi claims that ‘the concept of type should constitute the foundation of 

architecture’, he is accused by Norberg-Schulz of ignoring Quartremère de Quincy’s 

(1755–1849) distinction between model and type. In other words, it is suggested that 

he fails to distinguish between a fixed as opposed to a flexible notion of type 

(Norberg-Schulz 2000, 142). That failure, according to Norberg-Schulz, locks Rossi 
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into a historicism that is based on type as ‘something permanent’ and ‘irreducible’; 

and into a notion of culture that ‘almost becomes a constant’. He maintains that 

Rossi’s ‘conception of type’ is little more than style (Norberg-Schulz 2000, 142). 

Rossi’s work is seen to echo Nicholas Pevsner’s (1902–83) habit of cataloguing 

architecture under building types; that is, as ‘city hall, theatre, prison’ rather than 

under the institutional or social realties that those buildings represent. In what 

amounts to both a criticism of Rossi and an insight into his own intellectual 

tendencies, Norberg-Schulz states that ‘the only one in our time to have considered 

typology in a valid manner remains Louis Kahn’ (Norberg-Schulz 2000, 142). In 

contrast to what he sees as the validity of Kahn’s architecture, Rossi is said to 

promote an architecture of ‘simple comprehension’ based on local ‘structural types’ 

and their ‘figural quality’ (Norberg-Schulz 2000, 333). Norberg-Schulz places Rossi’s 

architecture together with that of postmodernism, which he condemns as a nihilistic 

‘grouping of signs’ that take the place of ‘qualitative configurations’ (Norberg-Schulz 

2000, 333). Ultimately, Rossi is accused of an empty historicism, and of maintaining 

an illusory approach to the relationships between architecture and memory. 

Meanwhile, in The Concept of Dwelling (1985b) Norberg-Schulz offers an antidote to 

what he sees as Rossi’s ‘forced typology’ – that is, an alternative based on urban 

space that allows for the ‘activities of society’, on the topography of the natural 

environment, and on ‘a common mode of being between earth and sky, which 

constitutes the primary identity of the collectivity’ (Norberg-Schulz 1985b, 69).  Thus, 

Norberg-Schulz attacks Rossi’s architecture as ‘empty form’, while promoting a vision 

of the genius loci and an approach to ‘human identity [that] presupposes the identity 

of place’. 

 

Rossi’s ‘sterile schematism’ and ‘ideal images’ are also seen as failing to counteract 

the monotony of post-war modernism, its disregard for the genius loci, and its 

destructive effects on the city (Auret 2019, 67). Norberg-Schulz’s view of Rossi is 

also revealed in his introduction to The Architecture of Mario Botta (Zardini 1985), in 

which he raises the work of Botta above that of Rossi while seeking to attribute to 

Botta a sense of Heidegger’s notion of dwelling. While praising Botta, he casts Rossi 

as a postmodernist whose forms are aimed at ‘easy comprehension and popular 

appeal’ (Norberg-Schulz 1985a, 19). Similarly, Norberg-Schulz champions Paolo 

Portoghesi as an Italian architect whose work he associates with the concept of the 
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genius loci (Kirk 2005b, 219). Portoghesi’s Casa Baldi (Rome, 1959–95) is taken to 

exploit the character of the local volcanic stone, while its curved walls are thought to 

‘embrace a bend in the [River] Tiber’, and to mimic both a nearby Roman tomb and 

the local landscape (Bernitsa 2016, 28; Kirk 2005b, 217) (Fig. 2.8). 

 

 
Figure 2. 8: Paolo Portoghesi, Casa Baldi, Rome (1959–61) 

 

Norberg-Schulz’s relationship to Italy is revealed in the design of a summer residence 

that he built for his family in Porto Ercole in Tuscany in 1959–62, whose  heavy base 

is thought to acknowledge the nature of local castles (Auret 2019, 34–36) (Fig. 2.9). 

 

   
Figure 2. 9: Christian Norberg-Schulz, Villa, Monte Argentario, Porto Ercole (1960) 

 

Contrary to Norberg-Schulz’s condemnation of Rossi, arguments set out in 

subsequent chapters demonstrate how he sought to engender the active participation 

of collective memory; for example, through the manner in which his cemetery in 
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Modena plays on forms and types that relate to a living culture and its collective 

memories. In contrast, Norberg-Schulz’s contribution to Roma Interrotta (1979), 

entitled The Genius Loci of Rome, celebrates elements of the region in which Rome 

is set; that is, it favours images of a pre-urban landscape of hills and valleys that exist 

between the earth and the sky rather than the built nature of Rome as a reality. 

Similarly, in Roma Interrotta, Portoghesi’s essay Rome before Rome (1979) 

embodies images of the local forre (deep gorges), and of Rome’s Piazza Navona as 

an ancient valley of malleable volcanic rock (Portoghesi and Gigliotti 1979).  

 

In Norberg-Schulz’s The Genius Loci of Rome there is a sense of nostalgia for an 

archetypical landscape. However, the region around Rome is said to differ from the 

‘romantic landscapes of the Nordic countries’ in that it does not have the qualities of 

an ‘infinite, mysterious world’ (Norberg-Schulz 1979, 20). Thus, that Norberg-Schulz 

is openly unsympathetic to the work of Rossi follows, in part, from the fact he sought 

to represent a different culture, and the manner in which that culture is rooted in built 

space and a collective memory. While both Norberg-Schulz and Rossi developed 

approaches to memory against a background of phenomenology, structuralism, and 

anti-modernism, the distance that Norberg-Schulz attempted to place between 

himself and Rossi indicates how architects use forms that are thought to resonate 

within a collective memory, but are divided on the meanings attached to those forms. 

In any case, evidence offered in subsequent chapters repudiates the accusations of 

‘artificiality’ levelled by Norberg-Schulz at Rossi‘s treatment of memory.    

 

 

2.3.3 Kevin Lynch 
 

The criticisms made of Rossi’s interpretation of memory by Norberg-Schulz are 

mirrored in the writings of Kevin Lynch (1918–1984). In Good City Form (1984), 

Lynch exhibits a marked antipathy to Rossi. While he notes how scale can suggest 

terrifying measures of ‘control’ and ‘social organisation’, he equates Rossi’s 

architecture with that of the megastructures of Paolo Soleri (1919–2013) as 

represented by Soleri’s Babel II (1950) – a 3,000 metres wide structure that was 

intended to house a population of 550,000 people within one massive form (Lynch 

1984, 65–66). As with Norberg-Schulz, Lynch also holds that Rossi’s approach to 
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memory has no basis in real life and that his projects are ‘recent examples’ of a 

‘focus on form’ without reference to social content; the product of architecture as an 

autonomous discipline, ‘eternal, outside of time’ and concerned with ‘form typologies 

which have an independent existence’ (Lynch 1984, 66). The city as portrayed by 

Rossi is said to be a permanent and autonomous structure that ‘realizes itself’ (Lynch 

1984, 66). Thus, Rossi’s architecture is seen to be divorced from function, a formal 

game that is removed from real social forces, and which involves the production of 

‘monstrous, seductive flowers’ of a utopianism fuelled by determinism and illusions of 

architecture’s autonomy. 

 

In devising those criticisms, Lynch appears to be unaware of the fact that in The 

Architecture of the City (1966) Rossi condemns, not only the functionalist view of the 

city, but also the meaningless conservation of historic structures and the reproduction 

of historic facades where that leads to a false, empty, and ‘often repugnant stage’ 

(Rossi 1982, 123). Moreover, while Norberg-Schulz expresses an attachment to a 

Scandinavian and phenomenological way of being, Lynch’s judgement of Rossi is 

delivered from a distance, over an intellectual and cultural divide, and from a mind 

that is bent on its own image of the city. Lynch’s comments could be taken to indicate 

that an understanding of Rossi’s architecture requires knowledge of the cultural and 

historical conditions under which it was generated; or to invert a phrase used by 

Reyner Banham (1922–88), knowledge gained on the right side of the Alps (Banham, 

1951, 231). In that respect, as with Norberg-Schulz, Lynch’s view of Rossi can be 

tested through an examination of the validity of his approach to memory in relation to 

the historical, cultural, and urban conditions within which it was set, and also with 

regard to the efficacy of aesthetic and symbolic devices embedded in his 

architecture. 

 

 
2.3.4 David Harvey 
 

An account of Rossi’s initial position with respect to economic and political structures 

in Italy, and of how he drew from French and other literature, provides insights into 

the development of his approach to architecture and memory in the 1950s–60s. 

However, that leaves the question of his relationship to theory generated in the 
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1970s–80s, and to figures such as Henri Lefebvre (1901–1991) and David Harvey as 

theorists for whom urbanism and urbanisation resulted from forces that were 

interpreted in largely Marxian terms. Thus, if the French literature from which Rossi 

drew is compared, for example, to Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1974) or 

Harvey’s Limits to Capital (1982), the differences explain why the image of power and 

capital that Rossi adopts in the 1950s–60s is somewhat neutral in comparison to 

more incisive theory of the late 1970s and 1980s. In the earlier literature there is an 

emphasis on the role of urban institutions rather than on the underlying mechanisms 

of capital and power; as evidenced by Rossi’s references to land economics in 

Haussmann’s Paris, and to the politics of Napoleonic Milan (Rossi 1982, 142–3). It is 

also clear that the ‘institutionalist’ view of the city as a political-economic entity suited 

Halbwachs’ image of a cellular collective memory based on institutions and groups. 

There is also in that earlier theory the ‘ecological’ imagery, for example, of the 

Chicago school; in which the city appears to evolve from an innate destiny, or even 

from quasi-biological forces contained within a physical structure. These concepts 

were later subject to criticism in the light of Marxian political-economy on the basis 

that they masked the real or generative nature of economic and political structures 

(Lopes 2015, 85: Pickvance 1976). Thus, can it be assumed that the absence of a 

raw image of power and capital allowed Rossi to adopt a relatively more poetical 

approach to memory, or to hang that approach on an architecture that, as argued by 

Lynch, consisted of ‘form typologies’ with an independent existence? However, while 

that assumption is not supported in later chapters, neither can it be endorsed through 

references to the work of Lefebvre or Harvey.  

 

In part, that is because their work, and that of Rossi, developed against the 

background of what, in the previous chapter, is called an ‘all-enveloping structuralism’ 

and an image of the city as a structure of signs and meanings. For example, in The 

Production of Space, Lefebvre asks ‘what is ideology without a space to which it 

refers … and whose code it embodies?’ (Lefebvre 1991, 44). He also holds that the 

signs carried by urban space are culturally specific, and highlights the dynamic 

nature of those signs in time and space (Lefebvre 1991, 53). In line with Rossi’s 

notion of how ‘memory values’ are vested in urban artefacts, Lefebvre suggests that 

‘any “social existence” aspiring or claiming to be real, but failing to produce its own 

space, would be a strange entity’ (Lefebvre 1991, 215). Thus, while Lefebvre and 
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many other theorists of the 1970s–80s emphasised the significance of power and 

capital, there is also a level at which they subscribe to an understanding of the nature 

of meaning, or of memory as defined by Rossi. 

 

 

 
Figure 2. 10: (a) Leon Krier, Poundbury (begun in 1993); (b) Charles Moore, Piazza d’Italia New Orleans (1978)  

 

That is particularly true of Harvey who, in his The Condition of Postmodernity (1989), 

examines the nature of Rossi’s architecture against the background of structuralism, 

and poststructuralism. As a human geographer, Harvey recognises Rossi’s debt to 

French urban geography; and how he used de la Blache’s concept of genre de vie, 

and Poëte’s notion of the ‘quality of permanence’, as bases on which to build an 

approach to memory. He notes how Rossi’s treatment of memory is linked to 
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problems generated by functionalism and modernism, and to the city as a place of 

destruction, expropriation and rapid change, and to conditions associated with the 

‘interrupted destiny’ of the individual and the collective (Harvey 1989, 83–84; Rossi 

1982, 22). He characterises Rossi as an architect who confronts the issue of 

memory, and who takes ‘the problem of historical reference seriously’ (Harvey 1989, 

85). Harvey also draws a distinction between Rossi and the wholesale replication of 

past styles as promulgated by Leon Krier (Fig. 2.10a). In addition, he distinguishes 

Rossi’s architecture from that of the American postmodernists as exemplified, for 

instance, by Charles Moore (1925–1993); whose architecture he categorised in terms 

of the shallowness of Moore’s Piazza d’Italia (New Orleans, 1978) (Harvey 1989, 85, 

97) (Fig. 2.10b). In short, Harvey credits Rossi with taking memory seriously while 

others ‘simply make gestures towards historical legitimacy by extensive and often 

eclectic quotation of past styles’. 

 

However, while Harvey delivers a relatively sympathetic account of Rossi’s 

architecture, he also raises the question of whether the artefacts that Rossi considers 

to be appropriate to collective memory might survive in the face of an evolving 

economic, cultural, and political order – or whether the continued deployment of 

those artefacts might lead to ‘fetishized architecture’ or mere ‘aesthetic production’ 

(Harvey 1989, 85). In effect, Harvey points to how collective memory may evolve, 

and what that might mean with respect to Rossi’s claims that ‘the concept of type 

should constitute the foundation of architecture’ – a question that is addressed in the 

next chapter, which deals with memory and the concept of persistence in relation to 

Italian history, culture, and the city. 

 

 

2.3.5 Harvey, Diane Ghirardo and Rossi in America 
 

As raised by Harvey, the issue of persistence relates to how an evolving culture 

attributes new memories to new artefacts. However, that question can be used as a 

basis on which to explore a complex area of theory. For example, rather than cast 

collective memory as something that can outgrow the physical city, memory can be 

seen as something that is reconstituted as it adapts to changes in the physical city. 

This also raises the issue of how memory, as meaning, functions in relation to 
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elements of built space that are essentially aesthetic as opposed to those that are 

obviously symbolic. Aesthetic devices, which are largely rooted in the mechanics of 

human perception, may have a wider footprint in time and space; or greater 

persistence or longevity than symbolic elements whose specificity may be largely 

cultural. As with other theorists who have commented on Rossi’s approach to 

memory, Harvey addresses issues that are related to the notion of type rather than to 

aesthetic devices based, for example, on Rossi use of scale, repetition, or the 

resolution of dualities as described in Chapters 6 and 7. It should also be noted that, 

with respect to memory, the status awarded to those devices in subsequent chapters, 

although different, is not inferior to that awarded to whole artefacts, or to type.   

 

If fused together, the question of persistence and the distinction that can be drawn 

between aesthetic elements and evidently symbolic devices can be used to point to 

another issue; namely, the manner in which Rossi’s architecture has been transferred 

between co-existing countries and cultures. That Rossi was aware of that issue is 

evidenced in the Quaderni Azzurri, in which he notes a ‘discrete’ or developing 

confidence with regard to the reception of his projects in Japan. 

 

Actually the wonder for this country starts to mix with a discreet confidence 
and I can insert my experience into a different scenario. To the point that it no 
longer seems very different and I find again there known things. 
 
In realtà lo stupore per questo paese comincia a mescolarsi con una discreta 
confidenza e posso inserire la mia esperienza su uno scenario diverso. Al 
punto che non mi sembra più molto diverso e vi ritrovo cose conosciute. 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 36) 
 

The extent to which that confidence was justified is beyond the scope of this thesis; 

and would require, for example, an understanding of the nature of Japanese culture 

with respect to the absorption of new or hybrid forms of architecture, and of the 

Japanese city and the potential for Rossi’s concern for memory to be lost within 

environments that are relatively new and possibly incoherent (Nute 2004, 109) (Fig.  

2.11).  
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Figure 2. 11: Aldo Rossi, Gifu Shopping Centre, Gifu, Japan (1988–91) 

 

However, there is literature that describes the exportation of Rossi’s architecture to 

the United States. For example, Diane Ghirardo notes that unfavourable 

comparisons have been drawn between Rossi’s early Italian and American projects, 

and that the relatively enthusiastic reception afforded to Rossi’s projects in Japan is 

not generally replicated in the United States (Ghirardo 2015, 165). In response, 

Ghirardo looks to defend Rossi; for example, in that she holds that the differences 

between Rossi’s Italian and American projects signal his ‘continued growth and 

regeneration’, and that accusations of a sense of ‘vacancy’ can be overturned by 

means of a careful analysis of his projects (Ghirardo 2015, 165, 199). However, 

Kenneth Frampton adopts a different stance in that he suggests that while Rossi 

enjoyed a following in the American architectural press, his influence with respect to 

architecture in the United States was limited due to the lack of an ‘indigenous 

foundation’ on which the ‘building blocks’ of a credible theory of type and collective 

memory might be erected (Frampton 2007). 

 

Frampton’s notion of ‘indigenous foundations’ that are determined by the nature of 

the cultural, economic, and political structures of the United States can be used to 

illustrate Rossi’s position in relation to those structures; for example, as expressed in 
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the architecture of the office project created for the Disney Corporation in Orlando, 

Florida (1991– 96) (Fig. 2.12). In short, Frampton’s’ ‘foundations’ may explain the 

‘sense of vacancy’ that is characteristic of some of the projects that constituted 

Rossi’s involvement with the United States; and which may have followed from the 

ambitions of clients for whom, in the era of postmodernism, Rossi’s architecture 

gained the status of a brand. There is some evidence for that idea in the form of a fax 

sent by Rossi to his “friends at Disneyland”, in which he states: ‘It is clear that I am 

not the Cavalier Bernini, but it is also clear that you are not the King of France.’ (‘È 

chiaro che io non sono il Cavalier Bernini, ma è altrettanto chiaro che voi non siete il 

Re di Francia’) (dated October 11, 1988) (MAXXI). 

 

One of the hallmarks of the ‘postmodernisation’ of American projects with which 

Rossi was involved lies in the manner in which whole artefacts, or types, are 

displayed as collectable entities whose primary function is social, or socio-economic. 

Moreover, the absence of any other function adds to a sense of vacancy; for 

example, in the case of the tower that stands in front of Disney’s headquarters as a 

hollow shell, and which mimics Rossi’s Teatro del Mondo in Venice (1979–80) (Fig. 

2.12). 
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Figure 2. 12: Aldo Rossi, Jess Walker, and Morris Adjmi, Disney Corporation Offices, Celebration Place, Orlando, 
Florida (1991–96)  

 

However, the most significant point that can be extrapolated from the literature 

relating to Rossi’s involvement with the United States is that memory, as meaning, is 

always specific to indigenous cultural, socio-economic, and political forces. In that 

sense, Frampton’s concept of ‘indigenous foundations’ can be said to endorse the 

idea, raised in the previous chapter, that ‘all memory is true memory’. Thus, for 

example, rather than cast postmodernism in the United States as a movement in 

which traditions are invented and history is commodified, postmodernism can be 

taken to have a specificity that is, or was, entirely appropriate to a set of underlying 

cultural and other conditions. Equally, the fate of Rossi’s architecture within the 

United States, and of his interest in memory, can be understood in terms of how they 

were absorbed into a particular context – which in turn points to the following two 

chapters, which cover how Rossi’s treatment of memory developed under conditions 

associated with Italy. 
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2.3.6 Diogo Seixas Lopes 
 
     
While Diogo Seixas Lopes finds Rossi’s architecture ‘mute and cold’, in his 

Melancholy and Architecture he is primarily anxious to cast Rossi as someone whose 

work is evidently coloured by a sense of melancholy (Lopes 2015, 223). Lopes 

argues that a feeling of loss is a key aspect of Rossi's work, and that his architecture 

reflects a long-standing melancholic strain in the arts and philosophy that has 

coloured, for example, the paintings of Francisco Goya (1774–1828), and the work of 

the philosopher Edmund Burke (1729–97) and his interest in the sublime (Lopes 

2015, 44–45). As mentioned in Chapter 5, it is true that Rossi can be said to share 

with Burke an appreciation of the emotive power of aesthetic devices such as 

repetition, uniformity, and magnitude, and for the expressive use of light and shade; 

which is seen by Burke to be a ‘matter of importance’ given that shade is known to 

have a great ‘effect on the passions’ (Burke 1767, 74). The aesthetic characteristics 

admired by Burke also appear in the drawings of Claude Nicolas Ledoux (1736–

1806); and particularly in the work of Etienne-Louis Boullée (1728–99), whose essay 

Architettura Saggio sull’Arte (circa 1788) was translated by Rossi into Italian in 1967. 

 

Lopes also suggests that a history of the relationship between memory and 

melancholy should encompass Piranesi, the vedute tradition, and its depiction of 

neglected urban antiquities and the intermingling of monumental gravity and urban 

decay. In short, he holds that figures such Piranesi, Goya, Simmel, and Baudelaire 

contributed to a history of melancholic imagery, into which Rossi is also tied. As 

evidence, he claims that Rossi was ‘estranged’ from his work, and ‘unable to make 

sense of it’ (Lopes 2015, 212). According to Lopes, ‘since the start his [Rossi’s] 

position oscillated between two extremes – objectivity and subjectivity, enthusiasm 

and frustration – as a constant sign of doubt.’ Lopes also points to a phrase that 

Rossi borrowed from Samuel Beckett (1906–89) to the effect that while ‘there is 

nothing to express, nothing from which to express, no power to express, no desire to 

express’ there is also ‘the obligation to express’ (Lopes 2015, 213; Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 47). 

 

Although not covered by Lopes, Rossi acknowledges that, for Benjamin, memories 
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can be coloured by melancholy. He refers to Benjamin’s account of his childhood 

memories of Berlin, and how when he ‘looks at the postcards of familiar places … he 

seems to find lost happiness’ (‘guarda le cartoline dei luoghi conosciuti … sembra 

ritrovare la felicità perduta’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 20). Rossi then transfers that 

sense of sadness to his own feelings regarding the window-less remnants of post-

war Milan; feelings that he suggests ‘exhibit an artist's sense of uneasiness towards 

the city and life’ (‘indicano il senso di inquietudine dell’artista di fronte alla città e alla 

vita’). It may be possible to argue that there is a vague sense of sadness in images 

created by artists whose work, as suggested above, is akin to that of Rossi. For 

example, in paintings by Mario Sironi (1885–1961) there is a ‘melancholic stillness’ 

that is associated with the aftermath of the First World War, and with images that 

portray Milan as a city of ‘eerily empty landscapes ruled by impersonal forces’ 

(Andreotti 2011, 22–23). 

 

However, as with other aspects of Rossi’s persona the question of melancholia must 

be handled with care. It is possible to challenge, for example, the ease with which 

Lopes associates the later stages of Rossi’s work with Reinhold Martin’s assessment 

of post-modern architecture as ‘an almost manic playfulness’ (Lopes 2015, 214). 

Similarly, Richard Pommer attempts to draw parallels between Rossi and John 

Hejduk’s attraction to an ‘architecture of pessimism’ (Pommer 1980, 357). According 

to Pommer, while Hejduk acknowledges that his project The Thirteen Towers of 

Cannaregio (1979) can be linked to Rossi, and through him ‘to De Chirico’s gloom 

and Morandi’s silence’, other critics see Hejduk as ‘a hermetic formalist and a poet 

unconcerned with the realities of architecture’ (Pommer 1980, 357). However, the 

accounts rendered by Lopes and Pommer of Rossi’s melancholy cannot be matched 

to the claim made by Ghirardo, who knew Rossi personally, and who is adamant that 

he never succumbed to melancholy, was ‘never disenchanted’ and that, ‘on the 

contrary, anyone who knew him well knew that he never lost his sense of wonder and 

the sense of an enchanted world’ (Ghirardo 2019, 217). 

 

Ultimately, Rossi’s melancholy might be understood in terms of a state that is 

coloured by the ‘joy of melancholy’ (Schaefer 2015).  Whereas depression is seen to 

cause apathy, lethargy, and an inability to feel, melancholia may be taken to generate 

deep feelings and ‘a turbulence of heart that results in an active questioning … a 
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perpetual longing to create new ways of being and seeing’ (Wilson 2009, 8). In short, 

there is joy, even in the more sombre of Rossi’s sketches (Fig. 2.13).  

 

 
Figure 2. 13: Aldo Rossi, Il museo del centro di Firenze (The museum in the centre of Florence), Quaderni 
Azzurri, 21 
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Part II: Memory in Context 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Castello Sforzesco, Milan (2016), Patrick Malone 
 



 

 105 

Chapter 3  The Role of Memory in Italian Architecture 
 
 
 
The primary purpose of this section of the thesis is to highlight the importance of 

memory in Italian architecture and urbanism, and to locate Aldo Rossi within an Italy 

in which memory is a significant factor; whether viewed as an integral part of life, or 

an issue that has drawn a great deal of attention. The chapter raises the question of 

whether the nature of Italian architecture and urbanism demonstrates that history as 

the interpretation of the past is subsumed within the all-embracing arena of memory, 

and within a unifying mass of signs, aesthetic devices, and architectural styles. It also 

examines the extent to which Rossi’s approach to memory developed within 

historical, cultural, and urban contexts that are relatively specific to Italy, or within a 

country in which people are especially embedded in urban space, whether defined in 

relation to the nature of socio-spatial relationships or the existence of environments 

that are steeped in history and memory. 

 
 
 

3.1 Memory as Physical and Social Space 
 

 

In addition to the use of history to express or legitimise power, or as an issue that has 

been central to many architectural movements, the preoccupation with memory within 

Italy may be characterised in terms of the attachment of a society to its built space; or 

a culture within which people may be tied to a city, a homeland, and a patria as a 

physical and imagined entity (Isnenghi 2010). Notwithstanding the abusive ‘building 

boom’ of the mid-twentieth century, everyday functions, social relationships, and 

human identities are still closely embedded in the city. There is a relative intensity, a 

connectedness, and a profound sense of memory that underpins an Italian sense of 

place (Isnenghi 2010). There is Henry James’ (1843–1916) description of Venice as a 

city with ‘the character of an immense collective apartment’ (James 1922, 123). 

There are Benjamin’s thought-images of Naples as examined in the first chapter of 

this thesis. There are the deep and long-standing forms of engagement, to which 

urban design (for example in the form of New Urbanism) might only pretend. Thus, 
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the position of history and memory within Italian architecture must be understood in 

relation to a particular mentality, or a way of life that embodies cultural tendencies 

that characterise the relative strength of the relationships between built space and 

Italian collective memory. 

 

In evidence, it is possible to cite the importance attributed to the comune as a unit of 

physical or social space, and as a local administrative and political entity (Porciani 

1997; Sorba 1993). As a social unit, the comune sits between the family and the 

institutions of the state – and while the family and the comune are located at the 

intimate end of a continuum, the state is a more remote, less stable, and perhaps a 

less trusted entity; unlike the idealised patria, or nazione, to which allegiance is more 

readily awarded (Forgacs and Gundle 2007, 21–23).  

 

The socio-spatial significance of the comune is evidenced by its proximity. In 

February 2019, there were 7,918 comuni for a total Italian population of 60,483,973; 

or an average of 7,639 residents per comune – of which the largest in area and 

population was that of Rome (roughly 1,300 sq. km. and 2.8 million residents), and 

the smallest were Atrani (0.2 sq.km.) and Moncenisio (30 residents) 

(http://www.comuni-italiani.it/statistiche/index.html accessed 7 August 2020). The 

immediacy of the comune is matched by the proximity of the municipio (town hall), 

which signals the presence of the comune as a unit of social space, and a place to 

which citizens frequently resort given a highly localised, and bureaucratised, system 

of government (Fig. 3.1). Regardless of size, there is also a relative consistency in 

the manner in which communities view the comune; which follows, in part, from the 

Napoleonic mode of government and its basis in a common system of detailed 

codes, or articoli. That emphasis on codes allows small comuni, which have no 

strategic powers, to administer the planning and other systems of local government 

(Newman and Thornley 1996, 50–53). Equally, Italians tend to have a grip on civil, 

property, and planning law; whose enforcement may be largely dependent on their 

involvement, and their capacity to report infringements by means of denunce made to 

the local comune. 
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Figure 3. 1: (a) Comuni, Province of Imperia, Italy, 2019 (showing 66 comuni for population of 213,840); (b) 
Province of Imperia (in red) relative to Italy and other Provinces 
 

The Italian language also attests to the importance of memory and socio-spatial 

relationships; for example, in that the village or town in which the municipio is located 

is a capoluogo; meaning capital or main place. The term campanilismo (from 

campanile) is used to suggest pride in, or loyalty to, one’s hometown. The term 

passeggiata signals the socialisation of streets and spaces in which citizens gather 

for a regular evening walk, and to indulge in a process of mutual inspection (Fig. 3.2). 

Similarly, centro storico is commonly used to indicate the area of origin of a 

settlement, regardless of its size. The relationship between geographical and social 

space is also reflected in the persistence of dialects, which help define socio-spatial 
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identities. Officially, Italy has thirty-four spoken languages, but that figure is 

significantly smaller than the number of dialects used alongside Florentine Tuscan as 

the official language of Italy. Given the extent to which such factors can be said to 

characterise the socio-spatial nature of life in Italy, it is clear how (as detailed in the 

previous chapter) Rossi found inspiration in concepts such as de la Blache’s genre 

de vie, or ‘lifeways’.  

 

 
Figure 3. 2: Lecce, La Passeggiata 
 

The passeggiata may be taken to signal another factor that bears on the significance 

of memory; namely, the great quantity of historic buildings in Italian settlements of all 

sizes, and the manner in which built space constitutes a dense system of signs and 

social meanings. This is perhaps the most obvious measure of the significance of 

history and memory, and of the embeddedness of the Italian population in a legacy 

associated, for example, with Roman and Baroque architecture and with periods 

such as the Renaissance, the Risorgimento, and Fascism. In Italy, culture and 

collective memory can draw on the extent to which the architecture of Italy 

influenced, for instance, that of eighteenth-century St Petersburg in a period within 

which Italy was ‘the producer of classical beauty and culture for all of Europe’ (Kirk 
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2005a, 63). Memory in Italy can also lay claim to the Grand Tour, and to the foreign 

cultural institutes of Rome and Florence whose continued presence testifies to the 

idea that art and architecture are elements of Italian national identity. 

 

Many cities, such as Lucca, are essentially historical entities, while others such as 

nearby Pisa and Bologna embody significant historical centres. However the 

relationship between built space and memory is more substantial than references to 

Italy’s towns and cities may suggest. Smaller settlements are also steeped in history, 

and urban cores commonly portray the collective nature of their socio-spatial origins. 

In many areas, traditional systems of agriculture meant that people lived in tight-knit 

communal settlements; from which they worked the surrounding land. For example, 

on the plains of Lombardy, and in parts of Piedmont and Emilia-Romagna, 

settlements took the form of cascine a corte – a format that emerged in the Middle 

Ages.  

 

 
Figure 3. 3: Cascina a Corte, The Tree of the Wooden Clogs, Ermanno Olmi (1978) 
 

These were essentially rectangular walled settlements in which the spaces given 

over to dwelling, barns, stables, mills, and dairies lined the perimeter walls; which left 
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a relatively large internal courtyard (corte) as a shared and multi-purpose space. 

While the cascine were generally scattered throughout relatively flat landscapes, 

internally they were organised on the basis of different tasks that might be divided 

between roughly four to twenty-five families; at which point, they might have more 

than one courtyard, or maintain a small chapel or a school – a genre de vie that is 

illustrated in Ermanno Olmi’s (1931–2018) film The Tree of the Wooden Clogs (1978) 

(Fig. 3.3). 

 

While the cascina suited the production of crops, dairy, and horticultural produce on 

relatively flat land, an alternative system of hill villages emerged in regions such as 

Liguria; and notably, in relatively hilly areas that were given over to olive farming. As 

with the cascine, produce was carried back to a large number of small and closely-

spaced settlements; albeit to communal olive mills whose relative proximity was 

determined by the carrying capacity of a mule. As in the cascina, the significance of 

the hill town with respect to memory may be measured in terms of characteristics 

associated with a tight-knit socio-spatial structure. For example, Ligurian hill towns 

were generally relatively ‘solid’ structures made up of narrow and largely bridged-

over passageways (Fig. 3.4a). Thus, given conditions characterised by proximity and 

cooperation, that solidity allowed individual families to adopt or shed space according 

to their immediate needs. In short, the bond between memory and embeddedness is 

reflected in an image of how the internal walls of tight-knit settlements were opened 

and closed as apartments expanded and shrank over time. Equally, it is clear that 

‘memory value’ was vested in the entire settlement as a single, and communal, 

structure that was made up of individual cells. 
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Figure 3. 4:  Pieve di Teco, Liguria (a) Medieval Core; (b) Portici (arcades) 
 

The relationship between memory and embeddedness can also be measured in 

terms of the gradual development, even in villages and small settlements, of facilities 

such as communal laundries, schools, orphanages, refuges for the aged, and 

hospitals. In all Italian settlements the piazza still acts as a significant social space – 

as do portici, or the wide and arcaded pavements that still provide trading space for 
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cafes, shops, and workshops (Fig. 3.4b). In addition, it is common for communities to 

maintain a calendar of festivals and ceremonies that indicate the extent to which 

there is an awareness of memories inherent in urban space, and of relationships 

between space and memory that are reinforced through the re-enactment of both 

everyday and ceremonial functions (Fig. 3.5). 

   

 
Figure 3. 5: Taggia, Liguria, Historical Festival of San Benedetto (2016) 
 

While acknowledging the continuing significance of memory as evidenced by factors 

such as festivals or the passeggiata in Italy, both collective memory and what can be 

termed a nation’s ‘sense of space’ have altered over time. As mentioned in Chapter 1 

in relation to Nora and other theorists, memory has been subject to the ‘acceleration 

of history’, or an increasing rate of change. In Mass Culture and Italian Society 

(2007), David Forgacs and Stephen Gundle examine factors associated with modern 

Italian culture, and the manner in which Italians are now tied to the city and built 

space. In part, change has resulted from greater mobility and its effects on physical, 

social, and psychological relationships with space; for example, following the rise of 

the railway in the 1830s–70s, of the bicycle in the 1940s–50s, and of affordable cars 

in the 1960s (Forgacs and Gundle 2007, 15). A great deal of attention has also been 

directed towards the physical and social effects of internal migration; notably, in 

relation to Turin, and especially Milan (Petrillo 2004). In addition to the effects of 
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migration, there is also the manner in which in Italy collective memory and its ‘sense 

of place’ have been dislocated, or relocated, by the rise of a wider ‘mental space’; 

which has resulted from the emergence of radio, cinema, television, photographic 

journalism, and then the Internet and social media (Forgacs and Gundle 2007, 2). As 

indicated in the first chapter of this thesis, factors such as education and literacy 

have also altered the nature of socio-spatial relationships. In short, works such as 

John Foot’s Milan Since the Miracle (2001), or Robert Lumley and John Foot’s Italian 

Cityscapes (2004), demonstrate how the nature of life is tied to both the use and 

conceptualisation of space; and while the dynamics of socio-spatial relationships are 

both physical and mental, they are affected by a multitude of factors (Forgacs and 

Gundle 2007, 5–23). For example, since its emergence in Italy in the nineteenth 

century the conceptualisation of the nation has added a major layer to the developing 

relationships between space, history, and memory. Similarly, suburbanisation has 

been a major factor, as has the creation of outer-city working class housing areas 

(Ginsborg 2003, 246–47). Internal migration within Italy in the 1930s, and in the 

1950s–60s, also resulted in the partial depopulation of many villages and small 

towns. Nevertheless, regardless of those factors, as evidenced in this and 

subsequent chapters, both an ‘embeddedness’ in built space and an allied attention 

to memory are lasting elements of Italian life. 

 

 

 
3.2 Memory as Politics and Culture 
 

 

Rossi’s interest in the persistence of urban artefacts, as described in the previous 

chapter, prompts an image of the Italian city as a structure that can embody elements 

inherited, for example, from the Roman Empire, the city states, the larger kingdoms 

of the eighteenth century, and the Risorgimento as an emergent nation of the late 

nineteenth century. Each era has concretised its interpretation of the past in 

developments that have been laid over, or alongside, the physical remains of earlier 

periods. Thus, for example, the bourgeois city of the nineteenth century was 

superimposed on legacies handed down from Italy’s independent kingdoms. Equally, 

within the Italian city of the late 1880s, another stratum emerged as major cities used 
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history and the architecture of individual regions in order to gain status within the 

newly-unified Italy. Other layers appeared in the twentieth century as history and 

memory were moulded by Fascism, and by the politics and economics of later 

periods. Thus, Italian architecture has passed through a sequence of substantial 

relationships with history and memory, and through periods in which those 

relationships adopted a particular intellectual, cultural, political, and economic form. 

 

 

3.2.1 Architecture and memory in eighteenth-century Italy 
 

Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720–78) and the vedute (views) tradition demonstrate 

how Italy turned to memories rooted in urban space in the middle and late eighteenth 

century (Kirk 2005a, 62–63). A significant trade in prints and paintings provided views 

of major cities that signalled a strong interest in architecture, history, and the 

emerging science of archaeology. That general urge to engage with the city also 

came together with the Grand Tour, which functioned as an ‘open international 

academy’ based on the portrayal and experience of classical ruins, major buildings, 

and urban scenes (Kirk 2005a, 62) (Fig. 3.6). 

 

  
Figure 3. 6: Veduta del Ponte e Castello Sant'Angelo, Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1754) 
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While Piranesi and the Grand Tour signal the significance of the conjunction of 

history, architecture, and the city in the eighteenth century, conditions associated with 

Italy’s separate states indicate how history and memory were used in the service of 

politics and power. In fact, throughout history, the political and economic functions of 

‘architecture as power’ have played a major role in the establishment of history and 

memory as characteristic facets of the Italian city; and in part, the cumulative effects 

of the employment of architecture as a medium of power and its rewards can be used 

to account for the manner in which Italians are now embedded in built space. 

 

Prior to the unification of Italy in the late nineteenth century, the ruling interests 

behind its competing states placed a strong emphasis on the advantages of 

architecture as power; and on history as an ingredient that signalled their status in 

the face of rival states and subservient local populations (Fig. 3.7). 

 

 
Figure 3. 7: Italian States (1798) 
 

As within the earlier web of city states and rival merchant cities, architecture in the 

network of larger states flourished in an atmosphere of inter-city and inter-state 

competition and shifting alliances. Whereas individual citizens drew status from the 
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patronage of artisans, artists, and architects, the influence of rulers encompassed the 

creation of major urban projects, theatres, hospitals, graveyards, magnificent 

gardens, public fountains, cultural institutes, and churches. Local families built 

elaborate new palazzi, while rulers invested heavily in large projects that were 

created in the face of external threats and internal challenges. The grandeur of Italian 

cities signalled a particular conjunction of capital and power as Italy maintained long-

standing urban-based economies in which landed capital was far outweighed by 

merchant and money capital and an emphasis on foreign trade (Frankopan 2016). 

However, architecture in the eighteenth century was not simply a blunt instrument of 

power, in that it was also shaped by intentions associated with the fulfilment of 

ideologies born of the Enlightenment, modernisation, and social reform (Israel 2011, 

364–73). The projection of power was often laced with a beneficence that boosted 

the output of built space and the role of the city as an intricate system of institutions 

and allied signs. For example, as the capital of the Kingdom of Naples, mid-

eighteenth century Naples was promoted to the rank of Madrid and Paris. Under the 

direction of the Bourbon King Carlos III (1734–59), Naples witnessed the creation of 

a number of projects that benefited the city, its population, and its economy – projects 

which also demonstrated how power and the spirit of the Enlightenment acted 

together to bind citizens to a city (Kirk 2005a, 29). For instance, the Cimitero delle 

366 Fosse (1762) and the Albergo dei Poveri (begun in 1751) illustrate the extent to 

which investment in innovative public buildings was led by philanthropy and socio-

political goals (Fig. 3.8). Meanwhile, the magnificenza of Naples was also expressed 

through practices such as fixing monumental facades to churches  (Kirk 2005a, 63–

64). 
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Figure 3. 8: Ferdinando Fuga (a) Cimitero delle 366 Fosse, Naples (1762); Albergo dei Poveri, Naples (begun 
1751)  
 

However, rulers such as Carlos III also used architecture to express power; for 

example, in the form of the Royal Palace of Caserta (or La Reggia, 1752), which was 

intended to rival Versailles (Kirk 2005a, 28–39) (Fig. 3.9). Such projects expressed 

local approaches to historicism, and to styles that were thought to exploit the 

legitimising effects of history. For example, Terry Kirk (1961–2009) lists the historical 

references which Carlos employed in the making of La Reggia, which included: 

 

The project Carlos’ father had commissioned for Buen Retiro outside Madrid, 
as well as El Escorial; elements from his mother’s Palazzo Pitti in Florence; 
the Palazzo Farnese in Rome; the Farnese ducal residence at Colorno; and 
most importantly, the Louvre, Versailles, and their gardens.  

(Kirk 2005a, 30) 
 
Moreover, the depth of Carlos’ interest in architecture and the city in Naples was 

matched by that of the Pope in Rome and the rulers of other cities in Italy. Thus, 

whether as expressions of power or philanthropy, the efforts of those rulers resulted 

in the enlargement of city-based networks of signs with which a citizenry and its 

collective memory were engaged. 
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Figure 3. 9: Luigi Vanvitelli, Royal Palace of Caserta (La Reggia), Naples (1752) 
 

 

3.2.2 France and Napoleonic Italy 
 

The next stage in the relationship between history and the architecture of Italy was 

mainly dominated by neoclassicism. During the first years of the nineteenth century, 

Italy entered a new and highly significant phase as Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) 

and the modernising spirit of the French established Italy as a peninsula of largely 

client states. Although relatively short-lived, the period of French occupation (1792–

1814) had profound and lasting effects. Feudal rights were abolished, privileges of 

the nobility were suppressed, the Church was stripped of much of its property, and 

Italy was drawn towards republicanism and revolutionary ideals. Equally, the French 

had a significant impact on architecture and the city; notably in Milan, which as a 

symbol of Napoleonic rule witnessed the rationalisation of streets and canals, the 

establishment of academies for the arts, and an emphasis on neoclassicism as a 

means of promoting the political status of the city – an intention that was evidenced, 

for example, in the design by Giovanni Antonio Antolini (1753–1841) for the Foro 

Bonaparte (1801) (Kirk 2005a, 82–83) (3.10a). 
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Figure 3. 10: Milan (a) Giovanni Antonio Antolini, Foro Bonaparte (1801); (b) Luigi Cagnola, Arco delle Vittorie 
Napoleoniche (now Arco della Pace), (1807–38) 
 

As initially planned, the Foro was 570 meters in diameter, and encircled the 

refurbished Castello Sforzesco with fourteen public buildings and a colonnade of 

Doric columns. The size of the project signalled the scale and ideological ethos of 

Napoleonic Italy – although ultimately, it was reduced to a colonnade of ten thousand 

trees, a vast parade ground, and a triumphal arch (Porta Sempione, 1807), which 

was erected ‘in imitation of those … of Rome for the Caesars’ (Kirk 2005a, 96) (Fig. 

3.10b). 

 

Images of nineteenth-century Milan also point to the question of the relationship 
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between memory and classicism as a long-established element of Italian 

architecture.  As indicated in the previous chapter, Rossi was particularly interested in 

Napoleonic Milan as a platform from which to study how neoclassicism passed 

between different political regimes, periods, and collective memories. In fact, Kirk 

suggests that Italy has had a long-standing relationship with classicism, and that it 

has acted as ‘a remarkable force on the Italian consciousness’ as new projects were 

traced ‘upon the layered surface of Italian cities [and] what lies below’ (Kirk 2005a, 

85). However, a more accurate image suggests the existence of an underlying 

skeletal classicism which regularly emerges as different, and fully-fleshed, types of 

neoclassicism. In that respect, it is also useful to distinguish between the principles of 

that skeletal classicism and the appearance in history of buildings and urban projects 

that are decidedly neoclassical in style. Rossi’s architecture draws on classicism as a 

facet of collective memory in Italy, but classicism as defined in terms of an underlying 

geometry or a set of inherent principles.  

 

Italy as it was under the French might be matched to Rossi’s interest in the notion of 

the city as theatre; an element of his thinking that is examined in subsequent 

chapters. For the French, an alliance between the city and theatre resulted from an 

ambition to use architecture and the power of particular places as a basis on which to 

disseminate ‘the imagery of a propagandist’ (Kirk 2005a, 87). An emphasis on the 

value of architecture, and on the city as a system of socio-political signs, gave rise to 

festivals that were effectively political theatre based on elaborate sets and the 

exploitation of existing urban spaces. Memory was written through the devices of 

scenography, which ‘animated public space first through public spectacles and then 

in permanent urban architecture’ (Kirk 2005a, 98) (Fig. 3.11). Thus, the highly 

politicised nature of architecture under the French carried a sense of stage direction, 

and of how the city could be harnessed to act on collective memory. For Rossi, that 

concept of the city as theatre is not coloured by political intentions, but it does 

suggest how urban artefacts occupy a space as actors whose roles are defined in 

terms of the transmission of known and predetermined meanings.   
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Figure 3. 11: Urban Theatre in Napoleonic Italy; Giuseppe Camporese, Andrea Vici, and Paolo Bargigli, Festa 
della Federazione, Piazza San Pietro, Rome, March 1798; Painting by Felice Giani (1798) 

 

 

3.2.3 Italy after Napoleon Bonaparte, 1814–61 
 

Following the departure of the French in 1814, the pre-Napoleonic patchwork of 

independent states was largely restored (Fig. 3.12). 

 
Figure 3. 12: Map of Italian states (1858) 
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For example, Austria regained territory in northern Italy, and the Kingdom of Naples 

re-emerged as the enlarged Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. However, many projects 

initiated by French were maintained: for example, in the form of Turin’s programme of 

city planning and the Foro Murat in Naples (Fig. 3.13). 
 

 
Figure 3. 13: Naples, Foro Murat (Piazza del Plebiscito) (1817–31) 

 

The nineteenth century also witnessed the recovery of ancient monuments in Rome 

and elsewhere, and major projects such the completion of the facade of the Duomo 

in Milan and the creation of the nearby Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II (begun in 1865). 

This is also a period in which the tendency towards neoclassicism was maintained, 

especially in the North where it carried appropriate suggestions of power and reason. 

In short, the ‘mythic image of ancient Rome’ that had underpinned Napoleonic 

neoclassicism also suited subsequent political ideologies (Kirk 2005a, 125).  

 

It is also a period that is particularly interesting with respect to type, and the manner 

in which certain building types gain status within collective memory.  In part, that 

interest was fuelled by the fact that particular historical types were adopted as the 

mnemonics of a strengthening national Italian culture. In particular, the Pantheon in 

Rome was employed as a model for key buildings and urban projects; for example in 

the Foro Murat in Naples and in Italy’s new monumental cemeteries.  In 1878, the 

primacy of the Pantheon as the leading model in a hierarchy of types was endorsed 

when it was used to stage the funeral of Victor Emmanuel II, monarch of the newly 

united Italy (Fig. 3.14) 
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Figure 3. 14: Rome, Pantheon at the time of the funeral of King Emmanuel II (1878) 

 

This is also an era in which Italian cities were increasingly overlaid with the 

architecture and urban institutions of an enlarged bourgeoisie; and in which the 

ascendency of the middle classes, and the reformation of the class system and its 

attendant ideologies, lead to the generation of new types. Thus, it is a period that can 

be examined in the light of Halbwachs’ view of collective memory as a cellular entity 

within which individual groups, and classes, seek to generate buildings, spaces, and 

styles that are intended to forward the interests of the group, and to represent its 

identity in signs that are distinct from other groups. In turn, that points to the need for 

a sophisticated view of the separation between public and private spheres as 

described in the previous chapter with respect to Rossi and the work of Bahrdt.  In 

effect, types such as the Pantheon, which carry meanings associated with power and 

longevity, can be distinguished from newer, perhaps secondary, types such as the 

café or stock exchange as spaces of the middle classes. Equally, that difference 

indicates that artefacts gain the status of a type within collective memory regardless 

of age, or longevity. For example, in Chapter 7 Rossi is shown to embody in his 

architecture types dating from the 1890–1920s.  

  

There is also the issue of how an emergent type may be associated with the 

evolution of a style; for example, as in the case of the rise of eclecticism and 

Romanticism in nineteenth-century Italy. Within that period, neoclassicism and its 

connotations of reason were countered by a logic that sought purpose in nature, the 

sublime, and the picturesque. In short, a style that was ‘official, public and confident’ 

was flanked by others that were relatively ‘intimate, private, and exploratory’ (Kirk 
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2005a, 156, 176). Nevertheless, nineteenth-century Italian architecture did not 

deviate too far from a staple classicism as a language that suited the nature of 

power, and underlying cultural and political structures – that is, until the 1860s when 

a move towards regional styles followed in the wake of the unification of Italy. 

 

 

3.2.3 The Risorgimento 
 

Rather than a national style, the Risorgimento (the movement for the unification of 

Italy) resulted in a situation in which major cities and regions promoted styles and 

definitions of memory that were thought to represent their local traditions. History was 

instrumental in efforts to promote local identities; especially, in the major cities that 

struggled for political and economic leadership within the new Italy. Thus, while 

outgoing powers such as Austria had adopted forms of neoclassicism, a united Italy 

turned to a medley of regional styles such as Lombard Romanesque, Sienese 

Gothic, Florentine Renaissance, and Piedmontese Baroque (Galardi 1967, 6). In 

part, the late and relatively restrained arrival of the Italian industrial revolution helped 

maintain a situation in which memory could be retained within boundaries set by 

traditional styles, building materials, and technologies (Rykwert 1995, 11). Moreover, 

the Risorgimento did result in a push for a national identity and shared memories 

through the renaming of streets and urban spaces, the creation of monuments, new 

avenues and piazzas, and major projects such as the highly politicised 1881 

competition for the monument to Vittorio Emanuele II in Rome (Fig. 3.15). 

Nevertheless, what happened after the unification of Italy in 1861 ran counter to the 

call for a national style; which first emerged in the 1840s when, for example, the 

philosopher Vincenzo Gioberti (1801–52) pleaded for a stylistic identity that might 

underpin the concept of a nazione less prone to disunity, weakness, and foreign 

control (Kirk 2005a, 134–35). 
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Figure 3. 15: Rome, Monument to Vittorio Emanuele II, Giuseppe Sacconi (1885–1911) 

 

Some cities sought to promote their local styles as the architecture of a united Italy. 

Meanwhile, some theorists pushed for more ‘geographically neutral’ solutions while 

others favoured, for example, the architecture of the Italian Renaissance; which was 

associated with ‘Dante’s Florentine language [as] an archetype for a standard Italian 

idiom’ (Kirk 2005a, 179). As a major theorist, Camillo Boito (1836–1914) pushed for 

an historic style that might be modified to form ‘a live expression of its time’; that is, a 

non-imitative architecture that was also ‘steeped in the past’ (Galardi 1967, 8). Boito 

favoured Lombard Romanesque as exemplified in some of Milan’s churches, 

although he was also anxious to associate a national style with ‘that grand century in 

which Dante wrote and Giotto painted’ (Kirk 2005a, 179–80). Moreover, what Boito 

proposed was not the revival of a neo-Romanesque style, but rather the ability to 

employ its essential characteristics in a manner that respects the functional and 

structural nature of individual buildings, while also deploying traditional signs and 

meanings embedded in its parte simbolica (Boito 1880).  

 

Ultimately, with respect to memory, the period of the Risorgimento is remarkable with 

regard to the degree to which architecture as history and memory was seen to be a 

significant part of an evolving national identity. It was remarkable in that it exposed 
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the extent to which cities and local interests were aware of, and attached to, regional 

architectural traditions; albeit, that it is difficult to discern the degree to which political 

and economic ambitions fuelled those attachments.       

 

 

3.2.4 Early twentieth-century shifts in memory 
 

As under Romanticism, there have been points at which collective memory in Italy 

has been pulled in new directions. The period between the Risorgimento and the 

emergence of Fascism is one in which a tendency towards such shifts was 

particularly marked. For example, the international exhibition in Turin in 1902 is 

credited with the introduction into Italy of Art Nouveau, or Stile Liberty, which for the 

Italian bourgeoisie represented a new style with which it proclaimed its identity. Thus, 

Stile Liberty was adopted for villas, apartment blocks, cafes, shop fronts, and other 

habitats of the middle classes; and gained ground in cities such as Milan, Turin, and 

Genoa, as ‘bourgeois centres of the north’ within which it ‘communicated private 

affluence’ (Kirk 2005b, 176) (Fig. 3.16). 
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Figure 3. 16: Giuseppe Brega, Villa Ruggeri, Pesaro (1902–07) 

 

Ultimately, Stile Liberty was relatively short-lived. It was seen by its critics as an 

imported style, as an abuse of Italy’s cultural and political independence, and by 

Boito as severing ‘evolutionary ties’ with history (Kirk 2005b, 18). Thus, Stile Liberty 

marks a point in the debate regarding the appropriateness of approaches to history 

and memory with respect to social and cultural life in Italy – a debate that gained 

momentum in the 1840s, and was taken up by Rossi in the 1950s–70s. 

 

Although different in that it occupied cultural rather than built space, the emergence 

of Futurism in 1909 can be seen as another layer in the history of collective memory 

in Italy; albeit, in the form of a minority force that sought an abnormally serious break 

with tradition, and a dramatic shift in favour of the laws of the machine age and the 

aesthetics of a radical modernity (Marinetti 1983). The movement was largely tied to 

literature, painting, and theatre, but was extended to architecture in 1914 with the 

enrolment of  Antonio Sant’Elia (1888–1916) (Doordan 1988, 6–7). However, works 

such as Sant’Elia’s Città nuova (La Città futurista in the Futurist exhibition of 1914) 

drew only a limited interest from architects for whom it appeared as ‘urban 

scenography’, or fantastic imagery that bore little sense of reality (Kirk 2005b, 51–

53). In fact the Futurists failed to achieve more than a loose alignment with the 

Fascist Party, which had a much greater impact on collective memory in Italy. 
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3.2.5 Memory in the era of Fascism 
 

The period under Fascism was one in which history and memory were evidently 

fused together, and interpreted according to the cultural, political, and economic 

conditions of the era. It is also a period in which the treatment of history can be seen 

to relate to how a society is embedded in urban space. However, as indicated in the 

previous chapter with regard to the criticisms levelled at Rossi by Charles Jencks, it 

was also an era in which the concern for memory was incorporated into different 

approaches to architecture. 

 

In the 1920s–30s, the Italian city was overlaid with a rash of new institutions that 

resulted from the managerial zeal of the Fascist regime. A range of building types 

was matched to social functions to which the regime awarded political significance; 

notably, schools, centres for childcare, homes for veterans and the war-injured, and 

places of recreation and sport. There were also large individual developments such 

as stadia and railway stations, and major projects such as the University of Rome 

(1932) and the Esposizione Universale Roma (EUR, 1939; initially E42) (Fig. 3.17).  
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Figure 3. 17: (a) Stazione Santa Maria Novella, Florence, Giovanni Michelucci and the Gruppo Toscano (1933–
35); (b) EUR, Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana, E. B. La Padula, Giovanni Guerrini, and Mario Romano (1938); (c) 
EUR, Palazzo dei Congressi, Adalberto Libera (1938) 

 

While the term casa signified the social nature of certain institutional buildings, as in 

casa dei mutilati (home of the war wounded), the primary casa was the casa del 

fascio; the local home of the Fascist Party. Part club house, the casa del fascio was 

generally a source of newspapers, newsreels, and films; and as a centre for political 

rallies, it was ideally fitted with a campanile and a balcony overlooking a large public 

space. For example, the new settlement of Sabaudia (1933–34) demonstrated the 

ideal placement of a casa del fascio alongside a space capable of accommodating a 

large audience and socio-political intentions of the state (Fig. 3.18).  

 

 
Figure 3. 18: Sabaudia, Casa del Fascio (1933–34), Inauguration, 15 April 1934 
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Italy’s case del fascio constituted a network of allied information centres through 

which the national consciousness might be shaped. Other primary loci existed, for 

example, in Rome in the form of the piazza under Mussolini’s balcony, the Duce’s 

headquarters as the principal casa del fascio, and events such as the Exhibition of 

the Fascist Revolution – which opened in 1932 to mark the first ten years of ‘the 

Mussolini epoch’ (Kirk 2005b, 109). Some of the regime’s architectural and urban 

projects were aimed at ‘the renewal of the national life within the continuity of the 

Roman tradition’; an ambition that garnered value from the excavation and 

restoration of Roman ruins and monuments (Kirk 2005b, 120–24). Nevertheless, 

prior to 1936, the regime was careful to maintain a relatively open attitude towards 

architecture; preferring an approach that combined an image of efficient 

modernisation with a legitimacy inherited from history and the Roman Empire – a 

position that allowed the Party to foster the support of both modernists and 

traditionalists (Doordan 1988, 130–31). Thus, for example, the Exhibition of the 

Fascist Revolution and the Triennale in Milan in 1936 demonstrated the extent to 

which a modernistic Rationalism coloured the architecture of the period (Fig. 3.19). 

 

 
Figure 3. 19: Salone della Vittoria, VI Milan Triennale, 1936 
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The term Rationalism dates back to 1926, and was intended to imply an architecture 

that was logical in terms of form, function, and technology, but which also addressed 

the question of cultural identity, history, and tradition (Sabatino 2014, 166). As a 

movement, it adopted the ‘study of traditional architecture as a cultural … reference 

essential to modern design’,  and viewed history as an essential ingredient of a 

national style (Molinari 2000, 6). Its aims were embodied, for example, in the work of 

architects such as Luigi Figini (1903–84), Giuseppe Pagnano (1942–2017), Gino 

Pollini (1903–1991), Adalberto Libera (1903–1963), Giuseppe Terragni (1904–34), 

Giovanni Michelucci (1891–1990) and Mario De Renzi (1897–1967). Moreover, while 

its first major projects were Terragni’s Novocomum apartment building (Como, 1927–

29) and his Casa del Fascio (Como, 1932–37), it also encompassed projects such as 

those undertaken by Libera and De Renzi in Rome; which incorporated elements 

such as the square window and a skeletal classicism through which they may now be 

associated with the architecture of Aldo Rossi (Fig. 3.20). 

 

 
Figure 3. 20: Adalberto Libera and Mario De Renzi, Post Office, Via Marmorata, Rome (1933–35) shows opening 
attended by Mussolini in 1935 

 

In addition to an interest in Le Corbusier’s Vers une Architecture (1923), the 
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movement looked to modernist notions of function, type, and reason as factors that 

could be matched to the cultural and architectural traditions of Italy (Etlin 1983, 86; 

Kirk 2005b, 74–75). It did not renounce history, or the notion of an indigenous 

architecture. Rather, it took the position that ‘a respect for tradition and a commitment 

to modernity need not be incompatible positions’ (Doordan 2014, 158). Throughout 

the 1920s–30s, Italian ‘modernism’ generally tended to interpret rather than adopt 

foreign influences, while it maintained ‘evident continuities with history’ (Kirk 2005b, 

64). 

  

Rationalism also drew on Italy’s ‘classical substratum’, and on the spirit of a classical 

tradition that was ‘so profound in Italy’ that the new architecture was seen to preserve 

‘a stamp that is typically ours’ (Shapiro 1976; Kirk 2005b, 75, 135). Terragni’s Casa 

del Fascio drew on the golden section and the architecture of the Renaissance 

palace, while projects such as Rome’s new Termini railway station (1938–42) 

demonstrate a mix of historical and modernist tendencies (Schumacher 1991, 20; 

Cohen 2012, 207). However, while Libera and Terragni firmly believed that art and 

politics could come together in an ‘architecture of the state’, the Rationalist 

exhibitions of 1928 and 1931 were beset by debates regarding the position of the 

movement with respect to Fascism (Kirk 2005b, 101). Critics such as Edoardo 

Persico (1900–36) accused the Rationalists of compromising in the face of a 

nationalistic and ‘self-aggrandizing’ Fascist regime (Sabatino 2014, 166). Thus, as 

with the Risorgimento, Italy in the 1930s was a period within which memory was 

subject to contesting forces. However, there were other more significant divisions 

than those that existed within Rationalism. The Rationalist position ran counter to that 

of the more conventional Novecento (Twentieth Century) movement; whose first 

exhibition was inaugurated in 1923 by Mussolini (Schumacher 1991, 23). As argued 

by Michelangelo Sabatino, the Rationalists ‘embraced tradition [but] rejected the 

mere imitation of historical styles promoted by … the Fascist regime in the name of 

chauvinistic Italianess or Italianità’ (2014, 168). Equally, the Novecento was centred 

on the promotion of the nationalistic spirit and political purposes of Italianità. 

 

Over time, historicism gained the upper hand, and the Rationalists faced difficulties 

posed by an increasingly virulent state. For example, while in 1931 Libera founded 

the Movimento Italiano per l’Architettura Razionale (MIAR) in order to promote 
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Rationalism and its standing with the state, the group was later disbanded in the face 

of a hardening Fascism. Equally, the practice BBPR, which was founded in 1939 by 

Ernesto Nathan Rogers together with Gian Luigi Banfi (1910–45), Lodovico 

Belgiojoso (1909–2004), and Enrico Peressutti (1908–1976) as a group committed to 

shared research, was decimated following the racial laws of 1938 as Rogers joined 

the Resistance before fleeing to Switzerland in 1943, and the two Jewish members of 

the group were interned in concentration camps (Fig. 3.21). 

 

 
Figure 3. 21: BBPR group (from left to right) Enrico Peressutti, Lodovico Belgiojoso, Ernesto Nathan Rogers and 
Gian Luigi Banfi   

 

Meanwhile, the traditionalist Novecento movement flourished, as figures such as Gio 

Ponti (1891–1979) and Giovanni Muzio (1893–1982) sought to base an architecture 

of the state on a relatively imitative approach to history. Marcello Piacentini (1881–

1960), Fascism’s principal architect and leader of projects such as the University of 

Rome and the EUR, gained greater power through the institutionalisation by the state 

of architectural education, and the foundation of a national syndicate of architects. 

Piacentini’s ascendency as ‘de facto official architect to the Party’ also went hand-in-

hand with the emergence of an ‘official academicism’ that afforded dignity to the 

Fascist regime (Kirk 2005b, 83–85; Galardi 1967, 14). However, while in 1936 

Mussolini declared the birth of the New Roman Empire, and the state lent towards 

the preservation of Italy’s Roman heritage and architectural and urban projects that 

reflected a concocted Romanità, some projects such as the EUR continued to reflect 
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an architecture of ‘modernity plus history’. As already noted, numerous public 

buildings erected during the Fascist period in the form, for example, of offices of the 

state, schools, and post offices continued to be set in a stripped classicism that 

combined symmetry, masonry weight, pronounced architraves, and bold forms which 

straddled the modern-traditional divide (Fig. 3.22). 

 

 

 
Figure 3. 22: (a) Camillo Guerra, Casa del Mutilato, Naples (1938–40); (b) Giuseppe Vaccaro and Gino Franzi, 
Naples, Interior of Post Office (1928–36) 

 

In effect, the Fascist regime employed an architecture that suited its spirit of 

corporatism, and which allowed for the efficient production of a substantial quantity of 

space, and the economic use of materials across a wide range of new building types 
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(Cohen 2012, 207). Meanwhile, it also generated more iconic buildings that reflected 

an evident historicism, an aggressive nationalism, and the sacralisation and 

politicisation of architecture; for example, in the form of the massive ossuaries that 

were built to house the relocated remains of hundreds of thousands of soldiers who 

fell in the First World War (H. Malone 2019) (Fig. 3.23). 

 

 

 
Figure 3. 23: Fascist Ossuaries (a) Sacrario di Monte Grappa, Giovanni Greppi and Giannino Castiglione (1933–
35); (b) Sacrario di Redipuglia, Giovanni Greppi and Giannino Castiglioni (1935–38) 

 

In general, the complex nature of the Fascist period is reflected, for example, in the 

fact that Piacentini was not an avid anti-modernist; in that he invited Libera and other 

Rationalists to contribute to the University of Rome and EUR as projects that blended 

a definition of modernity with the ‘authoritarian classicism’ of the state (Schumacher 
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1991, 17–28). The nature of architecture under Fascism illustrates both the 

significance of Rationalism in the 1920s–30s, and the importance of memory on both 

sides of the modernist–historicist debate – which is reflected, for example, in 

differences between Libera and De Renzi’s facade for the exhibition of the Tenth 

Anniversary of the Fascist Revolution (1932) and Piacentini’s Bolzano War 

Monument (1928–31) (Fig. 3.24).  

 

   
Figure 3. 24: (a) Adalberto Libera and Mario Renzi, Facade of the Tenth Anniversary Exhibition of the Fascist 
Revolution, Rome (1932); (b) Marcello Piacentini, War Monument, Bolzano (1928–31) 

 

 

3.2.5 Architecture and memory in post-war Italy 
 

With respect to history and memory, the period immediately after the Second World 

War was generally marked by divisions based on the question of how they might be 

interpreted. The work of architects such as Carlo Scarpa (1906–78), Franco Albini, 

Gio Ponti, and Giancarlo De Carlo (1919–2005) signalled the extent of individual 

differences. Architects adhered to divisions based around movements, journals, 

schools, mentors, regions and cities, of which the most obvious were Milan, Rome, 

and Venice. For example, Scarpa developed an association with Venice and its 

relationship to the intimacies of craftwork, Botta with traditions inherent in the area of 
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Ticino; and Portoghesi with conventions associated with Rome and the baroque. 

Moreover, pre-war polarities that were once represented by Piacentini in Rome and 

Persico in Milan re-emerged in a new post-war form.  

 

One of the major positions adopted in Rome was that of Bruno Zevi (1918–2000). 

While Zevi left Italy due to the racial laws of 1938, he returned to post-war Italy from 

the United States; at which point he was a major representative of the United States 

Information Services (USIS) and of its strategies for the ‘regeneration’ of Italy – 

strategies that favoured post-war North American interests, and which were 

instrumental in forwarding the work of Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959) (Scrivano 

2000, 12–14). Thus, while his ‘taste for history … had never ceased’, with respect to 

Zevi, it was tied to a relatively new school of thought, as he sought to integrate 

history into an ‘organic architecture’ akin to that of Lloyd Wright (Kirk 2005b, 156; 

Migayrou 2012, 11–12). He also sought to offset Italy’s traditional attraction to 

classicism with a plea for asymmetry and an architettura organica; which from 1954, 

he promoted in the journal Merton, and later through Cronache e storia and 

Architettura (Zevi 1945; Ghirardo 2013, 209–10). 

 

  
Figure 3. 25: Offices of Casabella Continuità, Milan, 1950; Rossi (third from left), and Rogers (fourth from right) 
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Meanwhile in Milan, as editor of the journal Casabella Continuità in the period 1953–

64, Rogers was central to a movement of relatively like-minded individuals – which 

included Marco Zanuso (1916–2001), Giancarlo De Carlo, Vittorio Gregotti (1927–

2020), and Aldo Rossi (Rykwert 1995, 10) (Fig.3.25). 

 

As noted by Gregotti ‘it was from Rogers that my generation learned to re-examine 

history as a theoretical problem’ (Gregotti 2014, 156). However, even in Milan, 

differences regarding the use of history were signalled by the creation of two iconic 

buildings: the Pirelli Building by Gio Ponti and Pier Luigi Nervi (1956–58), and the 

Torre Velasca (1956–57) designed by Rogers and the re-launched BBPR.  

The Pirelli office block claimed a relationship to history on the basis of a refined and 

essential classicism. Again, this illustrates differences between Milan and Rome, as 

in Zevi’s Rome classicism was seen as something that had become politically tainted 

through an association with Fascism, and as a tendency that should be supplanted 

by the twisting forms of an organic architecture. However in Milan, Ponti looked to the 

essential forms, proportions, and rhythms of classicism as the basis of a new and 

‘absolute Italianità’ – which was also meant to seep into the Italian home as the basis 

of ‘La casa all’italiana’, and in turn, into the national sense of identity (Kirk 2005b, 71; 

Storchi 2013, 59) (Fig. 3.26). 

    

   
Figure 3. 26: (a) Gio Ponti and Pier Luigi Nervi, Pirelli Tower, Milan (1956–58) Photograph created for fashion 
designer Alberto Fabiani, 1961; (b) Publicity Image, Ceramica Bardelli circa 1960 
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In contrast, the Torre Velasca is a twenty-storey mixed office and apartment block 

whose artless nature was intended to act as ‘a homage to an all but vanished 

medieval Milan’ (Kirk 2005b, 173). As noted by Kirk, ‘the elegant blade of the Pirelli 

building’ rose in sharp contrast to ‘the gritty reality of Velasca’ – which Rogers 

promoted on the basis of the importance of history to the consciousness of a locality, 

and the role of a building ‘in place and time’. Rogers underlined the value of memory 

as context, and of continuity as the ‘essence of tradition’ – which was not a call for 

historicism or imitation, but for an architecture ‘made of a sympathy towards the 

things around us’ (Kirk 2005b, 173). In effect, the Torre Velasca was to be seen as a 

‘prism making history into a concentration of signs’, and as the essence of tradition 

‘as a continuous dynamic of activation’ (Migayrou 2012, 15; Rogers 1953, 4–5) (Fig. 

3.27). 

 

    
Figure 3. 27: Milan (a) Gio Ponti and Pier Luigi Nervi, Pirelli Tower (1956–58); (b) BBPR, Torre Velasca (1956–58) 

 

For its critics, the Pirelli Building is a large office block in a new commercial area, 

which pushes an association with classicism to the limits of contrivance, if not 

credulity. Equally, the Torre Velasca risked being mistaken for a clumsy essay on 
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historicism, or an attack on the inadequacies of modernism (Rykwert 1995, 12–13). 

However, as an exercise in architectural theory, La Velasca represented a significant 

plea for the re-evaluation of the nature of memory. It was intended to reflect Rogers’ 

belief in an architecture in which history and memory are synonymous. With respect 

to memory, it signalled differences between Italy and other countries in that it had a 

hostile reception at the meeting of the CIAM in 1956, and of Team 10 in 1959 

(Rykwert 1995, 12; Ghirardo 2013, 212). It was also rejected by Reynar Banham 

(1922–88) on the basis of historicism; albeit, that Banham was aware of the dangers 

of assessing Italian architectural theory from ‘the wrong side of the Alps’ (Banham 

1959, 231; Kirk 2005b, 176). In opposition, Rogers referred to its critics at CIAM as 

‘refrigerator custodians’, while claiming that the true meaning of the modern 

movement implied the conjunction of history and the ever-changing contexts of 

contemporary life (Kirk 2005b, 173–74). Modernism was seen to be part of a 

continuum, an unfolding of history that ran from the Renaissance to the twentieth 

century, as opposed to ‘the tabula rasa … expressed by Walter Gropius’ (1883–1969) 

(Kirk 2005b, 176; Molinari 2000, 8–9). Thus, Rogers drew a line between the ‘moral 

assumptions of our struggle’ and abstractions that make it ‘impossible for architecture 

to carry meaning’ – and especially meanings that allow history to function as ‘the 

present’s conception of the past’ (Kirk 2005b, 173–74). 

 

The importance of La Velasca may also be measured against the fact that Italy of the 

1950s–70s experienced a significant ‘reduction’ in memory that resulted from a wave 

of speculative and uncontrolled urban development. This was the period of 

Democrazia Cristiana (DC) cronyism, and an era in which Rossi and others sought to 

refocus on the value of memory – which was seen as an antidote to the effects of 

‘modernism’ and the ‘economic miracle’ of the 1960s (see Ch. 4). This was also a 

period in which the issue of memory can be examined in the light of substantial 

internal migration as people moved from rural areas to towns and cities (Ginsborg 

2003, 239). Although overstated by Pier Paolo Pasolini (1922–75), it was as if ‘the 

peasant world, after fourteen thousand years of life, ended practically immediately’ (‘Il 

mondo contadino, dopo quattordicimila anni di vita, è finito praticamente di colpo’) 

(Hallamore Caesar 1996, 252). Moreover, while migrants occupied areas that 

became the ‘squalid outskirts of Milan and Turin’, the nature of Italian urbanism also 

changed as a result of an emerging tendency for inner-city working and middle class 
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life to move to the suburbs (Ginsborg 2003, 239–40). This was also a period in which 

even small cities sought to push up at least one token grattacielo (skyscraper), and in 

which most cities expanded by means of cheaply-built, medium-rise, apartment 

blocks that were scattered around older urban cores; thereby creating a problematic 

periferia. It was also the era of the centro direzionale, or new zones of high density 

office and commercial development that were generally located at the edges of larger 

city centres; that is, areas that are now marred by wide roads that are relatively 

lifeless by night, as in the area surrounding the Pirelli Tower. Futhermore, Italian cities 

fell prey to abusivismo, or illegal building practices (Ghirardo 2013, 223–36). Thus, in 

the journal Urbanistica, Michele Valori (1923–79) noted the cruelty of a ‘finale in 

which not only do the characters die, but the theatre itself collapses’ (Valori 1959, 

127). Equally, Kirk describes this period as calamitous; a time when architecture 

drifted apart from social issues, and when neither an entrenched and conservative 

educational system nor its opposition in the form of groups such as Superstudio 

provided a realistic opposition to post-war capitalism (Kirk 2005b, 229–31; Ghirardo 

2013, 215). 

 

The period of the ‘economic miracle’ (1950–70s) can also be understood in terms of 

pressures associated with Italy’s post-war Allies, and particularly the inter-

relationships that existed between the United States, the DC, and the Catholic 

Church who were united in their aim to promote capitalism, and to counteract the 

perceived threat of communism (Ginsborg 2003, 156–59). Both of those aims 

represented a forceful attack on the nature of memory and the city, in that while the 

former forced into existence a period of raw capitalism the latter blocked the 

likelihood of resistance, or amelioration by political means. Founded in 1942, the DC 

initially played a secondary role to the Allies, but gradually managed to sow the 

seeds of relatively long-term electoral success as a party that was suited to the 

interests of the United States and the Vatican (Ginsborg 2003, 48). Italy’s communist 

party, the Partito Comunista Italiano (PCI), was predominant in the elections of 1943 

and 1948 within the regions of Lombardy and Tuscany (Fig. 3.28). Moreover, by the 

mid–1960s it was the largest communist party in the world’s block of capitalist 

countries. However, it never reached a position of real power in Italy – in part, for 

example, because the intervention of the United States at the time of the 1948 

election was ‘breath-taking in its size, its ingenuity and its flagrant contempt for any 
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principle of non-interference’ (Ginsborg 2003, 115). 

 

Other effects due to the nature of Italy’s post-war political and economic structures 

are discussed in the following chapter; for example, in relation to Rossi’s membership 

of the PCI, and factors such as Italian neorealist cinema as a medium that registered, 

and resisted, the effects of capital and politics on the city. Meanwhile, it should be 

noted that, eventually, the situation for memory and the city did change due to a 

combination of factors such as political reform, the diminishing power of the DC party 

in the early 1980s, and a shift in the Italian economy towards the stage that is now 

marked by factors such commodification and consumption (Ginsborg 2003, 411). 

Attention turned to new and tighter planning controls, to the reinforcement of values 

inherent in city centres, and to the improvement of the periferia and new housing 

areas of the 1950s–60s (Piccinato 2010, 251–54). Over time, opposition to the era of 

abusivismo was also reflected, for example, in images of the demolition of illegal 

villas that encroached on historic sites (Fig. 3.29). Thus, the period beyond the 1970s 

was also one in which Rossi could, increasingly, promote a return to memory. 

 

  
Figure 3. 28: Italy election results in 1948, showing predominance of PCI (shades of red-pink) and DC (shades of 
dark-light blue)  
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Figure 3. 29: Demolition of unlicensed building, Valle dei Templi, Agrigento (March 2000) 

 

 
 
3.2.6 Neorationalism and memory: the continuing debate  
 

The ambition to ‘return to memory’ that emerged in Italian architecture in the 1950s–

1960s had a number of faces. For example, Vittorio Gregotti notes how 

neorationalism arose in the 1960s, and was fully formed by the time of the Milan 

Triennale of 1973; in which the section on architecture was organised by Rossi with 

contributions, for example, from Massimo Scolari, Gianni Braghieri, and Daniele 

Vitale (Bonfanti et al. 1981). Gregotti also refers to a loosely-knit group that was 

largely influenced by Rogers, and which included Carlo Aymonino (1926–2010), 

Guido Canella (1931–2009), Manfredo Tafuri (1935–94), Giorgio Grassi; and other 

architects who sought to overturn the detrimental effects of urban development of the 

1950s–60s, Democrazia Cristiana policies, and the commercialisation of the 

architectural profession. 

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, structuralism as understood within architecture also 

served to feed an appetite for inclusive and ‘scientific’ forms of analysis; and for 

theory that looked, for example, to Levi-Strauss and his conceptualisation of socio-

spatial relationships (Sola-Morales 2014, 236–37; Migayrou 2012, 15–16). Largely 

inspired by the philosopher Enzo Paci (1911–76), structuralism took the form of an 

interest in the interconnectedness of different entities. The city was analysed in terms 
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of its territorial, spatial, and social elements, and in a manner that erased the 

boundaries between architecture and planning. There was an emphasis on factors 

that underpinned different time scales and architectural styles; and as described in 

Chapter 2, an inclusive approach to theory that was captured in Rossi’s image of the 

general who seeks to control all corners of the field of battle. Thus, structuralism also 

underpinned a powerful interest in type, and in the city as a system of signs (Sola-

Morales 2014, 237). History was seen, not as an ‘artificially reconstructed tradition’, 

but as a living part of the processes of memory (Migayrou 2012, 16). In short, time, 

memory, and experience were seen to run together as signified by the large corridor, 

or kaleidoscope of reflections, that Umberto Eco and Vittorio Gregotti designed for 

the Milan Triennale of 1964 (Savorra 2017) (Fig. 3.30). 
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Figure 3. 30: Vittorio Gregotti and Umberto Eco, XII Triennale di Milano (1964) 

 

Through Casabella Continuità, Rogers also forwarded a view of history as ‘sediments 

accumulated over the course of time’ (Migayrou 2012, 16). Moreover, during the 

1960s–70s, both phenomenology and structuralism were instrumental in the 

introduction of concepts akin to the notion of genius loci, and an interest in how it 

might be associated with type. Memory was defined in terms of the everyday 

subtleties of ‘a past observed in the existing city fabric’ – an idea that leads back to 

the Torre Velasca. In addition, while Kirk may justly argue that the work of groups 

such as Superstudio was too imaginary or eccentric to be truly effective in the face of 

what was happening in the city, there were other sources of resistance such as the 

publication, in 1966, of Rossi’s The Architecture of the City and Gregotti’s Il Territorio 

dell’Architettura. 
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However, the differences between Rossi and Gregotti may be taken to illustrate the 

fact that La Tendenza, and terms such as neorationalism, cannot be taken to imply a 

common approach to the issue of memory. In line with a more ‘structural’ approach to 

memory as settlement, Gregotti looked to the relationships between ‘society and its 

shelters and its territory’ (Rykwert 1995, 14). His projects interpret history as the 

‘natural phenomena’ of the site, and the manner in which landscapes are shaped 

through cultural and other aspects of human settlement. There is an interest in how 

built and territorial space can be read as a history of indicative physical traces, or 

markers. Equally, there is a ‘natural history’ of territorial differences, local definitions 

of change, and of the intimate marriages between the built and the natural. Gregotti 

sought to ‘naturalise’ large, multifunctional, projects such as the ‘megastructure’ 

devised for the University of Calabria (1972–75); with its twenty-one faculty buildings 

set along a three kilometre ‘bridge’. Equally, if compared to the work of Rossi, 

Gregotti’s additions to an historic palazzo in Arezzo (1986) might be said to be polite 

rather than poetic (Rykwert 1995, 15). 

 

 

3.2.7 Architecture in Italy: memory as a general condition 
 
While the impact of capitalism and the compromised politics of the 1950s–70s on the 

city were relatively marked, that period can be seen as an aberration; or an era 

during which the loosening of the relationship to history and memory was out of step 

with the history of settlement in Italy. Moreover, even within that period the 

relationship was diminished rather than destroyed. In addition, ample evidence of an 

attachment to memory may be found in other periods of the twentieth century. For 

example, in the form of the work of Giovanni Muzio who sought, in the 1920s, to 

employ classical design principles as a ‘cumulative legacy’, and in a manner that 

avoided the repetition of past styles (Doordan 1988, 29–30) (Fig. 3.31). 
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Figure 3. 31: Giovanni Muzio, Ca’Brutta, Milan (1919–22) 

 

An involvement with history and memory was also inherent in the concept of 

Mediterraneità; which in the 1930s combined a respect for Italy’s classical heritage 

with idealised, and modernised, references to the vernacular as a source of indelible 

forms (Sabatino 2014) (Fig. 3.32). 
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Figure 3. 32: (a) Luigi Cosenza and Bernard Rudofsky, Villa Oro, Gulf of Naples (1934–37); (b) Adalberto Libera, 
Casa Malaparte, Capri (1938–42) 

 

Memory was also embedded in the architecture of the 1950s; for example, by 

Roberto Gabetti (1925–2000) and Aimaro Isola, who drew on the regional typologies 

of Piedmont in the belief that ‘only through the presence of the past can a work of 

architecture communicate effectively’ (Kirk 2005b, 177–78). Equally, Franco Albini 

(1905–77) demonstrated how signs based on the materials and construction 

methods of the Aosta Valley could carry meanings that impinged on a local collective 

memory. Memory was also employed as a source of meaning by Albini and Franca 

Helg (1920–89) in the design for La Rinascente department store in Rome (1957–61) 

where scale and the expression of floor lines honour characteristics of the 

Renaissance palazzo. As stated by Helg, ‘tradition is the collective awareness of the 

continuity of the past and the present … a sort of collective recognition of permanent 

cultural values’ (Helg 1981 cited in Kirk 2005b, 181–82). That ability to integrate 

history and memory into the design of new buildings was also demonstrated by 

Ignazio Gardella (1905–99) in a project of 1956 that attempted to capture the 

essence of a Venetian palazzo – and in a lecture given in Harvard in 1986, in which 

Gardella explained his work in terms of a non-imitative sense of the ‘presence of the 

past’ (Kirk 2005b, 178). Other well-known approaches to memory have already been 

mentioned; for example, Portoghesi’s attachment to Rome and principles that are 

essentially baroque. 



 
II/3 The Role of Memory in Italian Architecture 

 
 

149 

An interest in memory also persisted in the face of the efforts made by the United 

States to promote ‘Americanism’ in Italy in the 1950s–60s. Those efforts can be set 

alongside the somewhat paradoxical discovery (largely by American authors) of Italy 

as a model of how history and memory should inform the future development of the 

city. While in 1952, USIS financed the transfer of the MOMA exhibition Built in the 

USA to Rome, and the capitalisation of the building industry was pushed towards 

factors such as precast concrete, a different image of history and Italian cities was 

presented, for example, in Lewis Mumford’s The Culture of Cities (1953) and The 

City in History (1963) (Scrivano 2000, 15). Equally, Ivor de Wolfe (1963) and other 

authors have created books on Italy’s historic city centres that are laden with images; 

and which, for example, have helped establish the piazza as a model of social-spatial 

cohesion and good urban design. 

 

Clearly, it is not possible to state that Italian architecture has maintained an 

uninterrupted attachment to history and memory. During the 1950s–70s, the 

sensitivities of the Tiburtino project in Rome were engulfed by new housing blocks, 

Rome’s Piazza del Popolo doubled as a parking lot, and parts of its Villa Borghese 

gardens were earmarked for exploitation by private developers. Nevertheless, there 

is evidence of a particularly Italian, and long-standing, relationship to memory that is 

sustained by means of cultural tendencies, and the continued existence of patterns of 

settlement and tight-knit spatial structures. Moreover, Italy’s relationship to history 

and memory has been sustained by factors that range, for example, between the 

promotion of local styles as prompted by the Risorgimento and Rogers’ denunciation 

of the Pirelli building as Gio Ponti’s ‘spotless mirror of placid affluence’ (Kirk 2005b, 

171; Molinari 2000, 9). Equally, there are the subtle supports that, since the middle of 

the nineteenth century, have accumulated within an ever-increasing body of theory; in 

which, for example, historicism is seen to exist in the here and now, and the 

architecture of Napoleonic Italy or the Italian bourgeoisie is thought to have been 

suited to the nature of power and identities that borrowed their legitimacy from the 

past (Cohen 2008, 327–38). There are also the everyday elements that testify to the 

manner in which Italian society is embedded in built space; such as the suburban 

ville multifamiliari which house different generations of extended families. There is the 

continuing presence of Italy’s monumental cemeteries, within which architecture 

carries a battery of exaggerated signs and social meanings. For example, the 
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importance of memory is signalled by the Famedio; a ‘hall of fame’ which houses 

plaques and representations of historic figures through which cities lay claim to a 

cultural and political identity; as in Milan, where the Famedio of the Cimitero 

Monumentale constitutes the centrepiece of its main facade (Fig. 3.33). 

 

 
 
Figure 3. 33: Carlo Maciachini, Main Facade, Monumental Cemetery, Milan (1863) 

 

Within the cemetery, avenues lined with tombs project an idealised reflection of a 

parent city, and memory is represented in the minutiae of dress codes, the symbols 

of Italy’s social classes, of the professions, and of the intimate relationships within the 

family and between genders (Fig. 3.34). 
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Figure 3. 34: (a) Milan Monumental Cemetery, Family Tombs; (b) Staglieno Cemetery, Genoa, Bourgeois Realism    

 

While the Italian cemetery is just one of the artefacts through which memory has 

been sustained within the history of Italian architecture, Rossi’s extension to the 

monumental cemetery of San Cataldo in Modena (1968–78) (see, for example, Ch. 

7) illustrates how he manages to represent traditional elements of the cemetery as 

essences that impinge on collective memory in Italy. 
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Chapter 4    Aldo Rossi: Memory in Context 
 
 
 
This chapter looks to the immediate and personal factors that contributed to the 

manner in which Rossi developed, and implemented, his approach to architecture 

and memory. Thus, it explores questions regarding the intellectual, cultural, political, 

and economic contexts within which Rossi developed his interest in memory. For 

example, it looks to influences associated with Rossi’s childhood, Catholicism, 

membership of the Italian Communist Party, relationship with Ernesto Nathan Rogers 

and Casabella Continuità, and Italian artists who shared his view of memory and of 

everyday artefacts as carriers of signs and meanings. It also illustrates Rossi’s 

interest in Italian neorealist cinema. Thus, it establishes a basis on which to 

understand the aesthetic and symbolic devices embodied in Rossi’s architecture. 

 

 
 
4.1 Understanding Rossi: Cultural and Intellectual Contexts  
 

 

4.1.1 Rossi: Memory and embeddedness 
 
The formation of Rossi’s approach to memory can be defined in terms of an outer 

ring of contextual factors such as the influences exerted by the United States on 

post-war Italian culture, and an inner ring of factors such as his ‘embeddedness’ in 

Italy and in Milan. In a country in which the names of towns and provinces are used 

to signify an individual’s identity, it is important that Rossi was milanese. Milan was 

the seat of his childhood experiences and of some of his most significant projects; 

and for example, a place in which the act of moving his studio to Via Santa Maria alla 

Porta in 1990 meant the achievement a ‘lifetime’ ambition to look out at the Chiesa 

Richini (Aldo Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 42).  

 

In 1942, at the age of ten, Rossi left Milan at a time when the city was subject to 

bombing by the Allied forces. While roughly 426,000 people quit Milan in 1940–42, 

Rossi recalls the manner in which apartments were revealed through the collapse of 
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exterior walls, and the intimacy of exposed artefacts, furniture, and private effects 

(Quaderni Azzurri 4; Cortesi 2011, 63; Baldoli and Knapp 2012, 144–45) (Fig. 4.1 ). 

 

 
Figure 4. 1: Milan destruction due to Allied bombing (circa 1943) 

 

Thus, Rossi’s image of a shattered Milan has a sense of Benjamin’s thought-image, 

and of how memories are layered; for example, as meanings that are projected by a 

facade as opposed to the interior, and private, spaces that it was intended to shield. 

Rossi notes that when we: 

 

Look at the layers of the city that archaeologists show us; they appear as a 
primordial and eternal fabric of life, an immutable pattern. Anyone who 
remembers European cities after the bombing of the last war retains an image 
of disembowelled houses where, amid the rubble, fragments of familiar places 
remained standing, with their colours of faded wallpaper, laundry hanging 
suspended in the air, barking dogs, the untidy intimacy of places. And always 
we see the house of our childhood, strangely aged, present in the flux of the 
city. 

(Rossi 1982, 22) 
 

That image of a bombed and skeletal Milan can also be linked to Rossi’s obsession 

with an ‘architettura abbandonata’ (abandoned architecture), which he notes ‘has 

occupied my vision of architecture for a long time’ (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 39). That 
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‘vision’ is also captured in a project by Rossi entitled Casa Abbandonata (Abandoned 

House, 1996); which is located in the Parco della Scultura (sculpture park) in San 

Dona di Piave (Fig. 4.2). 

  

 
Figure 4. 2: Aldo Rossi, Casa Abbandonata, Parco della Scultura, San Dona di Piave (1996) 

 

Later in the Quaderni Azzurri, that notion of abandonment is replaced by that of 

frammenti, or fragments, as introduced in Chapter 2. Rossi notes how: 

 

This obsession with fragments is, like years ago, that of abandonment. 
Perhaps the fragments are more disturbing like archaeology with respect to 
history or history with respect to the present. Perhaps the fragment is also the 
reduction of the possible. 
 
Questa ossessione dei frammenti è come anni fa quella dell’abbandono. 
Forse i frammenti sono più inquietanti come l’archeologia rispetto alla storia o 
la storia rispetto al presente. Forse il frammento è anche la riduzione del 
possibile. 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 42) 
 

Other references by Rossi in the Quaderni Azzurri and elsewhere relate to particular 

‘sites of memory’ in Milan. For example, his daughter Vera notes that he frequently 

spoke of how, in 1945, his mother took him to see Mussolini’s corpse as it hung in 

Milan’s Piazzale Loreto – a site that was chosen because fifteen civilians, who were 

shot in retaliation for partisan attacks, were left on public display in the piazza in 
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August 1944 (Ferlenga, Ferrari, and Tinazzi 2017, 15; Luzzatto 2014). As is typical of 

many such sites in Italy, the Piazzale Loreto was later renamed, as now it is the 

Piazza Quindici Martiri (Piazza of the Fifteen Martyrs). 

 

Rossi also came into contact with particular ‘sites of memory’; for example, when he 

was taken by his aunt and grandparents to the sanctuary of San Girolamo Emiliani in 

Vercurago (Lampariello 2017, 15). Visitors to the sanctuary follow the Via delle 

Cappelle, a pilgrims' pathway that ascends a hillside; and which is flanked by a series 

of eleven chapels. Built in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the chapels 

house narrative scenes, highly coloured plaster statues, and images that depict 

events in the life of Saint Girolamo. The emotive and colourful serialisation of a life 

spent helping orphans and the poor illustrates a relationship to memory that, as 

explained in Chapter 1, Whitehead holds to be typical of largely illiterate societies 

(Fig. 4.3).  

 

 
Figure 4. 3: San Girolamo Emiliani sanctuary, Vercurago, Somasca  

 

Moreover, while the Via delle Cappelle leads upwards to the Castello dell’Innominato 

(Castle of the Unnamed), the castle together with the series of chapels constitute 

what Benjamin might have described as a ‘rosary’ of memory-filled beads, or 

chapels, which lead to a crucifix in the form of the Castello dell’Innominato. In that 

sense, the Via delle Cappelle is also typical of a ‘vertebral’ approach to the 
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organisation of plans and elements in space that, as discussed in Chapter 6, is 

fundamental to Rossi’s treatment of spatial structures. 

 
 
4.1.2 Education and Ernesto Nathan Rogers 
 

Rossi’s relationship to Ernesto Nathan Rogers, whose approach to memory was 

expressed in the making of the Torre Velasca, acted as a counterpoint to the nature 

of Rossi’s life as a student – which began in 1950, some six years after the fall of 

Mussolini and at a time when architectural education at the Politecnico di Milano was 

mainly in the hands of professors who had supported the Fascist regime; and as 

already noted, whose conservative attitudes to architectural education went hand-in-

hand with an inability to come to grips with the social, political, and economic issues 

of the 1950s–60s. As a student, Rossi wrote an unpublished article with Guido 

Cannella entitled Architettura e Realismo (Architecture and Realism, 1955) in which 

he argues that ‘power in architecture’ continued to reside with those who had been 

the ‘servants of Fascism’, and who had little interest in exploring new theories 

(Ghirardo 2019, 13). As discussed in Chapter 3, this was a period in which many of 

the architects of post-war Italy were engaged in a struggle to appoint an approach to 

architecture that might counterbalance the legacy of Fascism; a struggle that, in part, 

reflected divisions between Rome and Milan and differences that were fundamentally 

cultural and ideological. Meanwhile, within Rossi’s time at the Politecnico in Milan 

(1950–59), the influence exerted by the ‘servants of Fascism’ was counterbalanced, 

for example, by professors such as Ignazio Gardella. Moreover, as a professor at the 

Politecnico, Rogers directed Rossi towards alternative ways of thinking, and a long-

lasting relationship with Casabella Continuità, to which Rossi made his first 

contribution in 1958, and for which he became an assistant editor in 1961. During his 

student years, Rossi worked as a teaching assistant to Rogers and to Ludovico 

Quaroni (1911–87). He was also part of a group at the Politecnico whose name, i 

giovani delle colonne (the column kids), was intended to suggest an emphasis on 

history as a source of meaningful values (Kirk 2005b, 208). That Rossi did not 

graduate until 1959 is indicative of the time he dedicated to activities such as 

teaching and writing; and to a visit to the Soviet Union in 1954 that, as described 

below, had major consequences for his understanding of memory (Lampariello 2017, 
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38–39). 

 

In the mid-1950s, Rossi also began to amalgamate issues relating to the nature of 

architecture with those posed by the Italian city. Thus, for example, he participated in 

a course on urbanism at the Fondazione Adriano Olivetti (Arezzo, April 1963), where 

he taught alongside Quaroni, Giancarlo De Carlo, and Tafuri – who is described as 

fulfilling his role as ‘a militant young historian’ (Aureli 2008, 59). Within this period, the 

lack of co-ordination between planning, politics, and economics was seen as the 

principle cause of the failures of post-war planning (Lampariello 2017, 146). Thus, at 

Arezzo, students were engaged in what was cast as an interdisciplinary corso 

sperimentale (experimental course), which questioned the scope and quality of 

teaching in Italian universities with respect to architecture and planning. The course, 

which drew together thirty of the best students from a range of universities, also 

aimed to promote geography, sociology and economics as disciplines from which 

planning and urban design might draw. While it was initially planned as a yearly event 

for students who would meanwhile undertake empirical research in their home cities, 

the course clearly points to Rossi’s attraction to geography and urban studies as 

sources from which to develop a ‘scientific’ approach to the city (Gabrielli 1998, 67; 

Lampariello 2017, 83).  

 

 
Figure 4. 4: Aldo Rossi (top left), photograph taken at the conference Seminario Internacional de Arquitectura 
(S.I.A.C), Santiago di Compostela, 1976 
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The extent to which Rossi and other Italian architects continued to push for a new 

urban order is illustrated in a group photograph taken in 1976 at a conference held 

under the title of Seminario Internacional de Arquitectura (S.I.A.C) in Santiago di 

Compostela; which was organised by Rossi under the theme of Design and the 

Historic City (Fig. 4.4). 

 

Events such as the course at Arezzo were followed by the student movement of the 

late 1960s, and by Rossi’s involvement with reforms at the Politecnico in Milan; which 

moved towards sperimentazione (experimentation) and group teaching. In 1969, 

Rossi produced a document entitled Rivoluzione d'ottobre (October Revolution, 

1969) which advocated a new teaching system based on group work, or a ‘gruppo di 

tendenza’, and an orientation towards urban analysis and research (Lampariello 

2017, 231). Similarly, in 1963, in an article in Casabella Continuità, Rossi, Tafuri, 

Giorgio Piccinatto, and Vieri Quilici examined how the concept of the city-territory 

might provide a basis on which to understand the evolution of spatial structures 

(Piccinato, Quilici, and Tafuri 1963). The article also suggests how urban and rural 

areas might be seen as a single entity (Aureli 2008, 59). As discussed in other 

sections of this thesis with respect to Mario Botta and Vittorio Gregotti, that concept 

of territorio retained a particular significance in that it implied how the design process 

may be extended to encompass the layering, in space, of factors that are 

geographical, cultural, and historical. 

 

However, as discussed in Chapter 2, it is necessary to exercise care when dealing 

with Rossi’s search for a ‘scientific’ approach to architecture and the city. It is useful 

to recall a remark made by Ada Louise Huxtable on the occasion of Rossi’s receipt of 

the Pritzker Prize in 1990; namely that, ‘Rossi is a poet who happens to be an 

architect’ (https://www.pritzkerprize.com/biography-aldo-rossi; accessed 9 August 

2020). Thus, with respect to the course at Arezzo, it might be noted that: 

 

One of its explosive elements was Aldo Rossi’s criticism of the very premise of 
the course … He claimed that he and his Milanese group were “opposed to 
the operative movement of the course,” arguing that the architect as 
“intellectual, thinker, and inventor…” was better able to intervene in the … 
transformations of the city than the “technician re-educated in several 
disciplines…[such as] sociology, administrative security and economy.” 

(Bedford: https://radical-pedagogies.com/search-cases/i07-arezzo-course/) 
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In short, it is important to see Rossi’s approach to architecture in terms of the 

overriding interest in memory. 

 

 
4.1.3 The USSR and Soviet Realism 
 

In A Scientific Autobiography, Rossi states that his visit to the Soviet Union in 1954 

had a major influence on his thinking in that he became aware of a viable alternative 

to modernism, and solutions that carry a sense of social reality, or of an ‘attachment’ 

to architecture and the city as implied by the notion of socialist realism: 

 

I loved everything about Russia …. My interest in socialist realism helped me 
rid myself of the entire petit-bourgeois culture of modern architecture …. I saw 
emotion mixing with a desire to construct a new world. 

(Rossi 1981a, 40) 
 

Throughout his life, Rossi maintained a qualified respect for Soviet architecture. For 

example, he notes that while ‘people now ask me what that period meant to me … I 

have to say, above all, that I became conscious of the possibility that architecture 

could be unified with popular pride’ (Rossi 1981a, 40).  

 

 
Figure 4. 5: Aldo Rossi (third from right) on a group visit to Moscow, 1954  
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Moreover, he admits that his ‘obstinacy’ with regard to Soviet architecture had a 

‘private or autobiographical character’ (Rossi 1981a, 40) (Fig. 4.5). For Rossi, 

memories of Moscow were interlaced with an intuitive sense of the power of 

architecture as a public entity (Rossi 1981a, 40). Russian cinema also illustrates that 

same sense of how memory can be tied to an essential rootedness in space; for 

example, as in the films of Alexander Dovzhenko (1894–1956) and Vassily Sushkin 

(1929–74) whose work is largely characterised by an ability to portray ordinary lives 

as lived within sign-laden, and often rural, environments; which carry the spirit of a 

Russian Heimat that is coloured by Soviet Realism (Fig. 4.6). With respect to 

collective memory, Rossi also sought to find that sense of a ‘natural integrity’ in other 

places. For example, in November 1961 he visited the housing at Stalin Allee (now 

Karl Marx Allee) in East Berlin; where, as Pommer suggests, Rossi found a sense of 

‘collective memories beyond the reach of taste and quotidian history’ (Pommer 1989, 

126). 
  

 
Figure 4. 6: Alexander Dovzhenko, Zemlya (Earth) (1930) 

 

 

4.1.4 The PCI and communism 
 

In 1965, Rossi embarked on a relatively short association with the Italian Communist 
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Party (PCI) – which won support, for example, from past members of the Resistance, 

industrial workers, and intellectuals; many of whom were drawn to Gramsci’s vision of 

the power of ideology, and to a role as potential instruments of change (Ginsborg 

2003, 39–40). For an architectural generation that came of age in Italy in the 1950s, 

and which envisioned a new social order based on collective values, an 

understanding of Gramsci was considered to be an essential rite of passage. As 

described by Gianni Fabbri: 

 

The filter of Marxism as a scientific philosophy and the scientific-positive 
approach through the reading of Gramsci become an necessary step to 
guarantee a true, complete, shared re-foundation of the principles and 
techniques of the discipline of architecture. 
 
Il filtro del marxismo come filosofia scientifica e l'approccio scientifico-positivo 
attraverso la lettura di Gramsci diventano il passaggio obbligato per garantire 
una vera, compiuta, condivisa rifondazione dei principi e delle tecniche della 
disciplina architettonica. 

(Fabbri 2014, 63–64) 
 

The urge for objectivity, for example as reflected in Rossi’s ambitions for a ‘scientific’ 

approach to the city, together with the ethical implications of Italian communism 

meant that ‘the PCI attracted into its upper ranks a disproportionately large number of 

intellectuals – including many of the best-known writers, artists and film-makers of the 

period’ (Duggan 2008, 553). As already mentioned, Rossi was also drawn to 

Gramsci, and to the notion of architecture as a means of social and political reform 

(Aureli 2008, 56). His alignment with the PCI coincided with his involvement with the 

social and political questions raised by urban issues associated, for example, with 

factors such as zoning and the periferia, and with the Italian neorealist cinema 

(Lampariello 2017, 82). However, it is difficult to assess the meaning of Rossi’s 

relationship with the PCI. In part, because he was drawn to the party at a time when 

it enjoyed relatively widespread popularity in Lombardy, and when its physical 

presence in many Italian towns and cities was akin to that once held by the case del 

fascio (see Fig. 3.28). Moreover, in assessing the role of the PCI in the intellectual life 

of Italy in the 1950–60s, it is important to recognise the specificity of Italian 

communism, and of the cultural and intellectual conditions that characterised its 

existence (Fabbri 2014, 63).    

 



 
II/4 Aldo Rossi: Memory in Context 

 
 

162 

However, it is clear that the late 1960s was a time in which the politics of the Italian 

Left was set against the housing and urban policies of the Right; and against 

conditions, for example, under which the quality of public housing was compromised 

by planning strategies that prioritised economic growth, industrial production, 

infrastructure, and profitability. Such issues fuelled the period of student unrest – 

which began in the late 1960s, when students at the University of Rome demanded 

an education that looked to social problems related to architecture and to housing. 

Similarly, as indicated above, in 1967–68, students and some of the staff at the 

architecture faculty at the Politecnico di Milano were at the forefront of efforts to 

dismantle an outdated program of studies, and to generate a situation within which 

social and political change might be tied to academic reforms (Fig. 4.7). 

 

 
Figure 4. 7: Student demonstrations in Italy (1968) 

 

While the politicisation of urban issues in 1960s existed against the background of 

the policies pursued by the Democrazia Cristiana party, this is also the period when 

Rossi formed his particular definition of autonomy. In that respect, Massimo Scolari 

argues that the notion of autonomy was tied to factors such as the reforms instituted 

at the Politecnico di Milano, and the allied emergence of Tendenza as a major 

movement in Italian architecture. He refers to the ‘realization of a school of thought 

bearing the characteristics of disciplinary autonomy [and] the experience of the 

Milanese Sperimentazione [experimentation]’:  
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Since it was there … that democratic instruction and student engagement 
were best able to create … a singular and perhaps unique meeting-point. By 
1967–68 … a number of well-defined politicocultural positions emerged 
[which] managed to echo within the school of architecture [in Milan] the most 
conspicuous elements of the ongoing national debate … [which] gave rise to a 
clash of ideas that managed for the first time to involve architectural discourse 
in political engagement, and the analysis of the system of production 

(Scolari 1974, 135) 
 

In effect, that definition of autonomy represents an attempt to rescue architecture 

from conditions in which the Democrazia Cristiana party, the Catholic Church, the 

United States, and the Americanisation of Italy’s cultural and economic structures 

played a major role; and conditions which resulted in a massive shock to collective 

memory as represented by architecture and the city. 

 

The period between the late 1960s and the 1980s, which is known as the anni di 

piombo (the years of lead), witnessed the activities of Red Brigade and also the 

state’s brutal suppression of dissent. In December 1969, a bomb in Milan’s Piazza 

Fontana killed 17 people and left 88 wounded. In March 1977, student unrest 

reached a peak following the killing by the police of a female student in Bologna, 

which led to widespread protests in a number of Italian universities. That Rossi was 

directly involved in events of the period is evidenced by the fact that, in May 1974, his 

Gallaratese project was taken over by protestors in an attempt to highlight the 

scarcity of affordable social housing in Milan (Lampariello 2017, 249). However, in 

contrast to events of the 1950s–60s, there is little evidence in Rossi’s writings, or in 

the Quaderni Azzurri, of how the anni di piombo might have shaped his thinking. 

  

 

4.1.5 The question of Catholicism 
 

Rossi’s attachment to memory-laden sites such as the Santuario San Girolamo 

Emiliani points to his relationship to Catholicism, and how it influenced his approach 

to memory. As Rossi’s mother was ‘deeply religious’, he had a strict Catholic 

upbringing (Ghirardo 2019, 212). Thus, some theorists attempt to underline the 

significance of Catholicism in Rossi’s work. In particular, Ghirardo argues that the fact 
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that Rossi was ‘a man of faith’ goes largely unnoticed; for example, as ‘secular 

historians’ view his cemetery at Modena as ‘an aesthetic trophy, detached from its 

roots in his spirituality and religion’ (Ghirardo 2015, 167). Rossi’s interest in the 

iconography, rituals, and tropes of Catholicism, his tendency to portray the hand of 

San Carlone in his sketches, and to collect postcards of saints, is quoted in evidence 

of his ties to religion (Fig.  4.8). 

 

   
Figure 4. 8: Aldo Rossi, Front page from Quaderni Azzurri 39; Sketch showing the statue of San Carlone, Arona 
from Quaderni Azzurri 47, the last blue notebook 

 

However, it is also possible to argue in favour of a more subtle interpretation of 

Rossi’s relationship to Italian Catholicism, and in favour of a relatively nuanced view 

of its role with respect to memory, and as an element of Italian culture and built 

space. For example, it is possible to look to the significance Rossi awards to his 

involvement in the annual Giorno dei Sepolcri (Day of the Tombs) in Milan, a tradition 

that involves visiting seven of the city’s churches (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 39). That 

pilgrimage incorporates a marriage of space, architecture, and memory that is akin to 

that of the Via delle Cappelle at the sanctuary of San Girolamo. It can also be linked 
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to the sacri monti (sacred hills), which first emerged in the late-fifteenth century as 

new places of pilgrimage. Largely located in rural areas, the sacri monti represented 

a major extension to a largely urban, and older, network of pilgrimage sites and 

pathways; of which Rome, with its structure of paths and seven landmark churches 

constituted a major destination for Italian and foreign pilgrims (Fig. 4.9).  

 

 
Figure 4. 9: The Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome (1599)  

 

With respect to the Giorno dei Sepolcri, the sacri monti, or the cemetery at Modena, 

Ghirardo underestimates the complexities inherent in relationships involving memory 

and culture. Clearly, there is the issue of individuation; for example, in that individuals 

who have no attachment to religion might view the sacri monti and other sites as 

meaningful. Moreover, there is the manner in which artefacts move between cultures; 

for example, while Ghirardo views the cemetery at Modena as an expression of 

Rossi’s ‘spirituality and religion’, within the cemetery the dead are largely housed in 

small individual cells, or loculi, that are gathered into blocks. This is in the manner of 

the Roman, and pagan, columbaria rather than in a form that might be thought to 

express adherence to the Catholic faith (Malone, 2017, 40) (Fig. 4.10). 
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Figure 4. 10: (a) Roman columbaria; (b) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

It is also interesting that il Giorno dei Sepolcri is popularly known as ‘fà el gir di sètt 

ges’ – which in the dialect of Milan means 'take a tour of the seven Jesuses', and 

refers ‘to the drunkards who … used to visit, in a kind of procession, the places 

consecrated to the god Bacchus (www.nonnagiuse.it/Fa_el_gir.htm; viewed 20 

October, 2020). That same sense of how religion and culture flow together within Italy 

to form a ‘defrocked’ and complex reality is illustrated in Federico Fellini’s (1920–93) 

Roma (1972), and Giuseppe Tornatore’s Cinema Paradiso (1988); which balance 

images of the sacred and the profane in a manner that illustrates how the Church is 

embedded in Italian life. While Fellini secularises the Church by means of a fashion 

parade of aggrandised religious costumes, Tornatore illustrates how the power of the 

parish priest struggles against the opportunities afforded by a small-town cinema with 

respect to an irrepressible sexuality (Fig. 4.11). Thus, while not attempting to detail 

adequately the character of Italian Catholicism, perhaps an image of a priest who 

rings a bell to indicate to a projectionist where to make cuts in a film created in 

Hollywood, can be taken to hint at the complexities that constitute the relationships 

between culture and faith, and how they play a part in Rossi’s approach to memory in 

Italy. 
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Figure 4. 11: Cinema Paradiso, Giuseppe Tornatore (1988) 

 

 

4.2 Understanding Rossi: Cultural and Intellectual Contexts  
 

 

4.2.1 The Importance of early neorealist cinema 

 

As illustrated in Chapters 2 and 3, Rossi’s approach to memory developed under the 

umbrella of the political and economic conditions of the 1950s–60s. In The 

Architecture of the City, he condemns the impact of the ‘economic miracle’ on the city, 

and a ‘negative vision’ that ‘conceives of buildings merely as scaffoldings for 

functional variations [and] abstract containers’ (Rossi 1982, 118–19). He calls for a 

recognition of the multiplicity and complexity of the factors that constitute urbanism 

and urban space. He also criticises the reductive nature of functionalism, while 

emphasising the need to see meaning in architecture as something that ‘is stronger 

than its function, its technique, its very form’ (‘Il significato di un’architettura è più 

forte della sua funzione, della sua tecnica, della sua stessa forma) (Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 10). He also denounces the negative effects of ‘zoning’, and suggests that:  

 

The city cannot be reduced to a list of zones … residential, industrial, 
commercial, etc. where indiscriminate building regulations … produced the 
dormitory city, the large suburbs and in part the destruction of the historic 
centre …. we want to give back … at least the individuality that we recognize 
in the historic city.  
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La città non può essere ridotta a un elenco di zone (zoning) residenziale, 
industriale, commerciale ecc. dove applicare indiscriminatamente il 
regolamento edilizio ha prodotto la città-dormitorio, le grandi periferie urbane e 
in parte la distruzione del centro storico ... noi vogliamo ridare ... almeno 
l’individualità che riconosciamo alla città antica.  

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 21) 
 

For Rossi, the issues associated with zoning ran together with those presented by 

the periferia, and the development of cheaply-built apartment blocks outside urban 

cores. Moreover, reactions on the part of the Left to the issues posed by the periferia 

prompt an examination of Rossi’s relationship to Italian neorealist cinema. For many 

Italian architects, filmmakers, and intellectuals of the 1950s–60s, the periferia came 

to symbolise the ill effects of post-war urban growth; largely, because it represented a 

massive change in the physical and social nature of the city. Thus, for Rossi and 

others of his generation, the periferia was a major object of interest and research, 

and a basis on which to intervene in social and political problems generated by what 

was seen to be an uncaring state (Rossi, Polesello, and Tentori 1960; Rossi 1961). In 

short, Rossi found in neorealist cinema a willingness to investigate social and political 

conditions in the city, and a medium whose concerns were akin to those of 

architecture (Ghirardo 2013, 199).  

 

In fact, from around the time of the death of Mussolini a number of Italian filmmakers 

and writers, inspired by the Soviet cinema and the writings of Geörg Lukács (1885–

1971) and Antonio Gramsci, created films that addressed the nature of life in older 

areas of the city that were inhabited by the urban poor and working class. The result 

was a number of early neorealist films such as Roberto Rossellini’s (1906–77) Roma 

città aperta (Rome Open City 1945), Vittorio De Sica’s (1901– 74) Sciuscià 

(Shoeshine, 1946), and his Ladri di biciclette (1948) (Bicycle Thieves, 1948) 

(Migayrou 2012, 13). As a major product of early neorealism, Ladri di biciclette 

illustrates the deprivation and lack of facilities in a housing area in Rome. In the film, 

the father of a poor family is offered work hanging posters in various areas of the city, 

with the result that his wife Maria must pawn the household linen in order to secure a 

bicycle. In the following scene Maria’s linen is added to the towering shelves of a 

large pawnshop; shelves that are already overburdened with the bedding of other 

local households (Fig. 4.12).  
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Figure 4. 12: Vittorio De Sica, Ladri di biciclette, apartment of Maria and Antonio (1948) 

 

While Ladri di biciclette was written by Cesare Zavattini (1902–89), a member of the 

Italian Communist Party (PCI), it illustrates the dependence of the poor on the bleak 

opportunities for casual labour, and on food that is handed out by the Church to those 

who are first willing to attend mass (Fig. 4.13). 

 

 
Figure 4. 13: Cesare Zavattini, photograph by Paolo Monti (1975) 

However, in part, the significance of the early Italian neorealist cinema lies in the ‘soft’ 

and ‘inclusive’ nature of its politics; and the tendency to avoid any sense of a 
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hectoring propaganda that is characteristic, for instance, of elements of Soviet 

cinema. For example, given that Ladri di biciclette is essentially concerned with the 

desperate need to find a stolen bicycle that was acquired in exchange for bed sheets, 

it is indicative that when Maria’s husband and son finally locate the bicycle, they must 

confront ordinary local people for whom it is an asset acquired by a member of their 

street. That confrontation signals how, intellectually, the nature of the Italian Left 

allowed, for example, for Rossellini’s humanism and his hopes for ‘the realisation of a 

moral reawakening in the most stark, impoverished backgrounds’ (Sultanik 1986, 

400). In short, neorealist cinema accommodated ambitions that reflected the 

consensual face of ‘democratic socialism’; and for example, Gramsci’s belief in the 

capacity of intellectuals and the education of workers to generate an ‘alternative 

hegemony’ (Bellamy 2014, 154). In that respect, Rossi’s definition of autonomy as an 

instrument of resistance within the ‘democratic city’, and his relationship to politics 

and to capitalism as discussed in Chapter 2, can be laid alongside an understanding 

of the nature of politics in neorealist cinema. 

 

The ‘soft’ politics of neorealism can also be used as a basis on which to return to the 

dicussion of how Catholicsm is embedded in Italian culture. For example, Rossellini 

held to a subtle mixture of a Left-leaning humanism and Catholicism; the nature of 

which can be summarised in one sequence of his Roma città aperta – a moment 

which is sometimes taken to mark the birth of Italian neorealist cinema (Marcus 1986, 

44). It comes at that point in the film when Pina, the wife of a member of the 

Resistance, is shot as she rushes towards her husband who has been arrested by 

the Gestapo. However, in what might be seen as a typical expression of the 

ordinariness of religious iconography, Don Pietro, the parish priest and fellow 

partisan, takes Pina’s body in his arms in the manner of Michelangelo’s Pietà (Fig. 

4.14). While that analogy is seen to be deliberate on the part of Rossellini, it is also 

taken to exemplify how the anti-Fascist Resistance drew from the Communist Left 

and Christian morality, and from a political tradition of martyrdom that likens the 

‘martyr’ to Christ (Landy 2000, 322). 
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Figure 4. 14: (a) Poster, Roberto Rossellini, Roma città aperta, 1945; (b) Scene from Roma città aperta 

 

 

4.2.2 The Importance of post-neorealist cinema 

    

In the period beyond 1955, early neorealism was followed by a generation of post-

neorealist films such as Federico Fellini's Le notti di Cabiria (The Nights of Cabiria, 

1957), Michelangelo Antonioni's L'eclisse (Eclipse, 1962), and Pier Paolo Pasolini's 

Mamma Roma (1962) (Mariani and Barron 2011, 310). Neorealism moved from 

images of the periferia, and places of post-war poverty and desperation, to the arid 

modern city of the ‘economic miracle’ – of which Ermanno Olmi’s Il Posto (The Job, 

1961) is a good example in that it deals with the new and alienating world of office 

work in 1960s Milan, and with images that might be said to look inside the sleek 

classicism of the Pirelli Tower (Fig. 4.15). 

 



 
II/4 Aldo Rossi: Memory in Context 

 
 

172 

 
Figure 4. 15: Ermanno Olmi directing Il Posto (1961) 

 

Similarly, the nature of life in the 1960s and its association with memory and identity 

were expressed in Michelangelo Antonioni’s (1912–2007) Il deserto rosso (Red 

Desert, 1964); a film that exposes the isolation of figures lost in Italy’s new industrial 

and suburban landscapes (Fig. 4.16). 

 

 
Figure 4. 16: Michelangelo Antonini, Il deserto rosso (Red Desert) (1964) 
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In the 1950s–60s, differences between Left- and Right-wing ideologies, for example, 

as expressed by the Velasca and Pirelli towers, were replicated in Italian cinema. 

One end of the political spectrum was dominated by filmmakers who promoted the 

notion of social responsibility, while the other held to the profit-oriented model of 

filmmaking as entertainment, as advocated by Hollywood, the Democrazia Cristiana 

party, and the Catholic Church (Shiel 2008, 33). While the values promoted by the 

United States were projected by its film industry, the Church helped to establish more 

than 5,000 parish cinemas; largely in rural areas, and mainly with the aim of 

screening American films (Wagstaff 1996, 218). The significance of the infiltration of 

images and values imported from the United States, and the image of the bell-ringing 

priest in Tornatore’s Cinema Paradiso, may be assessed on the basis that, in 1951, 

the literacy rate (reading and writing) in Italy was 46.3%; and only roughly 30% of the 

population completed primary school (www.istat.it, accessed 7 November 2020). 

 

 
4.2.3 Rossi and Cinema 

 
In addition to its role within a shared political or intellectual context, the significance 

of Italian neorealist cinema can also be assessed in terms of more direct 

relationships to architecture and the city. For example, the social and political 

undertones in early neorealist cinema influenced the Tiburtino project in Rome 

(1950–54) and, as discussed in the previous chapter, the efforts of Quaroni and 

Ridolfi to explore the social and architectural sensitivities of large public housing 

projects under INA-Casa. In short, that project, and the search for an empathetic 

approach to ‘lived realities’, are taken to have been analogous to the nature of 

neorealist literature and cinema (Kirk 2005b, 156–59; Ghirardo 2013, 139).  

 

In the case of Rossi, while he opted to study architecture at the Politecnico di Milano 

in 1950, he also harboured ambitions to become a filmmaker, and thereafter 

maintained a long-standing interest in film (https://www.pritzkerprize.com/biography-

aldo-rossi, accessed 9 August 2020). Moreover, the linkages to neorealism are both 

ideological and methodological in that they relate to the social and urban content of 

neorealism and the techniques used in the making of neorealist films. For instance, 

those techniques underpinned the capacity of neorealist film-makers to afford an 
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accurate account of memory and the city. In general, those directors favoured the use 

of non-professional actors, or ‘ordinary’ people drawn from the class or occupations 

that they sought to represent. They accommodated dialects and minimised 

sophisticated filming techniques, rehearsals, and the use of artificial sets. They 

sought to portray experience in real time, and with regard to the natural tempo of 

human behaviour. Thus, there was a tendency to avoid ‘cutting’, and a rapid turn-

around of discrete scenes. Rather, the camera was moved through space and time in 

a manner that was matched to the natural pace of each action. Thus, the neorealist 

film could be ‘slower’ than that of other genres. In Ladri di Biciclette, for example, that 

‘slowness’ affords a certain depth to the portrayal of the search for the stolen bicycle 

– a search that at one point in the film is overlaid by a heavy downpour that is filmed 

in its entirety (Fig. 4.17). 

 

 
Figure 4. 17: Vittorio De Sica, Scene from Ladri di Biciclette (1948)  

 

With regard to how the city is portrayed, critics draw a distinction between the early 

neorealist cinema and that of the preceding Fascist regime that focused, for example, 

on major and monumental spaces of the city centre and spaces filled with the force of 

an energised crowd – as in images of Mussolini’s balcony in Rome’s Piazza Venezia 

(Baxa 2010, 96) (Fig. 4.18). In contrast, films such as Ladri di Biciclette focus on the 

underbelly of the city, and on individuals set within humble spaces. Equally, as 

discussed below, the ‘stillness’ of neorealist urban space is also typical of Rossi’s 

sketches, and of the work of artists such as de Chirico, Edward Hopper (1882–1967), 

and Luigi Ghirri (1943–92).  
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Figure 4. 18: (a) Benito Mussolini, Piazza Venezia, Rome; (b) Ladri di Biciclette, Vittorio De Sica (1948) 

 

With respect to period beyond 1955, the generational shift between the two stages of 

neorealism is demonstrated by differences between the films of Rossellini and 

Federico Fellini. As a director, Fellini is honoured in eight of Rossi’s Quaderni Azzurri 

and in his contribution to the film Ornamento e Delitto (XV Triennale de Milano, 

1973). Fellini takes an inclusive approach to memory, which is akin to that of Rossi 

and Benjamin, and to the thought-image. While he prioritises images over words or 

dialogue, his films illustrate how memory is made up of a number of different layers. 

For example, in Fellini’s Roma, ‘living’ images of an underlying Roman Rome are 

revealed through the process of tunnelling for a new underground metro system. In 

that respect, Boyer notes how Rossi’s interest in montage may be linked to his 

interest in film; that is, montage as defined, for example, in relation to La Città 

Analoga (The Analogous City), which was created by Rossi (together with Bruno 

Reichlin, Fabio Reinhart and Eraldo Consolascio) for the Venice Biennale of 1976 
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(Ferlenga 2006, 72) (Fig. 4.19). 

 

 
Figure 4. 19: Aldo Rossi, E. Consolascio, B. Reichlin, F. Reinhart, Città Analoga (1976)    

 

While Fellini’s films, such as Roma and Otto e Mezzo (1963) are layered by means of 

a succession of different sequences, individual scenes are also layered in a manner 

that can be linked to Rossi’s concept of memory as frammenti, or fragments, as 

discussed in Chapter 2 (Fig. 4.20).  

 

 
Figure 4. 20: Federico Fellini, scene from Otto e Mezzo (1963) 
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There are various devices in Rossi’s architecture that were akin to those of Fellini as 

a filmmaker working in a shared cultural and intellectual milieu. For instance, Rossi’s 

approach to memory was essentially ‘provincial’ in nature; and his ideal cultural 

environment was that of Italy’s secondary cities and smaller towns, rather than an 

epic or monumental Rome. For Rossi, collective memory is relatively local, every-

day, and autobiographical. Similarly, Fellini is recognised as a ‘prince of the 

provinces’ (The Blessed Lens: A History of Italian Cinema 2011). For example, while 

his film Amarcord (1973) takes its title from m'arcôrd (meaning ‘I remember’ in 

dialect), it portrays the 1930s as experienced within a small town near Rimini, and by 

a number of archetypical characters whose lives and interrelationships exist within an 

evidently bounded space. There is a perfect match between the size and nature of a 

place and the characters that occupy that place; and especially its main piazza, in 

which the life of the town is centralised. Essentially, it is that combination of typical 

characters and the provincial nature of a place that constitutes a point at which Fellini 

and Rossi may be compared. 

 

In effect, that comparison can be said to reflect the nature of the Commedia dell’Arte; 

the form of theatre that flourished in Italy between the sixteenth and eighteenth 

centuries, and which Fellini honours in a number of his films (Stoddart 2002, 54). 

Essentially, the Commedia dell’Arte operated on the basis of a limited number of 

recognisable devices, and types in the form of set characters, sketches, and 

scenarios. Typically, a mobile troupe of perhaps ten actors perfected their portrayal of 

the psychology and habits of characters that were well known to the audience. A 

troupe might consist, for example, of a typical number of vecchi (old men), innamorati 

(lovers), and zanni (meaning servants, but also secondary parts). Equally it might be 

defined in terms of the roles played by such characters; for instance, il Dottore as a 

notary who constantly seeks to expose the extent of his knowledge, the malicious 

servant, the pompous dignitary, the boastful but cowardly capitano, the arlecchino 

(harlequin), and pulcinella as a Neapolitan archetype that eventually gave rise to 

Punch as a character of puppet theatre. The Commedia dell’Arte may also be 

characterised in terms of the manner in which the nature of each character, or type, 

is exaggerated – a factor that was often reinforced through the use of masks worn by 

the main protagonists. While Amarcord is an assembly of stock characters, some of 
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whom (such as il Dottore) were common to the Commedia dell’Arte, there is also a 

great deal of exaggeration (Fig. 4.21). In short, it is possible to think of the work of 

both Fellini and Rossi as theatre that embodies a set number of known characters 

whose relationships to memory is reinforced by means of repetition and exaggeration 

– precisely in the manner of Rossi’s aesthetic and symbolic devices that are 

described in Chapters 6 and 7. 

 

   

  
Figure 4. 21: (a) Members of the troupe from the Commedia dell’Arte; (b-c) Federico Fellini, poster and scene 
Amarcord (1973) 

 

Rossi’s attachment to theatre, exaggeration, and the figure of Pinocchio is evidenced 

by the number of times the figure appears in his Quaderni Azzurri; and the fact that 
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Pinocchio was an honoured figure, or mascot, within his studio in Milan (Fig. 4.22).  

 

  
Figure 4. 22: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch from Quaderni Azzurri 30; (b) Polaroid from Quaderni Azzurri 44 

 

 

4.2.4 Rossi: Memory and form in the context of art   

 

In addition to his relationship to film, Rossi’s approach to memory developed within a 

context constituted by painting and photography, by artists who held compatible 

approaches to memory, and figures such as Arduino Cantàfora and Ghirri who held 

close personal friendships with Rossi. Moreover, it is useful to examine that context 

in relation to how Rossi looked to the ‘memory value’ of artefacts and basic forms. 

There is, for example, evidence of Rossi’s interest in the relationship between 

memory and form in paintings that he created as early as 1949–50, in which simple 

forms have a ‘stillness’ that is characteristic of the work of Mario Sironi; whose 

influence on his approach to memory, Rossi places above that of de Chirico (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 15) (Fig. 4.23). 
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Figure 4. 23: Aldo Rossi, Untitled (1949)   

 

Rossi also refers to the painter Giorgio Morandi (1890–1964) whose ‘still life’ images 

of everyday objects can be linked to the manner in which Rossi depicts artefacts in 

his sketches, and how he envisages built elements of his projects. In fact, Rossi 

noted in an interview, ‘I always find it strange that critics fixated on an immediate 

association with de Chirico. Because the truth is that my great influence and love is 

with Sironi and with Morandi’ (Jimenez 1990, 16–17). Rossi also notes that ‘what 

Morandi does with his precise bottles and still life is part of what I aim to do in my 

architecture’. Equally, while Morandi’s sense of the value of everyday objects is said 

to reflect his attachment to the ‘stillness’ of an arcaded Bologna, he also shares with 

Rossi a sense of how memories associated with individual artefacts are gathered as 

parts within a whole; as in the manner in which arcades congregate with an image of 

the city of Bologna (Abramowicz 2004). As discussed in the next chapter, that notion 

of how artefacts act both individually and in a group is fundamental to Rossi’s 

conceptualisation of architecture as theatre (Fig. 4.24).  
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Figure 4. 24: (a) Giorgio Morandi, Still Life (1957); Aldo Rossi (b) Paesaggio domestico con anatra (Domestic 
Scene with Duck); (c) Sketch of elements of Primary School, Fagnano (1973) 

 

With respect to Rossi’s use of simple or basic forms, there is also the issue of how 

the simplicity, or essential nature, of such forms means that they are readily taken up 

by the mind or memory. In that respect, those forms may also be said to be common 

to different cultures or collective memories, and to a number of artists and architects 

whose work reflects an interest in memory (Lejeune and Sabatino 2009). Unlike 

forms that are decorated, or evidently ‘worked’, basic forms may have a greater 

capacity to retain meaning in time and space; unlike forms that may be restricted by 

detail, or embellishments, through which they become culturally or temporally 

specific. In short, basic or simple forms may travel within a broader ‘collective 

unconscious’ (Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi, and Levy 2011, 21). The nature of their 

universality might be put to the test; for example, in that forms that are akin to those 

of Rossi appeared in the Rationalist architecture of Fascist Italy. This in turn, raises 

the question of the manner in which basic forms may carry both universal and 

specific meanings, as their aesthetic qualities are adjusted to provide meanings that 
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are appropriate to a particular culture – a question that also points to the discussion 

in Chapter 2 regarding the manner in which Jencks glibly allies Rossi’s architecture 

with that of Fascists (Fig. 4.25). 

 

 

 
Figure 4. 25: Adalberto Libera, Progetto per il Piano di Aprilia (1936); (b) Aldo Rossi, Ossuary, San Cataldo 
Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

However, regardless of such small adjustments it is possible to uncover basic forms 

that appear in the work of artists such as de Chirico, Sironi, Cantàfora, and Edward 

Hopper; as painters, who share with Rossi, a tendency to use simple forms that carry 

a sense of stillness and time (Fig. 4.26). Sironi’s images also reflect his involvement 

with Italian Fascism (Andreotti 2005). However, those of Cantàfora spring from an 

Italy of a different time, and from a markedly different ideology. Equally, the work of 

Hopper illustrates how basic forms re-appear in time and space, or in different 

cultures and collective memories. Further evidence of how Rossi might be situated 

within a group of artists and architects that are united through the use of basic forms, 

although separated by time, place, and culture, may be uncovered in the simple but 

epic forms of Boullée and Ledoux, and the architecture of Le Corbusier. 
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Figure 4. 26: (a) Mario Sironi, City Landscape (1923); (b) Arduino Cantàfora, Berlin quatre ans avant la chute du 
mur II (Berlin Four Years before the Fall of the Wall II) (2015); (c) Edward Hopper, Dawn in Pennsylvania (1942) 

 

As argued by Alberto Pérez-Gómez, ‘what the best architects have managed to 

accomplish … as in the exemplary case of Le Corbusier’s monastery of La Tourette, 

has been to discover a truly original abstract order, still rooted in the continuity of our 

cultural situations, and becoming meaningful through its appeal to primordial shared 

experiences of human beings’ (Pérez Gómez 2016, 45). Essentially, the nature of 

Rossi’s basic forms can be understood in terms of the relationships between the 

‘perceptual qualities’, and relative universality, of aesthetic characteristics and the 

specificity of associative meanings that emerge downstream, or further along the 

neural pathways that constitute memory. Thus, images such as those of Rossi or 
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Hopper may be said to embody a skeletal, or formal, framework which is overlaid with 

additional details, or signs, from which associative memories are distilled. 

 

However, as noted in Chapter 2 with respect to Rossi’s work in the United States, 

that is not to suggest that simple forms are culturally neutral. Nor is it intended to 

imply that elaborate forms and styles do not reappear in history or in different 

cultures; for instance, where neoclassicism is suited to current ideological and other 

needs. Nevertheless, pure forms have a relative universality, or a perceptual and 

cultural fluidity; although that universality may be balanced, for example, by 

meanings associated with factors such as culture, time, and geography – as 

evidenced, for example, in the work of the Argentinian painter Alfredo Guttero (1882–

1932) (Fig. 4.27). Equally, Guttero’s painting might be taken as a basis on which to 

return to the discussion, raised in Chapter 2, regarding Harvey and the relative 

longevity, and universality, of Rossi forms and types as elements of his approach to 

memory. 

 

  
Figure 4. 27: Alfredo Guttero, Elevadores (Grain elevator) (1928) 

 

It should also be noted that there is an evident sense of time in the work of the artists 

listed above; notably, for example, in paintings by de Chirico. As discussed in 

Chapters 6 and 7, Rossi’s architecture carries that same sense of time, which is 

underwritten by a number of aesthetic devices that are listed under terms such as 
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form, scale, serialisation, and extension; and which generate a feeling of ‘stillness’ 

that gives weight to forms that impinge on memory. For example, Rossi’s use of the 

square as a basic form with a sense of ‘stillness’ may be illustrated by means of a 

photograph taken by the author in the museum in Maastricht (1990–94) – which is 

akin to images created by Hopper, or those recreated in the film Shirley: Visions of 

Reality (2013) written and directed by Gustav Deutsch (1952–2019), which is 

essentially a tribute to Hopper (Fig. 4.28). 

 

   

 
Figure 4. 28: (a) Author’s photograph taken in Aldo Rossi’s Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht in 2018; (b) Still 
from film Shirley: Visions of Reality, writer/director Gustav Deutsch (2013)   
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Rossi’s ability to use perspective to induce ‘stillness’, and as a means to define time, 

ties his work to a tradition that incorporates, for example, the exaggerated 

perspectives of de Chirico and Sironi (Fig. 4.29). 

 

   
Figure 4. 29: Giorgio de Chirico, Mystery and Melancholy of a Street (1914); (c) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo 
Cemetery, Modena (1968–78)    

 
A sense of time is also evident in photographs by Ghirri, who was a close friend of 

Rossi and whose work he greatly admired. In many of Ghirri’s images, a static sense 

of space and time encircles isolated forms in a manner that reinforces their ‘memory 

value’ (Fig. 4.30). Rossi suggests that Ghirri’s photographs speak of people ‘that will 

never arrive or perhaps people who have already gone’ (‘personaggi che non 

arriveranno mai o forse persone che sono già andate’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 39). 

The manner in which objects are distributed within Ghirri’s images can be linked to 

Rossi’s notion of architecture as theatre, and how built artefacts as actors express 

meanings both individually and exponentially as members of a group. Fellini also 

boosts the value of the meanings carried by objects in his films; for example, by 

foregrounding those objects so that they partly hide human actions, by manipulating 

scale in a manner that boosts their presence, or by the use of smoke or mist to alter 

the balance of power between objects and space (Aldouby 2020, 19).      
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Figure 4. 30: Luigi Ghirri, Photographs (a) Marina di Ravenna (1986); (b) Comacchio, Argine Agosta (1989) 

 
 
4.2.6 Rossi’s Polaroids as images of a context 
 

Rossi shared with Ghirri a fascination with Polaroid photography as a method of 

recording ‘immediate’ memories and ‘time passing’ (Ghirri and Rossi 1996, 75). As 

noted by Ghirardo, when guests came to Rossi’s apartment in Milan: 

 

He delighted in snapping Polaroid pictures - of people, the cluttered mantle of 
his kitchen fireplace, and the Torre Velasca [as viewed from his apartment]. 
After distributing their snapshots to his guests, Rossi was left with years of 
undated pictures … While the … Torre remained an unchanged monument, 
the objects on the mantle multiplied and disappeared, and were endlessly 
reconfigured. 

(Ghirardo 1998, 146–47) 
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Thus, Rossi’s Polaroid images provide insights into the ‘visual context’ within which 

he developed an understanding of memory. As Rossi suggests, ‘the observation of 

things was my most important formal education, then the observation turned into a 

memory of these things’ (Rossi 1981a, 27). Moreover, his interest in the ‘memory 

value’ of everyday artefacts ran together with the question of how they, and those 

values, might change over time (Ghirardo 2019, 2). Rossi also found in photography 

a basis on which memory can be defined, not only in terms of time, but also the point 

at which a memory might no longer exist: 

 

I come back to loving Polaroids / for their immediacy, their colours, their 
testimony and their emptiness at the same time. Especially the void of the past 
in old Polaroids which have lost their meaning and motivation. 
 
Torno ad amare la Polaroid / per la sua immediatezza, il suo colore, la 
testimonianza e il nulla nel contempo. Il nulla soprattutto nel passato, nelle 
vecchie Polaroid di cui ne abbiamo perso il senso e la motivazione.  

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 43) 
 

For Rossi, Polaroids had the character of memories caught in a moment; whose 

immediacy suggests something of Proust’s involuntary memory. It is also important 

that Rossi’s Polaroids record encounters with artefacts and forms which reappear in 

his architecture, such as the clock, the tower, the palm tree, and the triangular form 

that acts as a centrifugal force in a number of Rossi’s projects (Fig. 4.31).  

 

      



 
II/4 Aldo Rossi: Memory in Context 

 
 

189 

    
Figure 4. 31: Aldo Rossi, Polaroids 

 

 

4.2.5 Benjamin and Rossi’s treatment of memory and the artefact   

 

In building an account of the contexts within which Rossi developed an approach to 

memory it is also useful to return to the significance of Benjamin and the thought-

image. In the film Ornamento e Delitto that Rossi and some of his closest colleagues 

made for the XV Triennale di Milano of 1973, Benjamin is honoured alongside figures 

such as Le Corbusier, Adolf Loos, Hans Schmidt, and Fellini (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

19). As already noted in Chapter 1, the layered nature of Benjamin’s thought-images 

can be matched to Rossi’s conceptualisation of the artefact as ‘a relationship of 

things’; and how he looks to Benjamin as someone who is ‘deformed by connections 

with everything’ that surrounds him (Rossi 1982, 19). In fact, there are a number of 

references to Benjamin in Rossi’s A Scientific Autobiography and the Quaderni 

Azzurri. For example, Rossi refers to Benjamin’s image of the object as a shell that 

emits memories as sounds from a distant past: 

 

Thus, like a mollusc in its shell, I had my abode in the nineteenth century, 
which now lies hollow before me like an empty shell. I hold it to my ear. 
 
Ich hauste so wie ein Weichtier in der Muschel haust in neunzehnten 
Jahrhundert, das nun hohl wie eine leere Muschel vor mir liegt. Ich halte sie 
ans Ohr.  

(Benjamin cited in Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 15)   
 

Moreover, Rossi refers to Benjamin in relation to Mauro Bolognini’s film Senilità 
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(Careless, 1962), which embodies images of Trieste that carry an inclusive sense of 

memory that is characteristic of the thought-image; and of scenes that are layered by 

means of a relationship between water and land (Fig. 4.32). Within the reference to 

Senilità, the work of Benjamin is placed together with that of James Joyce – who is 

mentioned in six of Rossi’s Quaderni Azzurri (see for example, Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri, 19, 44). 

 

 
Figure 4. 32: Mauro Bolognini, director, Senilità (1962), scene depicting image of Trieste 

 
Rossi’s references to Benjamin signal how the nature of his approach to memory 

must be understood in relation to a complex set of influences, and conditions, which 

included factors such as the ideology of the Democrazia Cristiana party and the 

treatment of the object in Italian art and neorealist cinema. It is also clear that, while 

those different influences and conditions constituted one overall context, in order to 

understand Rossi’s approach to memory it is necessary to respect the specificity of 

that context as described in both this and the previous chapter.   

  



 

 191 

Part III: Memory and Rossi’s Architecture 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78), Author’s photograph 
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Chapter 5    Rossi: Memory, Artefact and Theatre 
 
 
 
In this chapter I create a framework to address Rossi’s conceptualisation of 

architecture as theatre, and of the artefact and type as actors that play to memory. I 

raise the question of the extent to which the concept of theatre can be said to provide 

a basis on which Rossi’s use of aesthetic and symbolic devices can be understood. 

The chapter also adds to the examination of Rossi’s interest in the notions of artefact 

and type, and of the relationships between his architecture and the treatment of the 

object in art and the Italian neorealist cinema. However, it is primarily intended to 

cover key concepts in Rossi’s thinking, and to establish a starting point from which to 

explore the deployment, within his architecture, of particular devices that serve to 

promote relationships with memory.  

 
  
 

5.1 Defining the Artefact and Allied Concepts  
 

 

5.1.1 Memory and the artefact  
 

Rossi’s treatment of memory can be understood in relation to a group of inter-related 

concepts. One of the most important is the notion of the artefact, which Rossi initially 

developed in relation to theory drawn from figures such as Poëte and Lavedan. The 

term artefact is used by Rossi to account for any individual element of architecture, 

the city, and everyday objects that are seen to be valuable with respect to memory. 

The artefact is invariably a physical entity, and the manner in which it is defined 

reflects Rossi’s view of architecture and the city as entities that are embodied within a 

wider world of objects that impact on memory – a view that mirrors the inclusive 

quality of Benjamin’s thought-image, Morandi’s attention to domestic objects, or 

Fellini’s skill in highlighting objects that constitute the minutiae of Italian life. 

 

With respect to architecture, Rossi’s treatment of the artefact can be assessed in 

terms of architects he admired. For example, in introducing Boullée’s  Architecture, 
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Essai sur l’art (in Italian: Architettura saggio sull’arte) into Italy in 1967, Rossi 

highlights the capacity of the artefact to act as a monument, or as a major vehicle of 

memory. He looks to late-eighteenth-century France, and to the idea that artefacts  

may fall into the tradition of ‘monuments of remembrance’, or may be major public 

buildings in the form, for example, of libraries, theatres, or museums (Rossi 1967; 

Aureli 2011, 141) (Fig. 5.1). In short, Rossi was interested in how the term monument 

was applied to buildings that reflected the dramatic reformation of France’s post-

revolutionary social and political structures, in how an artefact acquires the status of 

a monument; and how as monuments, they might be graded on the basis of their 

relative value with respect to memory. 

 

 
Figure 5. 1: Etienne Louis Boullée, National Library (1785) 

 

Rossi viewed the work of Boullée as the product of a razionalismo esaltato (exalted 

rationalism); or as architecture that reflected established norms and scientific theory, 

but was also ‘unanticipated’ and spontaneous (Rossi 1967, 11–12; Ghirardo 2019, 8). 

He portrays the buildings of Boullée in terms of simple geometric forms, plain walls, 

the rhythm of repeated columns, and an architecture des ombres (architecture of 

shadows) – a description that mirrors how architecture was envisioned by Edmond 

Burke, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Rossi 1967, 8). Rossi also looked to Boullée’s 

emphasis on typology, which he sees as an essential characteristic of an architecture 

that is evidently related to memory (Aureli 2011, 145). 
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Similarly, as mentioned in the previous chapter, Rossi admired Le Corbusier’s use of 

basic geometric forms, for example, at the Convent of La Tourette (1953–61). Rossi 

also had a particular respect for Adolf Loos (1870–1933), but draws from his writings 

rather than the character of his architecture – with the exception of one of Rossi’s first 

projects, the Villa Ceragioli (ai Ronchi, 1960–63); which shows a passing 

appreciation for white walls, high windows, cubic forms, and flat terraced roofs as 

used in Loos’ Villa Moller (1928). Later, Rossi wrote that he would either like to ‘re-

write the book’ on Loos’ work, or never to speak of it at all, ‘not so much because it is 

a love that has been consummated, but because it has been absorbed to the point of 

having lost its identity.’ (‘Non tanto perché si tratta di un amore consumato, ma di 

qualcosa assorbito al punto da avere perso la sua identità’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

18). In other words, what Rossi took from Loos’ treatment of the artefact in the first 

years of his development he quickly converted into ideas more suited to the nature of 

his interest in memory, and to collective memory in Italy. 

 

 

5.1.2 Artefact, Locus and Type  
 

Given the status awarded by Rossi to domestic and other everyday objects, the 

nature of those objects as artefacts and their relationship to memory is evident in 

roughly forty product designs undertaken by Rossi for major Italian manufacturers 

such as Alessi and Molteni (Appendix B). It is also evident in numerous sketches, 

designs for exhibitions, and projects such the Teatro Domestico in which domestic 

objects are housed within three imaginary rooms (Fig. 5.2). For Rossi, those projects 

resulted in memory-laden forms, ‘miniatures [of a] fantastic architecture’, and objects 

that are seen as ‘structures that can be entered’ (Rossi 1981a, 2). Rossi’s image of 

miniature structures demonstrates how he trades on the nature of memory, the fact 

that it is stimulated by reductions or enlargements in scale, and is able to transfer 

meanings between comparable objects of different sizes – a facility explored in 

Chapter 1 in relation to Benjamin, his A Berlin Childhood Around 1900, and a world 

within which children see tin foil as hoarded silver, cacti as totem poles, and copper 

pennies as shields (Benjamin 1997, 74).  
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Figure 5. 2: Aldo Rossi, Sketches (a) Coffee Pots Quaderni Azzurri 31; (b) Teatro Domestico (1985) 

 

While Rossi recognises the value of domestic and everyday entities as objects that 

fall within his inclusive view of a world defined by memory, his focus is largely on the 

city as a locus that is populated by artefacts and monuments (Fig. 5.3). 

 

 
Figure 5. 3: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch depicting city as gathering of artefacts (date unknown) 

 

Clearly, it is important that the notions of artefact and monument are used by Rossi in 
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conjunction with the term locus, which for Rossi implies the spirit or character of a 

space or place; and for example, as a term which can be compared with genius loci 

as used by Norberg-Schulz.  With respect to how the concepts of artefact and locus 

are applied, there is evidence in Rossi’s early urban projects, and his research 

undertaken in Milan, of an emphasis on how artefacts  ‘radiate’ within a space 

(Lampariello 2017, 92). In fact, that image of the power of particular artefacts can be 

matched to Rossi's interest in the monument as something that is seen to follow from 

the need of a community to express itself by means of ‘characteristics of 

permanence’, which signal how the ‘collective will’ is expressed through major 

elements and fixed points ‘in the urban dynamic’ (Rossi 1982, 22). Moreover, for 

Rossi, monumentality can be a quality of the artefact and the locus, and the 

relationship between them. For example, he looks to that relationship with respect to 

the persistence of churches in Milan (Fig. 5.4): 

 

Some of these churches … have a particular importance for the formation of 
the surrounding fabric and constitute real and monumental structures that … 
have characterized … the development of the area. 
 
(Alcuni di queste chiese ... hanno un’importanza particolare per la formazione 
del tessuto circostante e costituiscono delle vere e proprie strutture di tipo 
monumentale che hanno caratterizzato … lo sviluppo della zona.) 
 

(MAXXI, AR-ADSC/01) 
 

 

 
Figure 5. 4: Santa Maria presso San Celso, Milan, cited by Rossi as an example of a monumental structure 
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Equally, the loss of a monument and its value with the respect to memory is 

associated with a loss of consciousness on the part of a community, and the 

impairment of ‘its individuality, its character of civilization’; and also ‘those precious 

signs that once culturally anchored the city’s transformations and development to an 

awareness of its own history’ (Scolari 1974, 140). Furthermore, the value of the 

monument with respect to memory may be enhanced by the ability of the mind to 

recognise inherent historical relationships. Thus, for example, in the architecture of 

Palladio, Rossi finds the ‘presence’ of Rome and the Renaissance (Fig. 5.5): 

 
The concept of locus was also present [in] the Renaissance ….In the writings 
of Palladio, one can still sense the living presence of the classical world, the 
vital secret of a relationship between old and new…. this relationship is 
manifest in works like the Villa Malcontenta and the Villa Rotonda. 

(Rossi 1982, 103) 
 

 

 
Figure 5. 5: Andrea Palladio, Villa Foscari, La Malcontenta (1558–60) 

 

Rossi also recognises that both the artefact and locus may be defined in terms of 

scale. For instance, at one level locus can be used to suggest the identity of Milan, 

Rome, or Venice as they appear within memory:  

  

The city itself is the collective memory of its people, and like memory it is 
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associated with objects and places. The city is the locus of the collective 
memory. This relationship between locus and the citizenry then becomes the 
city’s predominant image … as certain urban artifacts become part of its 
memory. 

 (Rossi 1982, 130)  
 

The locus may also be a ‘universal space’; for example, as implied by the phrase ‘the 

eternal city’, or insomuch as the Vatican carries a sense of a universal Catholic 

Church (Rossi 1982, 103–6). Equally, Italy’s sacri monti exist as ‘sites of memory’ 

within the geographical space of a nation. At the level of the city, the term locus might 

cover the identity of individual zones such as the city centre or the periferia, different 

districts, or areas that can ‘be explained on the basis of different scales’ (Rossi 1982, 

49). Thus, Rossi’s understanding of locus is attuned to the nature of memory, and to 

the capacity to recognise meanings carried by different spatial entities – which 

implies a view of memory and the city that can be examined in the light of literature 

relating to factors such as ‘mental mapping’, and ideas that emerged within 

environmental psychology in the 1960s–70s. 

 

Given the nature of that literature, and also the work of figures such as Amos 

Rapoport and Gordon Cullen (1914–94), it might be said that Rossi belonged to a 

generation of theorists who created abstractions that were intended to capture the 

complexity of memory and its relationship to architecture and the city. However, Rossi 

can be distinguished from other theorists on the strength of his interest in memory.  

For example, in part, Rossi’s view of the artefact can be compared to how Lynch 

defines landmarks in Image of the City (1960). Equally, the term locus can be likened 

to node as used by Lynch. However, in comparison to Rossi’s understanding of the 

artefact, Lynch’s conceptualisation of the landmark is less attuned to an interest in 

memory – or to Rossi’s acknowledgment of subtleties that mark the differences 

between the artefact and the monument as an entity with a higher status within 

collective memory. Similarly, while Lynch separates between node and district as 

urban elements that are essentially physical, Rossi’s use of the term locus allows that 

they are different in scale, but equal in relation to memory. Moreover, the manner in 

which artefacts, as actors, come together within the locus as a ‘stage’ is suited to 

Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. It short, while Lynch’s landmark 

and node are primarily physical, Rossi’s artefact and locus are caught up in 
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relationships that are physical, but are essentially functional in the sense that their 

value is based on the manner in which they act in relation to memory. 

 

Nevertheless, Rossi does share with other theorists of his generation the problem of 

classifying complex realities. For example, he suggests that the locus may be 

distinguished from the artefact at the point at which memory switches ‘between a 

certain specific location and the buildings that are in it’ (Rossi 1982, 103). As 

discussed in Chapter 2, he also recognises that the artefact may be defined in terms 

of pathological or propelling permanences; as in the case of the thirteenth-century 

Palazzo della Ragione in Padua, which has accommodated new functions and 

different memories over its lifetime. In contrast, as an example of pathological 

permanences, Rossi points to the Alhambra in Granada, which ‘stands isolated in the 

city’, and to which ‘nothing can be added’ (Rossi 1982, 59). Thus, those artefacts with 

propelling permanences are altered by urban processes, and absorb the physical 

and functional consequences of change in a manner that alters their identity within 

collective memory (Rossi 1982, 33). Rossi’s view of pathological and propelling 

permanences encompasses both the artefact and the locus; and as noted by Rossi, 

sometimes ‘artifacts persist virtually unchanged, endowed with a continuous vitality; 

other times they exhaust themselves’, although something may remain of ‘their form, 

their physical sign’ (Rossi 1982, 59). 

 

The conceptualisation of the artefact, and especially of the monument, can also be 

examined in relation to another essential notion; namely that of type. Essentially, type 

implies stability and repetition, and the capacity of certain physical and symbolic 

characteristics to retain their status within collective memory. While Rossi holds that 

‘it is a general characteristic of urban artifacts that they return us to certain major 

themes’, type implies the existence of established neural pathways with a relatively 

wide social, and possibly geographical, footprint (Rossi 1982, 32). Rossi also notes 

the existence of ‘the problem of classification’ with respect to ‘the typology of 

buildings and their relationship to the city’ (Rossi 1982, 35). He refers to Quatremère 

de Quincy's definitions of type and model, whereby the former ‘represents not so 

much the image of a thing to be copied or perfectly imitated as the idea of an element 

that must itself serve as a rule for the model’ (Rossi 1982, 40). In that respect, 

Ghirardo suggests that Rossi’s approach to type is largely misunderstood in that, for 
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him, type is not an end in itself but part of a ‘method of analysis’ and ‘a first step in 

the design process’ – a point already made in Chapter 2 with regard to criticisms 

levelled at Rossi by Norberg-Schultz (Ghirardo 2019, 41; Lopes 2015, 108). In short, 

Ghirardo argues that Rossi adheres, for example, to a concept of type that takes 

account of how the city changes over time; and that he defines type as an element 

that must be in step with the evolution of a collective memory. Similarly, Boyer notes 

that Rossi’s approach to type is akin to that of Benjamin, in that they both allow 

memory ‘to speak for itself’ (Boyer 1996, 180,193). Boyer also touches on how 

Rossi’s approach to type, and to the Città Analoga, can be associated with ideas that 

he and Carlo Aymonino borrowed from linguistics: 

 
They [Rossi and Aymonino] surmised that architecture in the city was 
analogous to language, patterned by constituent units following certain rules 
and conceptual schemes. Thus related questions could be drawn from this 
model of linguistics: how might a typology of basic building elements be 
developed, how were the codes that governed the structural or morphological 
patterns of the city determined. 

 (Boyer 1996, 178) 
 

In that respect, Rossi’s conceptualisation of type can also be examined in the light of 

his admiration for Ryle as discussed in Chapter 2; and how, for example, ideas 

regarding ‘instabilities’ in language might be transferred to theory associated with the 

interpretation of a type, or perhaps to differences that follow from individuation. 

 

Rossi’s approach to type can also be tied back to his interest in Poëte, to the genre 

de vie, and to an image of the city as a network of causes and effects that result in 

discernible types; which, for Rossi exist as the ‘guiding thread’ of our ‘consciousness 

of the city’ (Rossi 1982, 130–31). As detailed in Chapters 6 and 7, as an architect, 

Rossi seeks to reproduce the aesthetic characteristics that determine the nature of 

each ‘guiding thread’, or the character of each type as something that is ‘permanent 

and complex, a logical principle that is prior to form and that constitutes it’ (Rossi 

1982, 40). He also recognises that the architect inherits types that reflect the nature 

of ongoing cultural, political, and economic process; but also that a type may be 

moderated during the design process. For example, he notes that: 

 

The way of life of a people is summarized in housing types … Here the form 
does not become an invention … but the result of the history of a people. The 
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architect works on this form.  
 
Il modo di vivere di un popolo è riassunto nei tipi dell’abitazione …. Qui la 
forma non diventa ... una invenzione – ma il risultato della storia di un popolo. 
Su questa forma lavora l’architetto.  

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 13) 
 

Similarly, Boyer argues that, for Rossi, type is akin to ‘an image perfected in the mind 

of the artist yet simultaneously reflecting collective analysis and thought’ (Boyer 

1996, 180,193). That reference to the ‘way of life of a people’ indicates that, for 

Rossi, type is not simply a question of form, but also of the social and other forces 

that underpin the development of form. 

 

   
Figure 5. 6: Aldo Rossi, Teatro del Mondo (1979–80) en route to Dubrovnik (1980) 

 

In that respect, and in terms of issues already raised with regard to Harvey and the 

transferability of Rossi’s forms to the United States, the manner in which a type might 

be transferred between cultures was demonstrated by Rossi when the Teatro del 

Mondo (1979–80) was transported by barge from Venice to Dubrovnik (Fig. 5.6). The 

Teatro was constructed in 1979 for the part of the Biennale di Venezia that deals with 

theatre. It remained in Venice until the closure of the subsequent Biennale that dealt 

with architecture, and was towed to Dubrovnik in August 1980, where it formed part a 

festival of theatre. Thus, images of the Teatro del Mondo leaving Venice, or isolated 

in the Adriatic, signal the singular nature of a type. Those images may also be taken 
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to prompt an interest in how, as theatre or tower, a type was transferred between 

different cultures.  

 

Equally, while the Teatro del Mondo was sited at the Punta della Dogana in Venice, in 

a place where ‘the world of the imagination … began’, the manner in which it was 

sited in Venice or Dubrovnik signals the role of the artefact as an actor within a locus, 

or Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre (Rossi 1981a, 66) (Fig. 5.7).  

 

 

 
Figure 5. 7: Aldo Rossi, Teatro del Mondo (1979–80) in Venice, and arriving in Dubrovnik (1980) 
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5.2  Memory and the Concept of Theatre 
 

 

5.2.1 Architecture as theatre 
 

Clearly, there is a relationship between Rossi’s interest in cinema, as described in the 

previous chapter, and his conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. However, they 

are also different facets of his approach to memory. Cinema was primarily a context 

within which Rossi discovered ideas associated with the city, and also techniques 

and devices for which there are correspondences within his architecture. However, 

the concept of architecture as theatre springs directly from Rossi’s ambition to exploit 

those devices in order to boost the capacity of artefacts, and of the locus, to act as 

ambassadors of meaning and memory.  

 

Rossi’s fascination with theatre is evident, for example, in his design for the Teatro 

del Mondo, the Toronto Lighthouse Theatre (Toronto, 1988–89), the Teatro Carlo 

Felice (Genoa, 1982–89), and the rehabilitation of the Teatro la Fenice (Venice, 

1999–2004). Moreover, Rossi notes that ‘theatre has always fascinated me’ (‘Il teatro 

mi ha sempre affascinato’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 23). Similarly, in A Scientific 

Autobiography he recalls how he has always ‘drawn an analogy’ between 

architecture and theatre (Rossi 1981, 26). It is also important that Rossi was married 

to the actress Sonia Gessner, and is thought to have been ‘close to actors, directors 

and writers both in theatre and cinema’ (Daniela Sá, 36). In that respect, Sá argues 

that Rossi’s many references to his affection for empty theatres suggest a familiarity 

with rehearsals, in which he encountered actions that were fragmented and 

repetitive, and which mirrored the manner in which he deals with artefacts as 

repeatable elements that appear in different projects. For example, Rossi notes:   

 

I particularly love empty theatres with few lights lit and, most of all, those 
partial rehearsals where the voices repeat the same bar, interrupt it, resume 
it … Likewise in my projects, repetition, collage, the displacement of an 
element from one design to another, always places me before another 
potential project which I would like to do but which is also a memory of some 
other thing. 

(Rossi, 1981, 20) 
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The significance of the concept of architecture as theatre is evidenced by the extent 

to which it appears in Rossi’s work. It is also reflected in the fact that Rafael Moneo 

refers to Rossi’s Teatrino Scientifico as ‘having the significance of a oeuvre 

complète’; meaning, that it signifies the importance of theatre as a concept that 

underpins all aspects of Rossi’s work (Moneo 1979, 38) (Fig. 5.8). 

 

   
Figure 5. 8:  Aldo Rossi, (a) Sketch, Untitled, (1979); (b) Model, Teatrino Scientifico (1978) 

 

As a theatre, the Teatrino Scientifico accommodates different elements of Rossi’s 

projects, such as the ossuary of the cemetery in Modena and the elongated columns 

of the Gallaratese housing project in Milan; which appear as artefacts that act within 

a locus ‘burdened with memory’ (Rossi, 1981, 30). Equally, Rossi demonstrates how 

the artefact, as actor, may be both built and other entities; a point that he makes by 

placing images of domestic objects into the Teatrino (Fig. 5.9).        
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Figure 5. 9:  Aldo Rossi, Polaroid Images showing objects inserted into the Teatrino Scientifico (1978) 

 

As a project that represents how Rossi’s architecture embodies the notion of theatre, 

the Teatrino Scientifico can be viewed as an essay in ‘correspondences ’ – a term 

that Rossi uses in relation to how Boullée ‘understands that there is a higher degree 

of metaphor, a possibility of provoking emotions and of creating what Baudelaire 

would later call correspondences’ (‘B. comprende che esiste un grado superiore della 

metafora, una possibilità di provocare delle emozioni e di creare ciò che Baudelaire 

chiamerà delle correspondances’) (Rossi 1967, 9). Clearly, that idea of 

‘correspondences’ is implicit in the urge to engage memory, or to cause it to shunt 

between concepts; as reflected in the nature of the thought-image, or in Rossi’s 

recognition of the abilities of James Joyce, Benjamin, or Baudelaire (Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 19). It is also implicit in the emphasis that Rossi places on memory, and on 

the value of the artefact as it functions within the locus; which he likens to a ‘fixed 

scene’ and to the ‘idea …[of] the theater’ (Rossi 1981, 50). While that emphasis on 

engagement suggests how the individual artefact should act in relation to memory, 

Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre also points to an exponential 

relationship between actor and stage, or artefact and locus; and in turn to how, with 

respect to memory, a group of artefacts act in concert to increase the value of the 

relationships that exist within the locus. Rossi generates, and strengthens, the 

‘correspondences’ within the locus through the use of aesthetic and narrative 

devices, an emphasis on type, and the employment of elements that are well known 

within collective memory. 

 

Rossi was also drawn to the history of theatre, and especially to the fixed scenes of 

the Renaissance and Sebastiano Serlio, and to scenography that exploits values 
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embedded in architecture and the city – a tradition that Rossi follows, for example, in 

sketches associated with the Teatrino Scientifico (Rossi 1981a, 26) (Fig. 5.10).  

 

     
Figure 5. 10: (a) Sebastiano Serlio, Scene for Comedy, Vicenza (1545); (b) Aldo Rossi, Sketch from the Teatrino 
Scientifico (1978) 

 
Rossi also refers to Max Reinhardt (1873–1943), and to his staging of The Merchant 

of Venice in 1934 (Rossi 1981b, 72). In that it was set in the open and against the 

backdrop of the Campo San Trovaso, Venice, Sá suggests that Reinhardt’s staging of 

the play represents Rossi’s interest in how the city consists of ‘permanent formal’ 

structures that accommodate the ‘very nature of a city in the variability of its events’ 

(Sá 2017, 38). In that respect, and in relation to what has already been said with 

regard to differences between Rossi and Lynch, it is clear that Rossi’s concept of 

theatre allows for a physical, and relatively permanent, urban layer at which artefact 

and locus interact; and also for another, more dynamic, layer that accommodates 

ephemeral human and social ‘events’. That idea can be represented by means of a 

sketch created by Rossi for the shop design Pitti-Uomo (1984) (Fig. 5.11). However, 

in the city as opposed to in a shop, there is also an intermediate layer within which 

certain artefacts act as monuments or types, or as nodal points at which signs and 

meanings are concentrated. 
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Figure 5. 11: Aldo Rossi, Sketch, Pitti-Uomo, Florence (1984) 

 

Rossi’s notion of theatre also carries a sense of time. On the level of the physical city 

and the layer of ‘events’, there is a relative stillness; as in paintings by de Chirico or 

Sironi, or in the photographs of Ghirri. As noted by Rossi ‘the time of the theatre does 

not coincide with the time measured by clocks, nor the emotions bound to 

chronological time’ (Rossi, 1981, 30). However, while ‘action’ is slow and ‘never 

extraneous’, there is also excitement as stirred by ‘sudden and unexpected lights’, 

and by ‘the spell cast by the theatre … where the result of the most precise 

experience … [is] always unforeseen’.  

 
 
5.2.2 Rossi, theatre and projects 
 

Rossi’s use of artefact and locus is also evident in stage sets that he designed for 

productions involving drama, opera, and ballet; including, the Greek tragedy Elettra 

(Taormina, 1992), Gaetano Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor (Ravenna, 1996), 

Giuseppe Verdi’s Nabucco (Orange, 1997–98), and Alexander Glazunov’s ballet 

Raimonda (Zurich, 1993). While the main set created for Lucia di Lammermoor 

portrays the city as an assembly of artefacts, the set for Raimonda expresses the 

power of the individual artefact. Moreover, the set for Elettra demonstrates how 

objects other than those of architecture or the city also act as artefacts; which in the 

case of Elettra are presented as if in a box containing symbolic entities of ancient 

Greece; thereby demonstrating that, for Rossi, the ‘smallest things’ form ‘part of the 

performance’ (‘tutte le più piccole cose … facevano parte dello spettacolo’) 



 
III/5 Rossi: Memory as Artefact and Theatre 

 
 

208 

(Monestiroli 2015, 14) (Fig. 5.12). 
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Figure 5. 12: Aldo Rossi, Stage sets for (a) Lucia di Lammermoor, Ravenna (1986); (b) Raimonda, Zurich, (1993); 
(c-d) Elettra, Taormina (1992)  

 

Sketches made by Rossi in association with Raimonda also demonstrate how the 

concept of theatre runs through the different aspects of his work; in that, an 

architectural project for Il Palazzo hotel, Fukuoka, is represented in those sketches 

by a trinity of artefacts that occupy a stage. Although less pronounced, the II Palazzo 

project as built in 1987–89 consists of a central block flanked by two smaller blocks. 

While the central block is raised on a dais, its presence as an artefact is enhanced by 

the fact that is ‘solid’ and windowless; as are the two flanking elements (Fig. 5.13). 
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Figure 5. 13: (a) Study for ballet Raimonda stage set design (1993); (b) Hotel Il Palazzo complex, Fukuoka 
(1987–89) 

 

That relationship between the presence, or theatrical character, of an artefact and its 

relative solidity is also evident in the chapel that forms the centrepiece of Rossi’s 

extension to the Ponte Sesto cemetery in Rozzano (1988–96). As with the Il Palazzo 

hotel, the theatrical role of the chapel is enhanced by the fact that it sits between two 

smaller elements; thereby gaining additional presence by means of its power to 

resolve an evident duality. That same solidity is also apparent in a tomb/private 

chapel designed by Rossi for the Molteni family (Guissano, 1980–82) – which is 

essentially a plain box within which dramatic ‘facades’ are located on the inside in 

manner that echoes the fixed scenes of Serlio and Renaissance theatre (Fig. 5.14).  
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Figure 5. 14: Aldo Rossi (a) Ponte Sesto Cemetery, Rozzano (1988–96); (b-c) Tomb and Private Chapel for the 
Molteni family, Guissano (1980–82) 

 

As demonstrated within Italy’s cemeteries, family tombs constitute an essay on how 

artefacts, as actors, can project a powerful sense of meaning; in that case, as solid, 

mono-functional, and largely windowless objects. Furthermore, as in the interior of 

Rossi’s tomb for the Molteni family, Italy’s monumental tombs involve the use of scale 

and the precise manifestation of the principles of an architectural style (see Fig. 

3.34). Photographs by Ghirri also show how factors such as solidity, singularity of 

function, and isolation within a relatively neutral field contribute to the presence of the 
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artefact (see Fig. 4.30). While those characteristics are also apparent in the image of 

the Teatro del Mondo floating on the Adriatic, they are also evident in Hopper’s series 

of rooftop images of the 1920s–30s which, as in the cemetery and on Ghirri’s beach, 

capture a sense of mono-functional and isolated objects rising from a relatively 

uniform plain (Fig. 5.15).     

 

 
Figure 5. 15: Edward Hopper, Roofs of Washington Square (1926) 

 

Rossi’s use of the aesthetics of solidity and isolation is examined in the following 

chapter. Moreover, his ability to reinforce the presence of the artefact is evident in a 

project that illustrates his concept of theatre. In 1982, he created a ‘life-sized’ exhibit 

for the textile manufacturer Alcantara in Milan, which was intended to showcase a 

fabric developed by the company. In what was effectively a teatrino (little theatre), 

Rossi used scale and simple forms in order to heighten a sense of stillness and 

expectation, and to induce a feeling akin to that experienced by an audience awaiting 

a performance. That sense of expectation is largely invested in the seats of the 

teatrino, and in the up-sized openings that allow access to the space. The seats are 

witness to a stage on which the principle protagonist is another artefact in the form of 

a miniature representation of Rossi’s ossuary at the cemetery in Modena (Fig. 5.16).   
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Figure 5. 16: Aldo Rossi, Teatrino for Alcantara, Milan (1982)  

 

The project for Alcantara also demonstrates Rossi’s affection for empty theatres, and 

the notion that ‘architecture can be beautiful before it is used’, as in ‘the room 

prepared for the wedding’ (Rossi 1981a, 65–66). However, it can also be compared 

to one of Rossi’s most public projects, the Sandro Pertini Monument in Milan (1988–

90). The two projects are alike in that they consist of a simple enclosing form and a 

sense of something in miniature; although, the position afforded to the audience in 

the case of the Sandro Pertini monument is different in that the main form is open on 

one end, and the ‘play’ consists of life as it unfolds within a piazza (Fig. 5.17).  
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Figure 5. 17: Aldo Rossi, Monument to Sandro Pertini, Milan (1988–90) 

 

Paolo Portoghesi notes how Rossi, ‘who loves theatre very much’, created the 

monument to Sandro Pertini with raised steps that act as seats, and which face a 

piazza as if facing a stage (Portoghesi 1990). That love of theatre was such that 

Rossi even referred to his primary school in Fagnano (1972–76) as a teatro-scuola 

(theatre-school), and as a ‘theatre of life’ (Rossi 1981a, 55). He describes how he 

passed through the empty ‘classrooms and corridors, stairs and spaces and 

everything seemed wonderful and lost’ (‘Percorrevo ... le aule e i corridoi, scale e 

spazi e tutto mi sembrava meraviglioso e perduto’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 23). 

Equally some of the sketches for the middle school in Broni (1978–81) carry a sense 

of powerful artefacts that act on an otherwise empty stage (Fig. 5.18). 

 

   
Figure 5. 18: Aldo Rossi, Sketches, Middle School, Broni (1978–81) 

 

The manner in which Rossi’s work reflected his concept of architecture as theatre is 

covered in Chapters 6 and 7, which detail the nature of the aesthetic and symbolic 
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devices used in pursuit of his interest in memory. Nevertheless, in this chapter, it is 

useful to cover typical consequences of the relationship between theatre and 

memory, and to prepare the ground for a detailed examination of the devices used to 

support that relationship. For example, Rossi clearly seeks to imbue individual 

spaces with a sense of theatre; as in the treatment of the central space of his primary 

school in Broni (Fig. 5.19). 

 

     
Figure 5. 19: Aldo Rossi, Central Courtyard Space, Primary School, Broni (1969–70) 

 

In other projects the tensions that suggest a sense of theatre result from the way in 

which artefacts are gathered around each other as actors whose ‘correspondences’ 

follow from a shared dialogue. In that respect, the notion of theatre connects to how 

the individual parts of Rossi’s projects are organised within a plan, whose ‘narrative’ 

is evident because the characteristics, or aesthetic qualities, of the plan are 

emphasised to the point that it can be easily recognised by the mind, or memory. 

Thus, the meanings projected by the individual artefact are defined, in part, in terms 

of its relationship to a plan and, in part, from its identity as an individual entity (Fig. 

5.20). 
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Figure 5. 20: Aldo Rossi, (a) Sketch, Town Hall, Muggiò (1972); (b) Sketch, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena 
(1968–78), Quaderni Azzurri 11  

 

Moreover, some individual artefacts take centre stage. For example, the ossuary in 

the cemetery at Modena, which is the centrepiece of the project, appears to act as 

the principal protagonist within a relatively large central space, or locus (Fig. 5.21) 

 
 

     
Figure 5. 21: Aldo Rossi, Ossary, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

Those principal artefacts are likely to hold the status of a monument or type, which 

adds to their power as protagonists, or masters within a theatrical troupe. For 
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example, in Rossi’s design for a town hall and administrative offices (Muggiò, 1972), 

the mayoral suite and assembly chamber of the comune are housed in a 

commanding tower to which secondary artefacts appear to turn as if to the principal 

narrator, or protagonist (Fig. 5.22). The project for Muggiò also illustrates how Rossi 

organises a plan on the basis of the roles and identities attributed to its individual 

parts; and how he exaggerates the aesthetic qualities of the plan in order to 

strengthen those identities, and their reception within the mind or memory.      

 

 
Figure 5. 22: Aldo Rossi, Sketch, Town Hall, Muggiò (1972) 

 
 

5.2.3 Aesthetic versus symbolic devices 
 

Rossi’s interest in theatre is expressed through the devices used in his architecture 

(see Chs. 6 and 7). Before turning to those devices, it is useful to look to the major 

concepts that underpinned their use. Thus, it is important to understand Rossi’s 

conceptualisation of the artefact, and of monument and type. Equally, it is essential to 

appreciate how those elements are situated within the locus, and how artefact and 

locus come together in a manner that reflects Rossi’s conceptualisation of 

architecture as theatre. In laying the ground for an examination of the devices used in 

Rossi’s architecture, it is also useful to categorise those devices – the tools available 

to Rossi – as either fundamentally aesthetic or evidently symbolic.   

 

Essentially, that distinction is made on the basis that aesthetic characteristics are 
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linked to basic human perceptual or sensory processes, while meanings that are 

symbolic, or narrative, result from ‘downstream’, or associative, processes that are 

evidently mental. While elements such as colour, proportion, scale, or rhythm act as a 

foundation on which those ‘downstream’ associations are built, in art the relative 

autonomy of the ‘instigating’ aesthetic elements is allied to the notion of abstraction; 

as in the sense that an ‘area of plain, uniform colour vibrates, clenches, or cracks 

open because it is the bearer of glimpsed forces’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1994, 181). 

Equally, with respect to poetry ‘the laws of literary aesthetics are autonomous to 

literary form’; and literary devices such as phonetic pattern, rhyme, rhythm and metre 

are ‘meaningful elements in their own right’ (Chandavarkar 1988, 96). Similarly, as 

mentioned in Chapter 3 with regard to the Italian theorist Camillo Boito, architecture 

may be said to consist of the parte simbolica, as opposed to the underlying parte 

estetica. Thus, with respect to the character of the artefact or locus, a case can be 

made for the existence of basic aesthetic reactions and meanings; which may or may 

not mutate, or become symbolic meanings through a process of association. As 

Colquhoun suggests, beyond that ‘tipping point’ at which ‘the aesthetic comes into 

being … through the existence of a particular material situation, more “worked” 

associations can be drawn, for instance, between aesthetic and social meanings’ 

(Colquhoun 1989, 17–18). 

  

At the level of the artefact that ‘tipping point’ may be taken as the point at which its 

aesthetic qualities are converted through a process of association into Colquhoun’s 

‘social meanings’; or perhaps the point at which the overall character of a set of 

aesthetic elements contribute to the recognition of a type. Equally, those aesthetic 

characteristics might constitute a style, with all its attendant meanings. However, 

aesthetic characteristics might also possess a relative sovereignty with respect to 

their status within the individual or collective memory; for example, as meanings 

associated with factors such as scale or colour. As described by Rossi with respect to 

the work of Ledoux, Loos, and Le Corbusier, the relative autonomy of aesthetic 

elements reflects the existence of ‘a rigid world … already established in its givens’ 

(Rossi cited in Tentori 1963, 264–65). That notion of a relative sovereignty also 

reflects the manner in which Emil Kaufmann (1891–1953) (1933), depicts Ledoux as 

an architect who created projects based on a direct appreciation of laws; for instance, 

of geometry, or those that relate to how volumes are ‘placed together in a way of 
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mutual dependency’ (Kaufmann 1943, 18). 

 

Armed with that distinction between the aesthetic and the symbolic, and again in 

preparation for the material presented in subsequent chapters, it is also useful to 

touch on the balance of aesthetic and symbolic elements in Rossi’s architecture. 

Rossi’s interest in collective memory, and in shared narratives, should not be taken to 

imply that his architecture is mainly dependent on the use of evidently narrative 

artefacts. Rossi’s architecture is weighted in favour of abstraction rather than the use 

of evidently symbolic artefacts. In short, an emphasis on memory and theatre is 

largely carried on the back of aesthetic characteristics, and on devices that 

exaggerate or exploit values embodied in those characteristics (Fig. 5.23). 

 

   
Figure 5. 23: Aldo Rossi (a) Gallaratese Residential space, Milan (1969–73); (b) San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena 
(1968–78) 

 

The level of abstraction in Rossi’s architecture points to the need to devise a 

definition of collective memory that allows for how memory and the mind recognise 

aesthetic meanings; as opposed to a simplistic definition that suggests the 

predominance of overtly narrative objects. It is also important to recognise that Rossi 

works with both aesthetic and evidently symbolic artefacts and types, and that both 

the aesthetic and the symbolic are meaningful, and associative, with respect to 

memory. In fact, while there is a high level of abstraction in Rossi’s architecture, and 

an emphasis on the value of aesthetic elements with respect to memory, that should 
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not be taken to imply that the symbolic elements are secondary or unimportant. 

Ultimately, the quantitative advantage afforded to fundamentally aesthetic entities is 

counterbalanced by the greater power wielded by evidently symbolic elements; in the 

same way as the artefact has less power with respect to memory than the monument 

or type. Thus, for example, the centrepiece of the project at Muggiò, and the tower in 

Rossi’s art gallery in L’île de Vassivière (1987–88), have a greater call on memory 

than neighbouring artefacts (Fig. 5.24). 

  

 
Figure 5. 24: Aldo Rossi, Art Gallery, L’île de Vassivière, France (1987–88) 

 

Whether an element is fundamentally aesthetic or symbolic, Rossi works with that 

which is known to memory. He also manipulates the characteristics of known 

elements in order to expose, and generally to exaggerate, those features that prompt 

engagements with memory. Moreover, the strength of those engagements may be 

enhanced as memory is drawn into a process of reassessment that redefines the 

familiar, as in the case of a miniature version of a type. Rossi also makes use of a 

relatively limited palette of aesthetic and narrative devices, and that fact combined 

with his concept of architecture as theatre summons an image of how his devices are 

akin to a troupe as defined within the Commedia dell’Arte (Fig. 5.25). 
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Figure 5. 25: Aldo Rossi, Sketch, Arquitectura, Madrid (1978) 
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Chapter 6    Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 
 
 
 
This chapter presents a detailed examination of Rossi’s treatment of memory as 

evidenced by the aesthetic devices in his architecture. It reflects ideas developed in 

previous chapters regarding the nature of memory. It holds to the notion that memory 

is synonymous with meaning, to the differences already drawn between 

fundamentally aesthetic and evidently symbolic meanings, and to the allied idea of 

‘neural chains’ that span between perception and associative processes. Specifically, 

it looks to Rossi’s treatment of individual aesthetic elements such as scale, duality, 

and serialisation, or ‘abstract’ elements that are essentially associated with 

perceptual responses. It also demonstrates how Rossi’s exploitation of aesthetic 

elements can be understood in relation to his conceptualisation of architecture as 

theatre, and the manner in which he manipulates characteristics of the artefact in 

order to promote, or strengthen, relationships associated with memory. 

 
 

 

6.1 Memory and Basic Aesthetic Elements 
 

 

The aesthetic elements and associated architectural devices that reoccur in Rossi’s 

work can be identified through detailed analyses of his sketches and projects. In turn, 

those analyses point to correspondences between his sketches and built work, and 

to the fact that they serve different purposes. As evidenced in this and the following 

chapter, while greater weight is awarded to aesthetic elements in Rossi’s 

architecture, his sketches are crowded with objects and types that are obviously 

symbolic. That difference follows from the fact that Rossi’s sketches are largely 

intended to explain his approach to memory, and to illustrate his image of memory as 

it exists in relation to a material world. In contrast, within his architecture there is a 

stronger emphasis on the relationships between memory and the aesthetic 

characteristics of space and form. Thus, while factors such as type and the use of 

well-known symbolic artefacts are an essential part of Rossi’s architecture, the 

balance between the aesthetic and the symbolic favours the former, as Rossi’s 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

223 

attention is mainly focused on the extraction of ‘memory values’ inherent in form and 

space. 

 
 

6.1.1 Scale  
 

Within Rossi’s architecture, there are a number of relatively ubiquitous aesthetic 

characteristics. For example, there is an emphasis on scale as an attribute of form 

and space, and as a characteristic that renders a formal or spatial entity more 

perceptible, and more valuable in terms of memory. As a form of exaggeration that 

may involve either reduction or enlargement, scale heightens the presence and 

theatrical power of an artefact, and is used by Rossi to underpin particular meanings 

and psychological effects. It is also an attribute that is linked to other aesthetic 

elements such as proportion, or rhythm as the serialisation of a particular entity. In 

short, for Rossi, scale is a major factor that stands between architecture and memory. 

Scale as an aid to the fluidity of relationships between memory and architecture is 

tied, for example, to Rossi’s use of basic forms that slip easily into the mind, and 

whose ‘stillness’ adds to their power to gain the attention of memory. 

 

That combination of scale and the ‘stillness’ of basic forms is evident, for example, in 

Rossi’s primary school in Fagnano, Olona (1972–76). As in many of Rossi’s projects 

the windows in the school are square, and the sum of four squares. They are also 

‘oversized’, and that combination of scale and form constitutes a dominant theme in 

the architecture of the school. There is also an element of scale in the interval at 

which the windows are repeated. Given the number of windows of a similar size and 

format, and the nature of a plan that allows for view lines between windows and 

across both interior and exterior spaces, the windows in Fagnano play a major role in 

determining the character of the entire project. Thus, the square window at Fagnano 

is akin to a repeated ‘long note’ in music, which is significant in itself and to a whole 

score. Moreover, precisely the same conditions exist in Rossi’s middle school at 

Broni (1978–81) (Fig. 6.1). 
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Figure 6. 1: Aldo Rossi, (a) Middle School, Broni (1978–81); (b-d) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) 

 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the mind will ‘skip over’ that which it expects through an 

automatic energy saving tendency towards homeostasis (Anastasio et al. 2012, 7–8). 

Equally, that which is not expected draws memory into a process of re-appraisal; and 

into engagements that may rise above the subliminal, or move towards the symbolic. 

Thus, Rossi’s tendency to oversize or undersize elements triggers relationships with 

memory; and his definition of scale is not that of ‘human scale’, or that which causes 

elements to go unnoticed. In relation to the analogy of a musical score, he increases 

or decreases the size of selected elements; as in the case of the column in his 

housing project in Friedrichstadt (Berlin, 1978–85), and the entrances to the library at 

Fagnano that appear to tunnel into a central ‘tower’ in the plan (Fig. 6.2). 
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Figure 6. 2: Aldo Rossi (a) Friedrichstadt, Housing, Berlin (1978–85); (b) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) 

 

That scale can also be a factor in the relationship between two or more elements, or 

in a network of elements, is also evidenced in the courtyard at Fagnano; where for 

example, the relationship between a clock and the ‘seats’ of the children’s ‘theatre’ 

contributes to tensions that express Rossi’s notion of architecture as theatre. 

Similarly, in the entrance to the school, scale is partly determined by a clock and the 

presence of one of the building’s many square windows (Fig. 6.3). 
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Figure 6. 3: Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) 

 

That Rossi’s approach to scale is linked to his interest in theatre, and to how artefacts 

and their aesthetic characteristics come alive or interact within a locus is clear, for 

example, in the primary school in Broni, and in his Fontivegge development in 

Perugia (1982–89). Moreover, in Broni, Rossi’s intentions are also revealed in 

preliminary sketches for the project (Fig. 6.4). 

 

           
Figure 6. 4:  Aldo Rossi, (a-b) Primary School, Broni (1969–70); (c) Fontivegge, public buildings, theatre and 
fountain, Perugia (1982–84)  
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In projects such as the Teatro Domestico (1986), Rossi’s interest in scale is tied to 

the ‘animation’ of domestic and everyday objects (Fig. 6.5). Equally, the use of scale 

is implicit in the miniaturisation of artefacts, and how it relates to memory and to the 

role of theatre in projects such as the Teatrino Scientifico as described in the previous 

chapter (see Figs. 5.8, 5.9). 

 

     
Figure 6. 5: Aldo Rossi, (a) Teatro Domestico; exhibition Il progetto domestico, XVII Triennale di Milano (1986); (b) 
Sketch from Cube of Fear model (1992) 

 

With respect to his architecture, Rossi’s approach to scale embodies two different 

objectives. There is an ambition to exploit the power of individual elements to engage 

memory, but also the need to maintain a relatively traditional sense of scale across 

the entire project. Rossi uses scale to ‘attract’ memory, but he is also anxious to 

avoid any suggestion of the homogenising and up-scaling tendencies of post-war 

‘modernism’. Thus, while seeking to engage memory through relationships formed 

with individual elements, he maintains an attachment to scale as defined in the 

traditional city. For example, the school in Fagnano is typical in that its plan allows for 

relatively narrow ‘ribs’ separated by open spaces. Where functionalism might have 

called for wider blocks and double-sided corridors, Rossi favours a one-sided 

solution. Similarly, in the middle school in Broni, Rossi uses a quadrangle flanked by 

one-sided corridors. Both formats favour relatively narrow ‘cross sections’, and a 

‘traditional’ sense of scale. Meanwhile, individual elements such as windows in 
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Fagnano are sized according to scales that are different to that of an enveloping 

frame. That difference in scale between the part and the whole is characteristic of a 

number of Rossi’s projects. 

 

Moreover, in the Gallaratese housing project in Milan (1969–73) and the cemetery of 

San Cataldo in Modena (1971–78), Rossi clearly favours relatively narrow sections 

for blocks that, in turn, reflect his interest in ‘memory values’ that spring from long 

facades, axes, or arcades (see Fig. 6.19). In short, in narrowing a block he 

appropriates values associated with length. Other strategies relating to scale appear 

in some of Rossi’s later projects. For example, in the Schützenstrasse housing and 

commercial project in Berlin (1992–98) he varies the widths of facades in order to 

retain the scale and tempo of the traditional street (Fig. 6.6 a-b). In a shopping centre 

project in Olbia (Sardinia, 1974–82), which because of its bulk is less susceptible to 

Rossi’s aesthetic devices, he introduced a screen wall and staggers an otherwise 

‘obdurate’ entrance facade (Fig. 6.6 c-d). 
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Figure 6. 6: Aldo Rossi, (a-b) Schützenstrasse, Housing and Commercial, Berlin (1992–97); (c-d) Olbia, 
Commercial centre, Sardinia (1996–97) 

 
 

6.1.2 Duality 
 

Duality is another significant device in Rossi’s work. This is not simply the opposition 

of equal or opposing entities, but rather the resolution of the tensions that result from 

such oppositions through the interjection of a third or further elements. In short, it is 

the traditional ‘aBa’ geometry of the human face, classicism, and the gothic 

cathedral. It is also a factor through which Rossi’s planning formats are tied to 

elevations that correspond with those formats (Fig. 6.7). 
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Figure 6. 7: Aldo Rossi, (a) Middle School, Broni (1978–81); (b) Sketch, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–
78); (c) Friedrichstadt, Housing, Berlin (1978–85); (d) Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94) 

 

In relatively free-standing developments, such as Rossi’s Bonnefanten Museum in 

Maastricht (1990–94), duality is a factor that envelops the whole project (Fig. 6.7 d). 

In contrast, in his housing and office projects in Berlin, Rossi uses duality within the 

limits of a facade or as an organising device over the length of an urban block (Fig. 

6.8). 

 

    



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

231 

 
Figure 6. 8: Aldo Rossi, Berlin (a) Schützenstrasse, Residential and Commercial space (1992–97); (b) 
Friedrichstrasse Office space (1989–92); (c) Gianni Braghieri, Sketch, Friedrichstrasse Office space (1989–92) 

 

It should also be noted that in some of his projects, Rossi reinforces the use of 

duality by framing all, or part, of an elevation between two walls; for example, in the 

project for the Town Hall at Borgoricco (1983–89), a mixed housing and commercial 

project at Este (1991–94) (Fig. 6.9), and a riverside project at Canary Wharf in 

London (1991).  

 

   
Figure 6. 9: Aldo Rossi (a) Residential and commercial space, Este (1991–94); (b) Town Hall, Borgoricco (1983–
89) 

 

 
6.1.3 Serialisation and repetition 
 

Serialisation is another major aesthetic characteristic of Rossi’s projects. It goes 

together with his approach to scale, and with his use of restricted cross-sections and 
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skeletal plans with relatively narrow ribs. Essentially, its value lies in the fact that it 

demands attention as an aesthetic attribute through which form and space become 

accountable within the mind, or memory. For example, in Rossi’s sketches for student 

housing in Trieste (1974), the cemetery of San Cataldo in Modena, and the 

Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin (1987–90), serialisation is achieved by 

means of a sequence of extended ribs (Fig. 6.10). 

    

           
Figure 6. 10: Aldo Rossi; (a-b) Sketch, Student housing, Trieste, Quaderni Azzurri 18, 17; (c) Drawing, San 
Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (d) Sketch, Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin, Quaderni Azzurri 36 

 

The cemetery at Modena also illustrates the combined use of serialisation and 

‘length’. Equally, Rossi’s San Sabba middle school in Trieste (1968–72) uses both of 

those characteristics in a plan that can be described as a long ‘comb’ (‘uno schema a 

pettine’), or half a rib cage. That format is also used in an unbuilt project for Casa 

Bay, a large villa in Borgo Ticino (1971) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 17) (Fig. 6.11). 
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Figure 6. 11: Aldo Rossi, (a-b) Sketches, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (c-d) San Sabba Middle 
School, Trieste (1968–72); (e-f) Casa Bay, Borgo Ticino (1971–80) 

 

In larger projects Rossi can afford to use serialisation in the form, for example, of the 

ribs of a skeletal plan that carry serialised units of space along those ribs; as in his 

project for a business complex in Florence (1972–76). Similarly, in the Deutsches 

Historisches Museum, some of the ribs along a central axis are subdivided in a way 

that provides primary and secondary forms of serialisation (Fig. 6.12).  
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Figure 6. 12: Aldo Rossi, (a) Business District, Florence (1972–76); (b-c) Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin 
(1987–90) 

 

In effect, Rossi adjusts the scale and ‘tempo’ of serialised forms according to the size 

and nature of each project. Thus, for example, larger projects may be broken into 

sections. It is clear that in projects such as the Deutsches Historisches Museum or 

Rossi’s office project for Landsberger Allee (Berlin 1992–95), scale, duality, and 

serialisation are complementary characteristics, and are used in a bid to insure that 

relatively large projects remain ‘negotiable’ with respect to memory (Fig. 6.13). 

 

 
Figure 6. 13: Aldo Rossi (a) Office Project, Landsberger Allee, Berlin (1992–95)  

 

The project for Landsberger Allee also illustrates the difference between serialisation 

and Rossi’s use of repetition. In general, serialisation is a property of larger elements, 

or perhaps of a skeletal plan. As in the case of the windows of the school in Fagnano, 
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repetition is a property of smaller elements that reoccur at relatively short intervals. 

Serialisation and repetition are comparable in that they both involve advantages 

associated with scale, and with the ability to draw the mind into a state of 

‘accountancy’. That capacity is often tied to Rossi’s use of a relatively limited palette 

of simple geometric forms (Lobsinger 2002, 39). Repetition may also carry symbolic 

values; for example, where Rossi used it to suggest how the individual is gathered 

into the collective (see Ch. 7). However, as an aesthetic device, it invites 

engagement on the basis of the multiplicity of an artefact; which for Rossi is not just 

an invitation to memory to ‘count’, but also ‘to invent’ (‘la possibilità della ripetizione 

per l’invenzione’) –  or even to allow ‘unconscious processes to explain the relation of 

the self to the making of architecture’ (Rossi 1981, 53, 54; Quaderni Azzurri 45). 

Moreover, as with Rossi’s housing project at Schützenstrasse in Berlin, repetition can 

be overlaid by a device that might be termed variegation; or variations that afford a 

relative individuality to that which is repeated – a notion that can be illustrated using a 

Polaroid image captured by Rossi in Japan (Fig. 6.15).         

 

 
Figure 6. 14: Aldo Rossi, Polaroid, Japan (undated) 

 

 

6.1.4 Extension 
 

While extension lies somewhere in the middle of Rossi’s hierarchy of aesthetic 

devices, it can be interpreted as an appreciation of the ‘memory value’ of height or 

length, or the concept of awarding a greater presence to elements by making them 
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higher or longer than the mind, or memory, might expect. Thus, it is used by Rossi to 

enhance the presence of an artefact, or to increase its capacity to act in accordance 

with Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture and theatre. 

 

For Rossi, length is related to the qualities of horizontality and stillness, which he 

associates, for example, with Claude Monet’s (1840–1926) Garden at Sainte-

Adresse (1867). Rossi notes how the painting embodies a composition that is made 

up of three horizontal bands, and how shadows, flags, and smoke contribute to a 

sense of the ‘length’ as an aesthetic characteristic of the painting. He also refers to 

Hopper’s Western Motel (1957), in which long forms carry a sense of stillness, and of 

‘waiting shadows’ and ‘the static nature of things’ (‘Vedi le ombre statiche di attesa 

nel quadro ... Qui l’attesa è data piuttosto dalla staticità delle cose e non dal 

movimento’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 21) (Fig. 6.15). Rossi’s use of height and 

length are both intended to demand the attention of memory. For example, within an 

arcade both may induce a sense of stillness, or expectation. 

  

 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

237 

 
Figure 6. 15: (a) Claude Monet, Garden at Sainte-Adresse (1867); (b) Edward Hopper, Western Motel (1957) 

 

Unlike Le Corbusier’s concept of lifting a block on pilotti in order to allow a landscape 

to flow across a site, Rossi tends to maintain the distinction between internal and 

external space at ground level. However, he does exploit the sense of presence that 

follows from lifting artefacts off the ground or mounting a block on stilts, and in a 

manner that increases its status as an ‘actor’; albeit, that device is more evident in 

Rossi’s sketches, and in his attachment to towers (Fig. 6.16). 

   

          
Figure 6. 16: Aldo Rossi, (a) Sketch, A Francesco Moschini con amicizia (To Franceso Moschini with Friendship) 
(1976); (b) Sketch, Il Libro Azzurro, I miei progetti (1981) 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

238 

 

Rossi’s use of extension is evident, however, in the images shown above for the villa 

at Borgo Ticino and the commercial project at Fontivegge (see Figs. 6.4 c; 6.11 e-f). 

In contrast, height as a stand-alone device is a feature of his project for single-family 

houses at Pegognaga (1979–80), while Rossi’s use of both devices is evident, for 

example, in his cemetery at Modena (Fig. 6.17).  

 

 

 

Figure 6. 17: Aldo Rossi, (a) Single-family housing, Pegognaga (1979–80); San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena 
(1968–78)  

 

The aesthetic characteristics of length, height, extension, and serialisation are used 

together in Rossi’s Gallaratese housing project in Milan; which also illustrates how he 

maintains the distinction between interior and exterior spaces that are separated by 

rows of elongated columns. Both the Gallaratese project and the cemetery at 

Modena also demonstrate how those aesthetic characteristics are exploited as a 

group, and how the ability of the artefact to act on memory may follow from the 

employment of a number of devices (Fig. 6.18). 
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Figure 6. 18: Aldo Rossi, (a-b) Gallaratese Residential space, Milan (1969–73); (c-d) San Cataldo Cemetery, 
Modena (1968–78) 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

240 

 
Rossi’s long arcades, and his drawings for Modena and other projects, also testify to 

the value he placed on shadow, and light and shade as characteristics that are 

associated with length and serialisation; as in the deep shadows that fall from long 

facades in the Piazza d'Italia series of paintings by de Chirico, or that characterise 

the work of Carlo Carrà (1881–1966) (Fig. 6.19).  

 

   

 
Figure 6. 19: (a) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (b) Giorgio de Chirico, The Enigma of a 
Day Paris (1914); (c) Carlo Carrà, La Loggia (1942) 

 

For Rossi, shadow carries a presence, or stillness, and generates a sense of time as 

something that is synomomous with memory. Equally, as discussed below, that sense 

of memory is enhanced in Rossi’s architecture, as in paintings by de Chirico and 

Carrà, through the use of two complementary devices; namely, the use of basic forms 

and buildings that appear to be rooted in the ground.     
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6.1.5 Basic forms 
 

The significance of basic or simple forms has already been covered with regard to 

the theory of memory, and Rossi’s relationship to Sironi, Ghirri, and other figures 

whose work is comparable to Rossi’s with respect to his interest in memory and in 

architecture as theatre. However, there remains the issue of Rossi’s use of the 

aesthetic values inherent in a small vocabulary of forms; and notably, the triangle, 

circle, square, cube and truncated cone – which for Rossi are, in turn, associated 

with factors such as the stillness, or rootedness of a form. 

  

Rossi’s approach to form is addressed in The Scientific Autobiography and the 

Quaderni Azzurri. For example, he notes that ‘the experience that gives meaning to 

geometric shapes occurs … in the memory. It is halfway between personal and 

collective memory’ (‘L’esperienza che dà un senso alle forme geometriche avviene … 

nella memoria. Essa è a metà strada fra memoria personale e collettiva’) (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 5). As early as 1969, Rossi made a sketch of a cube in the 

Quaderni that anticipated the form used for the ossuary at Modena; that is, for a 

competition project that he won in 1972 (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 2) (Fig. 6.20). 

 

   
Figure 6. 20: Aldo Rossi, (a) Sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 2 (1 December 1969); (b) Ossuary, San Cataldo Cemetery, 
Modena (1968–78) 

 

In the early 1970s, Rossi also made some drawings for an art gallery in Paris that 

were based on a painting by Sengai Gibon, the Japanese artist of the Zen period 
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(1750–1835) (Lampariello 2017, 291). In Rossi's drawings the axis of the art gallery 

takes the form of a spine that carries a rectangle, a triangle, and a circle:  

 

The circle represents the infinite and … is the basis of all beings whatever 
form they have. The triangle is the fixed and unalterable natural law from 
which all forms are born. The square is the first form it generates …This 
process of duplication continues to infinity and we have the greatest 
multiplicity of things including man.  
 
Il cerchio rappresenta l’infinito … è la base di tutti gli esseri qualunque forma 
possiedono. Il triangolo è la legge naturale fissa e inalterabile da cui nascono 
tutte le forme. Il quadrato è la prima forma che esso genera … Questo 
processo di duplicazione prosegue all’infinito e abbiamo la più molteplicità 
delle cose compreso l’uomo. 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 6) 
 

Thus, while Gibon’s painting is entitled The Universe, Rossi's forms are said to be 

‘without evolution’, or forms that are not invented but remembered (Scully 1981, 113–

16) (Fig. 6.21). 

 

     
Figure 6. 21: (a) Sengai Gibon, The Universe; (b) Aldo Rossi, sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 6 

 

In the Quaderni there are also sketches that demonstrate Rossi’s ambition to identify, 

and to catalogue, simple forms; and his interest in how basic and nameable forms, 

such as the triangle and the cylinder, are distinguished from form in general (Fig. 

6.22 a-b). Thus, in the sketches below, many of the letters indicate nameable forms, 

while those marked ‘D’ and ‘G’ represent form per se, but also a simplicity that may 

be attached to entities such as walls or windows (Fig. 6.22 c-d). 
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Figure 6. 22: Aldo Rossi, Sketches showing the analysis of basic forms (a) Quaderni Azzurri 6; (b-d) Quaderni 
Azzurri 7 

 

In the two lower sketches in Figure 6.22, Rossi reveals basic ‘elements of major 

tension’ that might be embodied in a design or composition, and suggests that those 

elements create dramatic effects; meaning that, as basic forms, they have the power 

to be easily recognised by, or to impinge on, memory (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 7). 

However, he also notes that ‘elemental forms are not enough to create architecture’ – 

meaning that he also looks to the relationship between form and type, for example, 

as in the tower (E1 or F in Figure 6.21 d) and to the moment at which a basic form 

can be said to have both aesthetic and symbolic, or associative, meanings (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 6). 
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Rossi’s use of nameable forms is evident, for example, in the recurrence of the 

triangle in the monuments to Sandro Pertini (Milan, 1988–90) and to the Resistance 

at Segrate (1965–69), and in his projects for Broni and Borgoricco. In Milan, while the 

triangle marks the meeting point between two major streets, its form is said to be ‘one 

of those things which Plato … defines as beautiful not for its relationship to other 

things but in itself’ (‘una di quelle cose che Platone … definisce belle non per via del 

rapporto con le altre ma di per se stesse’) (Portoghesi 1990) (CCA, AP142.S1.D129) 

(Fig. 6.23). 
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Figure 6. 23: Aldo Rossi, (a) Borgoricco Town Hall (1983–89); (b-d) Monument to the Resistance, Segrate (1965–
69), Sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 23; (e-f) Monument to Sandro Pertini, Milan (1988–90)   

 

Rossi’s use of basic forms can be compared, for example, to that of Le Corbusier at 

the Convent of La Tourette. Moreover, the manner in which Rossi draws a 

relationship between Le Corbusier and Boullée indicates how the work of all three 

figures exploits the value of basic forms (Rossi 1967, 46–47) (Fig. 6.24).  
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Figure 6. 24: Le Corbusier, Convent of La Tourette, Lyon (1953–61) (a) Exterior view of the oratory; (b) View to 
cross over the Chapel; (c) Shelf detail from balcony of monk’s cell; (d) Illustration from Towards a New 
Architecture (Le Corbusier 1986, 159) 

   

Rossi’s attachment to basic forms, particularly in his early projects, has an intensity 

that is reminiscent of sculpture or abstraction in art; for example, as illustrated by the 

simplicity and ‘wholeness’ of the cube and its internal staircase designed as a 

monument to the Italian Resistance (Cuneo, 1962) (Fig. 6.25). 

 

     
Figure 6. 25: Aldo Rossi, Monument to the Resistance, Cuneo (1962) 

   

In some of Rossi’s drawings there is a strong element of abstraction, and a marked 

orientation towards aesthetic values associated with form; for example, with regard to 

the monument in Segrate (Fig. 6.26). Such drawings also serve to highlight the 

extent to which his architecture is based on values that are essentially abstract, and 

the predominance of aesthetic over evidently symbolic or narrative values. However, 

it is important to underline that, for Rossi, while not evidently symbolic, that which is 

aesthetic or abstract is also meaningful and associative. Thus, with regard to an early 
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plan for the cemetery at Modena that was based on a cube, triangle and cone, he 

notes that the character of those forms ‘does not consist so much in their form, 

volume, or size but in the problem of meaning’ (‘Il loro carattere monumentale non 

consiste tanto nella forma, nel volume, nella dimensione ma nel problema del 

significato’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri, 9).  

 

   

 
Figure 6. 26: Aldo Rossi (a, c) Monument to the Resistance, Segrate (1965–69); (b) Sketch, Segrate 1965, 
Quaderni Azzurri 12 

 

The extent to which Rossi uses simple forms is evidenced in both humble and 

prestigious projects; for example, a caretaker’s house built for the school at Fagnano 

and a small guest house built for the villa at Casa Bay, may be compared with the 

more prestigious Carlo Felice Theatre (Genoa, 1982–89) (Fig. 6.27). 
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Figure 6. 27: Aldo Rossi, (a, c) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76); (b) Casa Bay guest house (the villa is 
unbuilt), Borgo Ticino (1971–80); (d) Carlo Felice Theatre, Genoa (1982–89) 

 

In addition to the points raised in the previous chapter regarding Rossi’s affection for 

the ‘theatrical’ power of simple forms, his image of a material world that consists of 

architecture and other objects allows him to compare, for example, the coffee pot and 

the tower of a church (Fig. 6.28 a). The tower and the coffee pot appear to be 

partners in a world of kindred objects. Moreover, an apparently inhabitable coffee pot, 

which for Rossi represents a structure ‘that can be entered’, suggests how he 

exploits ‘memory values’ associated with scale and miniaturisation (Rossi 1981, 2) 

(see Fig. 7.3). With regard to memory, such images also suggest how Rossi’s basic 

forms create a foundation on which to examine how the mind moves between the 

recognition of qualities that are aesthetic, or evidently symbolic.  
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Figure 6. 28: Aldo Rossi, Sketches (a) La Cupola, Alessi (1987); (b) Coffee Pot as House, Quaderni Azzurri 31 

 

With regard to Rossi’s architecture, it is also possible to look to the aesthetic 

characteristics of form in general; or form, that unlike the square or cupola, is not 

nameable. In that respect, Rossi’s architecture has a simplicity, or ‘cleanliness’, that 

enhances its power to engage memory. In part, that follows from how form is treated; 

for example, as in the evident ‘triangularity’ of a roof or the height of a doorway (Fig. 

6.29 a-b). In effect, Rossi uses a subtle combination of simplicity and exaggeration, 

both of which serve to ‘attract’ memory. There is also a general, or underlying, 

condition of simplicity and directness; for instance, in the cemetery at Modena and 

the classrooms and stairwells of Rossi’s schools. The engagement value of that 

simplicity is then enhanced, for example, by means of ‘oddities’ in scale, or an 

evident ‘rootedness’ that follows from the absence of skirtings, and the fact that 

external walls enter the ground without any change in surface finishes or coursework 

(Fig. 6.29 c-f). 
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Figure 6. 29: Aldo Rossi, (a-b) San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (c-f) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–
76) 

 

Occasionally, that quality of ‘directness’ in Rossi’s architecture, and the simplicity of 
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his forms, constitute an aesthetic order that is reminiscent of German modernism; for 

example, in the gymnasium of the school at Fagnano and in the Bonnefanten 

Museum in Maastricht (Fig. 6.30). 

 

  

 
Figure 6. 30: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Gymnasium, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76); (c) Bonnefanten Museum, 
Maastricht (1990–94) 

 

 

6.1.6 The importance of the whole 
 

As already noted, the aesthetic characteristics covered in this chapter may come 

together within different conditions, or as different permutations. While each device 

can be examined as a separate entity, there is the issue of coherence and of the 

‘wholeness’ of a group of aesthetic attributes as defined in terms of style, or a nexus 

of meanings. For example, Rossi’s use of the square window, which relates to 

aesthetic factors such as form, size, and repetition, is also allied to his tendency to 
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maintain a relatively high ratio with respect to the area of a facade given over to 

walling as opposed to that taken up by windows; a tendency that relates to memory, 

in that it maintains a ‘traditional’ balance of solid and void (Fig. 6.31). 

 

   
Figure 6. 31: Aldo Rossi, Sketches, Quaderni Azzurri 14 

 

Rossi uses a medley of factors that include, for example, a unifying or classical 

geometry and known building materials to promote associations between architecture 

and memory. Thus, he uses terracotta as a colour that is common throughout Italy, or 

draws on memories of a ‘green stucco which was used around 1940 and which my 

grandparents had also used on their villa’ (Rossi 1981a, 25). Equally, the dominant 

material of Rossi’s monument to Sandro Pertini in Milan, a pink and grey Candoglia 

marble, is matched to the exterior of the Duomo of Milan (MAXXI, D8/23) (see Fig. 

6.23 f). Rossi also uses building techniques that are remarkably commonplace in 

Italy, and which help maintain the aesthetic characteristics of his architecture within 

limits that are familiar to collective memory. Particularly in his early projects, there is 

an emphasis on rendered brick walls, and the ubiquitous cemento armato, or 

reinforced concrete frame with brick infill. In short, in line with the image established 

in the previous chapter of a director in charge of a theatrical production, Rossi uses a 

number of devices in order to exploit the ‘memory value’ inherent in a web of inter-

related aesthetic characteristics. 
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In that respect, Rossi’s architecture shows how his concern for memory is, by 

definition, compliant with principles inherent in the ubiquitous interest in context as 

expressed in architectural practice, and in a substantial body of literature. Clearly, 

that compliance can be seen in projects undertaken by Rossi in Italy, or in Europe. 

However, the Scholastic Building (1994–2001) is one of his most interesting projects 

with regard to context. Located in the SoHo district of Lower Manhattan, the project 

has two facades (Broadway and Mercer Street) and is flanked by the building created 

for the Singer Manufacturing Company as office and factory space in 1904. 

Essentially, the Scholastic Building is an essay on the urban-industrial architecture of 

SoHo and Tribeca. It was undertaken by Rossi in association with Morris Adjmi who 

was also involved in the il Palazzo hotel project in Japan in 1987–89, which is 

comparable in style to the Scholastic Building (see Fig. 5.13 b). Rossi’s interest in the 

contextual issues posed by the project is demonstrated by the number of Polaroids 

he made in the immediate area (Fig. 6.31). 
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Figure 6. 32: Aldo Rossi: (a) Polaroids taken in Lower Manhattan, New York (undated); (b) Facades of the 
Scholastic Building (1994–2001) on Broadway and Mercer Street, New York (2016) 

 
With regard to questions surrounding the transfer of Rossi’s interest in memory to the 

United States as discussed in Chapter 2, it should also be noted that his projects in 

New York are unlike those undertaken, for example, for Disney in Florida; which 

again indicates how the term context should be taken to imply cultural, and other 

factors relating to the intentions of the client.     

 
 
 
6.2 Aesthetic Devices: Plan and Spatial Structure 
 
 

Rossi’s treatment of the plan, and of spatial structures that sit on the plan, is one of 

the most important facets of his architecture and its relationship to memory. As 

already indicated, his approach to the plan is linked to his use of other devices such 

as scale, duality, and serialisation. The manner in which Rossi organises his plans 

can also be examined in the light of the theory of aesthetics, environmental 

psychology, and architectural history; and particularly the history of classicism. As in 
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all aspects of his work, Rossi organises the plan around characteristics whose power 

lies in the fact that they are both legible and already known. Originality lies in the 

manner in which he lays bare, and exaggerates, the essential characteristics of the 

known; thereby generating plans whose aesthetic characteristics are easily 

recognised, and therefore ‘available’ to memory. 

 

  

6.2.1 Centralisation and the skeleton 
  

The most obvious of Rossi’s plan-based devices is that of centralisation, which is a 

factor that falls within the well-documented realm of ‘mental mapping’ and of the 

ability of memory to identify the nature of, or navigate through, a spatial structure 

(Hendrix and Holm 2016, 36). In Rossi’s sketches, and in the Quaderni Azzurri, the 

concept of centralisation is idealised in the form of the abstracted skeleton, and 

sometimes the skeleton of a fish (Fig. 6.33). 

  

  
Figure 6. 33: (a) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78), Quaderni Azzurri 17; (b) Sketch, Studio 
con pesce (Study with fish) (1982) 

 

Rossi describes how, with respect to the cemetery at Modena, the idea of the 

skeleton as an architectural device emerged while he was in hospital following a car 

accident. As reported by Rossi, he ‘saw the osteological conformation of the body as 

a series of fractures to be recomposed [and] the skeleton's morphology and the 
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alterations that this could undergo’ (Rossi 1981a, 11). Vincent Scully notes how the 

project for Modena was ‘put together out of the ache of his [Rossi’s] broken bones’ 

(Scully 1981, 114). However, that should not obscure the fact that, for Rossi, the 

skeleton is essentially a device whose use follows from his interest in memory. 

 

In fact, the skeleton is parent to a number of other attributes that make up Rossi’s 

troupe of plan-based devices, which include: the centralisation of an axis, the 

serialisation of the ribs, the use of a tower as the head of the skeleton, and the 

demarcation of an entrance as its base. The skeleton also allows for Rossi’s use of 

basic forms, but its primary function is to render plans or spatial structures accessible 

to the mind, or memory. As a concept the skeleton is also subject to variations that 

are based on the composition and/or nature of its elements. For example, the ‘head’ 

may be placed within the body of the skeleton, the ribs may vary in length, the arms 

may become an enclosing quadrangle, or the entrance at the base might be a tower 

that corresponds with the ‘head’ (Fig. 6.34).   

 

   

 
Figure 6. 34: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Sketches, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76), Quaderni Azzurri 17, 15; (c) 
Drawing, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78)  

 

In Rossi’s design for commercial space and a theatre at Leipziger Platz in Berlin 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

257 

(1995–96) the skeleton is at its most abstracted, and is reminiscent of designs 

created by Rossi for carpets. Similarly, Rossi’s drawings for an unbuilt art gallery 

(Milan, 1970) show a skeletal plan that is relatively ‘adamant’ in that it embodies a 

strong central spine with serialised ribs, which are ‘headed’ by a tower (Fig. 6.35).  

 

      
 

   
Figure 6. 35: Aldo Rossi, (a) Sketch, Plan for Commercial Space and Theatre, Leipziger Platz, Berlin (1995–96); 
(b) Sketch of carpet design, Quaderni Azzurri 37; (c-d) Sketches, Gallery of Contemporary Art, Milan (1970) 

 

As already indicated, the initial sketches for Rossi’s competition entry for the San 

Cataldo cemetery in Modena contain the first major elaboration of the concept of the 

skeleton (Lampariello 2017, 294) (Fig. 6.36). 
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Figure 6. 36: Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

Rossi’s ability to adapt the concept of the skeletal plan to suit other projects is 

illustrated in his design for the new town hall at Muggiò, which is roughly of the same 

period as the initial designs for Modena. As discussed in the previous chapter with 

regard to Rossi’s concept of architecture as theatre, in the project for Muggiò, he 

placed the ribcage at an angle to the head – which provided greater legibility in terms 

of the perception of the plan, and highlights the importance of the ‘head’ as the 

principal actor and as a space that accommodates the mayoral suite, council 

assembly hall, and a public exhibition space. Moreover, both Muggiò and Modena 

demonstrate how Rossi’s use of the skeletal plan runs together with his attachment to 

basic forms, serialisation, repetition, limited structural spans, and relatively narrow 

blocks. In both plans, there is also a spatial hierarchy that reflects the role of type as 

an artefact that may be recognised on the basis of its symbolic value; or as a 

principal player whose location, or place, in that hierarchy means that it can be 

distinguished from secondary artefacts which, in terms of the Commedia dell’Arte, 

are the minor players of the troupe (Fig. 6.37). 
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Figure 6. 37: Aldo Rossi, Town Hall, Muggiò (1972), Quaderni Azzurri 10 

 

As already mentioned, while it was designed in the same period as the projects for 

Modena and Muggiò, Rossi’s primary school in Fagnano represents another version 

of the skeletal plan in that the library or ‘head’ (which was initially intended to act as 

the central meeting place for the school) is placed at the centre of the plan (Fig. 

6.38). The nature of the plans for Muggiò and Fagnano also show how Rossi 

manipulates the skeleton in order to create a major open space, which may be 

internal and private, as in the case of a school, or decidedly public as in the project 

for the town hall at Muggiò. 

 

    
Figure 6. 38: Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) (a) Sketch, Inquietudine della simmetria (The 
Restlessness of Symmetry) (June 1972); (b) Courtyard view of library  
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Similarly, the Bonnefanten Museum in Maastricht demonstrates the versatility of 

Rossi’s use of the skeletal plan. At Maastricht, the plan embodies a centralised axis 

that runs through the project between the entrance and a quasi-external tower, which 

is effectively the ‘head’ at the end of a spine. Given the requirement for flanking 

galleries, the lateral ribs are replaced by large lungs. In addition, a secondary 

‘internal tower’ is located in the entrance hall as a counterpoint to the larger, and 

more ebullient ‘head’ (Fig. 6.39).     

 

 
Figure 6. 39: Aldo Rossi Sketch, Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94) 

 

Rossi attached both aesthetic and evidently symbolic meanings to the skeleton, as 

evidenced, for example, by the plan for the cemetery at Modena. At this point 

however, it is important to underline the insistence with which he employed the 

skeletal plan as a device whose aesthetic values served to feed his interest in 

memory, and in architecture as theatre. The skeletal plan is also used in association 

with other devices such as duality and centralisation, and can therefore conform to a 

traditional ‘aBa’ geometry. Thus, in relation to the projects for both Modena and 

Muggiò, Rossi refers to Monte Carmelo and to de la Cruz (Giovanni della Croce 

1542–1591), the Spanish poet and co-founder of the Carmelite monastic order; from 

whose poetry Rossi takes the idea that, from one spine, ‘the mystical mountain draws 

a human figure’ (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 17) (Fig. 6.40). 
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Figure 6. 40: Image from cover of The Ascent of Monte Carmelo, Giovanni della Croce (first published 1618) 

 
 
6.2.2 The nature of the axis 
 

Rossi deploys different parts of the plan, or skeleton, as relatively independent 

elements that carry particular aesthetic and symbolic values, and which engage 

memory in different ways. Thus, he recognises the significance of the axis as a spine 

to which other elements are related. For example, with respect to the cemetery at 

Modena, Rossi suggests that ‘the upper line of the columbaria is analogous to the 

collarbone for its relationship with the central spine’ (‘La linea superiore dei colombari 

è analoga alla clavicola per il suo rapporto con la spina centrale’) (Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 9) (see Fig. 6. 34). In terms of the hierarchy of elements in a plan the 

importance awarded to a centralising axis is underpinned by Rossi’s attachment to 

classicism, symmetry, and duality as tools that that promote legibility, and therefore 

the value of the axis to memory. In short, one of the principal features of a plan is the 

nature, and relative power, of its central axis. For example, in Fagnano the main axis 

is physical insofar as it consists of a short corridor that leads to the central tower, 

while beyond the tower the axis is implied by the dualities that characterise the 
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central courtyard (Fig. 6.41). 

 

   
Figure 6. 41: Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) 

 

In the Bonnefanten museum in Maastricht the central axis is a powerful physical 

entity that ties together all parts of the building. Its presence is reinforced by its height 

relative to its width, and the fact that it is akin to a stepped internal ‘street’. As such, it 

fulfils Rossi’s notion of ‘a corridor’ which has ‘the aspect of path’ (Rossi 1981a, 34) 

(Fig. 6.42). In that the top end of the staircase is entered by means of a relatively low 

and simple form, the axis at Maastricht illustrates how scale and form act as allied 

aesthetic devices that signal ‘entry’ as understood within memory (Fig. 6.42 a). 

 

 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

263 

   
Figure 6. 42: Aldo Rossi, Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94) 

 

The emphasis that Rossi places on a strong central axis as a device that helps to 

reinforce the relationships between a plan, or spatial structure, and memory is also 

evidenced in other projects such as his design for a library at Seregno (1988–90), a 

business complex in Florence, the Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin, and the 

Mediateca project in Sélestat, near Strasbourg (1994) (Fig. 6.43). 
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Figure 6. 43: Aldo Rossi (a) Public library, Seregno (1988–90); (b) Business District, Florence (1972–76); (c) 
Mediateca, Sélestat (1994); (d) Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin (1987–90) 

 

In other projects, the central axis holds power to the point that it dominates the plan; 

as demonstrated, for example, by the P. Tibaldi Middle school (Cantù, 1985–91), and 

in an early sketch for the Campo di Marte housing project (Venice, 1984–95). 

Moreover, in one sketch, Rossi exaggerates the importance due to the axis in that he 

portrays the city as an amalgamation of axes and buildings that are axial in nature 

(Fig. 6.44). 
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Figure 6. 44: Aldo Rossi, (a) Middle school, Cantù (1985–91); (b) Campo di Marte housing project, Venice (1984–
95); (c) Sketch, Frammenti (Fragments) (1987)  

 

With respect to how axes are handled in individual projects, as mentioned in Chapter 

2 in relation to the criticisms levelled at Rossi by Charles Jencks, the Gallaratese 

housing project in Milan embodies a major axis that, although located beneath the 

building, acts as a centralising spine that runs through the 200 metre length of the 

block, and is largely open on both sides. It is also enlivened by variations in level, 

height, and width, access stairways and a small number of shops. As already noted, 

it illustrates how Rossi maintains a sense of internal space under an elevated block. 

While this is one of the most impressive of Rossi’s axes, those of the cemetery at 

Modena also demonstrate Rossi’s use of repetition and long patterns of light and 

shade (Fig. 6.45). 
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Figure 6. 45:  (a-c) Aldo Rossi, Gallaratese, Milan (1969–73); (d) San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

In Rossi’s projects, and in his sketches, the arcade is handled as a relatively 

independent artefact that is well known to collective memory in Italy, and whose 

aesthetic characteristics can be exploited under the umbrella of the concept of 

architecture as theatre. For example, in the projects for the Piazza Pilotta and Teatro 

Paganini in Parma (1964–85) and for commercial space and a piazza at Sannazzaro 

de’ Burgondi (1967), Rossi inserts open-sided arcades that appear as actors on a 

stage (Fig. 6.46 a-c). While he recorded the notion of the open arcade in a Polaroid 

taken in Sardinia in 1990, it also appears in his projects as a device that serves to 

link different parts of a building; as, for example, in the middle school at Broni (Fig. 

6.46 d-f). 
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Figure 6. 46: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Piazza Pilotta and Teatro Paganini, Parma (1964–85); (c) Sannazzaro de’ Burgondi 
(1967); (d) Photograph of beach hut Sardinia, Quaderni Azzurri  42; (e-f) Middle School, Broni (1978–81); Sketch, 
Quaderni Azzurri 24 

 

Rossi’s arcades can take the traditional form of axes that are closed on one side; as 

in the entrance wings of the Town Hall at Borgoricco (1983–89), and the single-family 

houses at Pegognaga (see Fig. 6.17). 
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Figure 6. 47: Aldo Rossi, Town Hall, Borgoricco (1983–89) 

 

There is also a form that may be described as an elongated porch; for example, in a 

project for student housing at Chieti (1976) and for the île de Vassivière 

contemporary art museum (Beaumont-du-Lac, 1987–88). This is a format that is 

common, for example, to countless small Italian churches, and its longevity is 

indicated in Fra Angelico’s The Visitation (1435) (Fig. 6.48). 
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Figure 6. 48: (a) Aldo Rossi, Student Housing, Chieti (1976); (b) Museum of Contemporary Art, l’île de Vassivière, 
Beaumont-du-Lac (1987–88); (c) Fra Angelico, The Visitation (1430–32); (d) Santuario Santissimo Nome di Maria, 
Tavole, Italy 

 

Given Rossi’s use of the skeletal plan, serialisation, and narrow cross-sections, his 

work also includes an axial condition in the form of long, open galleries that are 

flanked by facades; as in his competition projects for student housing in Trieste 

(1974), and for the offices of Trieste’s regional authority (1974). However, those 

projects are not typical of Rossi’s work. Rather, they mark a point in the early 1970s 

when he touches on concepts that were characteristic of neorationalism as a 

movement; and which emerged, for example, in Franco Purini’s and Laura Thermes’ 

Casa del Farmaceutico at Gibellina (1980), and in Giorgio Grassi’s winning entry for 

the student housing competition for Chieti (1979) (Fig. 6.49).  
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Figure 6. 49: Aldo Rossi, (a) Student Housing, Trieste (1974); (b) Aldo Rossi, Regional Offices, Trieste (1974); (c) 
Giorgio Grassi, Student Housing, Chieti (1979); (d) Franco Purini and Laura Thermes, Casa del Farmaceutico, 
Gibellina (1980) 

 

Rossi also uses powerful external axes that can be assessed in terms of their 

‘memory value’, and the manner in which they aid the exploitation of values inherent 

in the artefacts with which they are associated. For example, Rossi’s extension to the 

Ponte Sesto cemetery in Rozzano (1988–96) uses a long axis to separate between 

the lateral columbaria; and as indicated in the previous chapter, to highlight the 

importance of the chapel as the principal character in a ‘play’. Similarly, the long axis 

in the San Cataldo cemetery in Modena enhances the presence of the ossuary 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 38) (Fig. 6.50).  
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Figure 6. 50: Aldo Rossi (a) Ponte Sesto Cemetery Extension, Rozzano (1988–96); (b) San Cataldo Cemetery, 
Modena (1968–78) 

 

Whereas in Rozzano and Modena, repetition mirrors the pattern of the individual 

niches (or loculi) set aside for the dead, in a sketch for Marina di Pisa (1988–94) 

Rossi uses the image of the serialised cabine (cabins) which in a number of his 

projects and sketches signal the essence of the dwelling, or of an individual social 

space (Fig. 6.51). Again, in Chapter 7 elements that in this chapter are taken to be 

fundamentally aesthetic in nature, are shown also to have symbolic or narrative 

values.   
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Figure 6. 51: Aldo Rossi (a) Marina di Pisa (1988–94); (b) Foro Italico, Rome (1996) 

 

The manner in which Rossi uses axes in his larger, or urban, projects is indicative of 

an involvement with urban design as ‘big architecture’, and a tendency to use the 

axis as a ‘street’. Thus, for example, designs for Marina di Pisa (1988–94); the 

Garibaldi-Repubblica area of Milan (1991); the Monte Echia area of Naples (1988–

89); and the Beirut Souks (1994) are typical of large projects in which the axis as 

street is a central organising element (Fig. 6.52).  
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Figure 6. 52: Aldo Rossi (a) Garibaldi-Repubblica area, Milan (1991); (b) Beirut Souks (1994); (c) Monte Echia, 
Naples (1988–89) 

 

Where an axis carries a series of artefacts, as in the Monte Echia project in Naples, it 

might be included under Rossi’s conceptualisation of the sacri monti (Rossi 1981a, 

38). To qualify, the artefacts that line the axis must have something in common with 

respect to memory; as in the case of the chapels of the sacri monti. However, that 

concept is difficult to realise as projects must be relatively large, and laden with 

aesthetic, and particularly symbolic, meanings. Nevertheless, it does appear in 

Rossi’s work in a relatively reduced form. For example, in the unexecuted design for 

a Town Hall in Scandicci (1968–69), and in designs for the Deutsches Historisches 

Museum in Berlin, the individual elements of a project are given the maximum 

amount of freedom to act as artefacts that impinge on memory, while their capacity to 

function as parts of a building is achieved through their connection by means of a 

central axis (Fig. 6.53). In that respect, as in the project at Scandicci and the Foro 

Italico in Rome, a string of artefacts can also lead to a ‘head’, which is generally a 

type, or an artefact that has symbolic value (see Fig. 6.51). 
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Figure 6. 53: Aldo Rossi (a) Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin (1987–90); (b-c) Town Hall, Scandicci (1968–
69) Quaderni Azzurri 3 

 

In his architecture, Rossi awards a great deal of attention to how the axis and its 

attendant artefacts can be manipulated. In the Quaderni Azzurri, he also uses the 

analogy of the plan of a jug; not only as an exercise in the categorisation of basic 

forms, but also to illustrate how different forms can be strung along an axis. In that 

sense, his interest in the relationships between artefacts and the axis ranges 

between the sequencing of elements as discussed above in relation to the Deutsches 

Historisches Museum and Scandicci Town Hall, and the points raised in the previous 

chapter regarding the need to promote the independence of an artefact in order that 

it can release stronger or more evident meanings. There is also the need to exploit 

the exponential power of a group of artefacts that act within a web of reciprocal 

relationships – an idea that is captured in the image of the sacri monti and Gibon’s 

The Universe (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 7) (Fig. 6.54). 

 

       
Figure 6. 54: Aldo Rossi, (a) Plan of a Jug, Quaderni Azzurri 7; (b) Sketch reproducing Sengai Gibon’s The 
Universe, Quaderni Azzurri 4 
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Finally, while the axis affords an opportunity to understand how different aesthetic 

characteristics such as length, height, serialisation, and light and shade come 

together, Rossi also exploits the value of the axis by using organised sight lines. For 

example, at Maastricht, it is possible to look from the space above the entrance 

through the internal tower and then along the length of the central staircase by 

means of three carefully aligned windows. Similarly, at the school in Fagnano, the 

external chimney and the central tower are connected by means of well-placed 

windows situated along the main axis (Fig. 6.55). All of those devices mentioned 

above demonstrate the strength of Rossi’s ambition to engage memory through the 

exploitation of factors that are aesthetic rather than evidently symbolic.   

 

   

   
Figure 6. 55: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94); (c-d) Primary School, Fagnano 
(1972–76) 
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6.2.3 Subtleties of the plan and the artefact as actor  
 

For Rossi, the skeletal plan is a structure of manipulable solids, but also exploitable 

voids that may relate to a plan and/or to an axis within the plan. Thus, he notes 

correspondences between the plans for the school at Fagnano and the cemetery at 

Modena, and the piazza as a major element of the Italian city (Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 17). He also compares the location of the library in the courtyard at Fagnano 

with that of the lavabo in the cloister of the Monastery of Santa Maria at Poblet, 

Catalonia (Spain) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 17) (Fig. 6.56). However, those 

associations that are evidently autobiographical, or which depend on a knowledge of 

architectural history, may have considerably less value with respect to collective 

memory than those that are based on factors to which the public mind or collective 

memory are generally susceptible. 

 

   

       
Figure 6. 56: (a) Monastery Santa Maria Poblet, Catalonia (1151); (b) Aldo Rossi, Sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 32; (c) 
Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76); (d) Aldo Rossi, Sketch Quaderni Azzurri 13 
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Thus, the figure above demonstrates that the real power, and highest ‘memory 

values’, in the courtyard of the school at Fagnano are vested in the capacity of 

memory to recognize a principal axis, the ‘head’ of a skeletal plan, or the balance 

between solid and void that defines a space as the centralising element of the plan. 

Moreover, the significance of those factors with respect to Rossi’s interest in memory 

is evidenced by the extent to which they occur in his work, and the extent to which 

they are manipulated as actors that hold stereotypical roles in different plays. For 

example, in different sketches for the town hall at Muggiò, an office complex in Turin 

(1964), and the school in Fagnano, Rossi adjusts the arrangement of key artefacts as 

if to illustrate options with regard to the organisation of ‘theatres’ of solids and voids 

(Fig. 6.57).      

 

    

 
Figure 6. 57: Aldo Rossi Sketches (a) Town Hall, Muggiò (1972); Centro Direzionale ‘Locomotiva 2’, Turin (1962) 
Quaderni Azzurri 12; (c) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76) Quaderni Azzurri 14 
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6.2.4 Memory and the ‘piazza’ 
 

Rossi’s approach to the nature of the plan, and of the axis, involves the manipulation 

of both solids and voids, and particularly of major spaces. Thus, in his drawings for 

the competition for the Deutsches Historisches Museum in Berlin, a major circular 

space acts as a hinge between two parts of the project. Similarly, for the Leipziger 

Platz project in Berlin, a domed theatre is used to unify the various parts of a mixed 

office and commercial development (Fig. 6.58). 

  

   

   
Figure 6. 58: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Deutsches Historisches Museum, Berlin (1987–90); (c-d) Leipziger Platz, theatre 
and commercial space, Berlin (1995–96) 

 

As already mentioned, Rossi exploits the relationship between such spaces and the 

axes on which they sit; for example, by placing windows on the line of an axis as at 

Maastricht, or using relatively high or low openings between spaces as between the 

courtyard and the library in the school in Fagnano. As an aesthetic device the 
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relatively small size of such openings appears to reinforce the association with the 

axis; for example, in Maastricht, by encouraging people to ‘peek’ as if through the 

narrow windows of a castle stairway (Fig. 6.59 b). At Maastricht and in other projects, 

Rossi gradually reduces the width of internal spaces; thereby creating a form akin to 

a telescope that adds to the apparent height of a space (Fig. 6.59). In that respect, 

Rossi notes how the elongation of the roof of the Mole Antonelliana in Turin (1863–

89) by Alessandro Antonelli (1798–1888) enhances the ‘freedom’ and therefore the 

power of a tower (‘esso ne aumenta o potenzia la libertà’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

33). 

 

    

 

 
Figure 6. 59: Aldo Rossi, Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94) (a-b) Photographs of views within and into 
the secondary tower; (c-d) Sketches, Quaderni Azzurri 47 
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Rossi’s ambiton to promote engagment is also evident in the school in Fagnano, 

where a walkway that is perpendicular to the main axis, and immediately under the 

roof of the centralised ‘head’ of the skeleton, appears to act as a turning point at the 

centre of the school; a suggestion that is backed by the fact that the walkway is akin 

to a railway turntable. Moreover, the stair marks the centre of a central space – a 

point that is recorded by means of the evident centralisation of the ribs of the ceiling 

(Fig. 6.60).  

 

     
Figure 6. 60: Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76), photographs of libaray now used for storage 

 

Rossi also underlines the centrality of such spaces through the use of a cupola with a 

rooflight, as in the ‘telescopic’ seconday ‘tower’ at Maastricht. In the main tower at 

Maastricht, a central skylight in a dome is ringed by other centralising skylights set 

within a pattern of converging lines (Fig. 6.61). As noted by Rossi, the dome, or 

cupola, and its skylight mark a relationship between a ‘circle and a straight line’, or 

between the axis and a dome (‘questa cupola che è come un cerchio e delle 

intersezioni tra il cerchio e un impianto rettilineo’) – as in the internal piazza and 

glazed dome of the Galleria di Vittorio Emanuele II in Milan (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

33). 
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Figure 6. 61: Aldo Rossi (a-c) Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94) Photographs of the ceilings of the 
secondary and main towers; (d) Sketches of a cupola for the design of a coffee pot, Quaderni Azzurri 33 

 

As might be expected given its form, the Teatro del Mondo is an ideal example of 

Rossi’s centralisation of a space in that it consists of a ‘telescope’ made up of layers 

of elements whose relative density adds to the impression of a roof that diminishes 

towards its apex. In that sense, Rossi’s approach to the central point of major 

spaces, and of whole projects such as the cemetry at Modena, is summarised in a 

sketch in which a number of diagrams that denote centralisation are accommpanied 



 
III/6 Memory and Aesthetic Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

282 

by the expression ‘forza inizio e fine’ – meaning the power of beginnings and 

endings, or that the central point draws to itself the power afforded to both a 

beginning and an end (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri ) (Fig. 6.62). 

 

 

   
Figure 6. 62: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch Forza, Inizio e Fine, Quaderni Azzurri 19; (b-c) Teatro del Mondo (1979–80)  

 

In Modena, that central point is marked by a large opening in the roof of the ossuary, 

which as a square form constitutes the centre in the project. The opening in the roof 

of the ossuary appears to gather together the loculi, or niches for coffins, that line the 

walls in a place of the dead (Fig. 6.63). 
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Figure 6. 63: Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78), views of the sky from the ossuary  

 

Rossi’s use of major spaces that garner some of the functions and meanings of the 

piazza varies between covered spaces that are held within the envelope, for 

example, of a building, and those that are urban, or within which buildings may be 

contained. There is also an intermediate situation in that some of Rossi’s projects 

include walled, open, spaces; as in Fagnano and the courtyards in the 

Schützenstrasse project in Berlin. However, while in Berlin those spaces are voids 

carved into a solid, in the cemetery at Modena the situation is reversed in that, for 

example, the ossuary as a solid is held within a large void (Fig. 6.64). Nevertheless, 

under all three conditions Rossi’s treatment of space exploits traditional values that 

play to memory and, as with the central space at Modena, reflect his 

conceptualisation of architecture as theatre.   
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Figure 6. 64: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Schützenstrasse, Berlin (1992–97), photograph of internal courtyard, and early 
sketch plan of block; (c) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

Whether a plan refers to a building, a group of buildings, or an urban space it is seen 

by Rossi to consist of a balance of solids and voids that can be ‘read’ by the mind or 

memory. That ‘reading’ might be based on what is immediately seen, as is likely in 

the case of a large external space such as that at Modena, or an urban space such 

as at the Town Hall in Muggiò or the project for the Piazza Pilotta in Parma (Fig. 

6.65). Equally, that balance might be both seen and imagined, as in the case of an 

internal space that is understood, in part, in relation to an imagined, or remembered, 

spatial structure. In both cases, the importance of that relationship between solid and 

void does not lie in some mathematical abstraction that might be of interest within 

psychology, but rather in the arrangement of meaningful solids and voids on a stage 

on which meaning is attributed to each part of a structure, and to the whole. 
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Figure 6. 65: Aldo Rossi Sketches (a-b) Town Hall, Muggiò (1972), Quaderni Azzurri 10; (c-d) Piazza Pilotta and 
Teatro Paganini, Parma (1964–85), Quaderni Azzurri 12 

 

The sketches for Piazza Pilotta and Teatro Paganini in Parma signal Rossi’s interest 

in the piazza as a device that represents the ideal stage, or locus. Its organisational 

ability as an arena into which artefacts are placed is recognised in a number of 

Rossi’s projects. Similarly, Rossi notes: 

 
I often think of the piazzas depicted by the Renaissance painters, where the 
place of architecture, the human construction, takes on a general value of 
place and of memory …. This moment becomes the primary and most 
profound idea … and is therefore linked with our spatial idea of the Italian 
cities. 

(Rossi 1982, 44) 
 

Rossi thought of the central courtyard in the school in Fagnano, which is partly 

stepped and organised as a theatre, as a space that should act as a piazza (MAXXI, 

D6/2). The space is defined by the enclosing arms of a skeletal plan, and 

accommodates at its centre the library as the ‘head’, and main ‘assembly point’ of 

that plan. Thus, for Rossi, it is ‘public’ place that is ‘surrounded by transverse 

elements like houses’; while the school is seen to be ‘like a city’ (‘La fascia centrale di 

Fagnano come piazza e luoghi pubblici circondati da elementi trasversali come case. 

L’intero edificio visto come una città’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 15). Those 

comparisons may be stretched, but they testify to how Rossi’s interest in the allied 

concepts of memory and theatre involved the manipulation of values that could be 

moved between building projects and the city. Thus, for example, there is a sketch by 

Rossi in which the school at Fagnano takes on the character of part of a town – 

perhaps of Siena and the axis between il Campo or the Palazzo Pubblico and the 
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Duomo (Fig. 6.66). 

 

   
Figure 6. 66: (a) Aldo Rossi, Sketch, La scuola di Fagnano, Olona (1973); (b) Siena, view towards the area 
around the Duomo (1986) 

 

With regard to how Rossi combines a sense of theatre with the collective spirit of a 

piazza, the school in Fagnano can be compared to the monument to Sandro Pertini 

in Milan, as examined in the previous chapter. Further research might also reveal a 

relationship based on Rossi’s association with Carlo Aymonino, and the ‘theatre’ in 

his part of the Gallaratese site in Milan; as a project that flanks the section of the site 

that was taken up by Rossi (Fig. 6.67). 
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Figure 6. 67: (a) Aldo Rossi, Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76); (b) Carlo Aymonino, Gallaratese, Milan (1969–
73) 

 

Rossi also uses the concept of the piazza as a space that can be repeated, and 

which can be used to maintain a ‘traditional’ scale in large projects that are broken 

down and made in the form of a grid; as, for example, in an unbuilt housing project at 

Monza San Rocco (1966), a business district for Florence (1972–76), the Fiera-

Catena area project in Mantua (1982), and the Casa Aurora office development in 

Turin (1984–87). In such projects the grid may be ‘disturbed’, or fitted with an artefact 

such as a centralising tower, which extends an invitation to memory to become 

engaged, and which restores a sense of traditional space (Fig. 6.68).  
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Figure 6. 68: Aldo Rossi: (a) Sketch, Housing, Monza San Rocco (1966) Quaderni Azzurri 12; (b) Business 
District, Florence (1972–76); (c) Area Project, Mantua (1982); (d) Casa Aurora Offices, Turin (1984–87) 

 

A number of Rossi’s larger projects incorporate a version of the piazza as a ‘form 

made up of every memory and expectation’ (Rossi 1981a, 25). As with the plan or the 

axis, the manner in which Rossi handles major internal and external spaces, and how 

they are fitted into the plan as a pattern of solids and voids, always involves an 

invitation to memory to renew an understanding of that which is known (Fig. 6.69).    
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Figure 6. 69: Aldo Rossi, (a) Fontivegge Project, Perugia (1982–84); (b) Sketch, Perugia (1982–84); (c) Area 
project, Mantua (1982); (d) Museum, Marburg (1986–87); (e) Monument to the Resistance, Segrate (1965–69)  

 

The piazza is also important in that, as indicated in a sketch made for the Fontivegge 

project in Perugia (Fig. 6.69 a), it is seen by Rossi to be a major actor with respect to 

his efforts to understand ‘the architectural relations’ within ‘the cities of Emilia through 

the space of the porticoes, the piazzas, the architecture of shadows’ (‘Ho cercato di 

capire i rapporti architettonici delle città emiliane attraverso lo spazio dei portici, delle 

piazze, dell’architettura delle ombre’) (Rossi 2012, 440). He points to how the sense 

of theatre that follows from the conjunction of artefacts within a space is essential to 

the memory-laden images, and architectonic relationships, embedded in ‘the Piazze 

d'Italia of De Chirico’ (sic). That reference to de Chirico also signals how, for Rossi, 

an ideal relationship may exist between the theatre, memory, and the city, and how 

the integrity of that relationship implies the maintenance of what is known, and 

intimacies that are linked to factors such as scale. In turn, that requires the 

maintenance of aesthetic characteristics that, when bound together, underpin the 

identity and coherence of the city, and its value in terms of memory (Fig. 6.70).  
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Figure 6. 70: (a) Aldo Rossi, Area Plan, Mantua (1982); (b) Sketch showing the city as a collection of artefacts 
(undated) 

 

 

 
 

  



 

 291 

Chapter 7    Memory and Narrative Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 
 
 
 
This chapter looks to Rossi’s use of factors that are evidently narrative or symbolic. 

Thus, it deals with artefacts that are presented to memory as types, or as entities 

whose meanings are well known and relatively fixed. It also asks the question how 

are evidently symbolic elements distinguished from those that are fundamentally 

aesthetic? It presents Rossi’s image of a world composed of narrative entities, and 

examines how those entities are variously located along an aesthetic-symbolic 

continuum. It also separates between artefacts as objects and entities whose 

‘memory value’ is primarily vested in function rather than in form. Finally, it explores 

the cemetery at Modena as an example of how aesthetic and symbolic elements 

come together in a manner that reflects Rossi’s interest in memory, and his 

conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. 

 
 

 
7.1 Rossi and the World of the Symbolic 
 
  

Rossi’s writings, sketches, and Polaroids reflect his image of a world of narrative 

objects that span between the everyday and the iconic. As noted by Boyer, Rossi 

uses objects as ‘the way back to experience, to memory and awakening’ (Boyer 

1996, 195). That situation is described by Rossi in terms of how: 

 

Perhaps the observation of things has remained my most important formal 
education; for observation later becomes transformed into memory. Now I 
seem to see all the things I have observed arranged like tools in a neat row. 

(Rossi 1981a, 23) 
 

It is also important that the world of narrative objects includes commonplace and 

familiar things. For example, Rossi states that a sketch entitled La lettera di mattina 

(The Morning Letter) illustrates the value to memory of living with ‘the same things’ 

(‘Dovremmo lavorare di più sempre sulle stesse cose’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 42). 

In another sketch entitled Il café del mattino (Morning Coffee), he records the 

experience of waking up to the familiarity of a coffee pot and a smiling dog; thereby 
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underling the significance of daily rituals of re-engagement (Fig. 7.1). Such sketches 

also point to Rossi’s appreciation of the painter Giorgio Morandi and his attachment 

to ordinary objects.  

  

   
Figure 7. 1: Aldo Rossi, Sketches (a) Studio per il caffè del mattino (Study for Morning Coffee) (1990), Quaderni 
Azzurri 42; (b) La lettera di mattina (The Morning Letter) Quaderni Azzurri 42 

 

The fact that Rossi undertook a number of designs for furniture and household 

objects for Alessi, Molteni and Longoni is indicative of the value that he awarded to 

everyday objects that maintain relationships with memory (Appendix B). Those 

everyday artefacts were seen by Rossi to be ‘widely diffused’ and to have ‘a 

presence in many houses’; and therefore a presence within collective memory 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 31). In some of his sketches, Rossi captures the idea of a 

world of meaningful entities in which, for example, buildings, furniture, the beach hut, 

and familiar household object exist together in a flux that appears to dissolve 

differences in size and the distinction between exterior and interior space (Fig. 7.2). 

That impression of a world in which buildings and other objects are actors that hold 

status within memory also exists in Rossi’s sketches for the Teatro Domestico (Milan 

Triennale XVII, 1986), and the stage set for Elettra (Taormina, 1992) (see Fig. 5.12). 

Futhermore, in those projects, scale is an important factor insomuch as objects that 

are smaller than expected require re-registration within memory. In addition, scale is 

significant for those objects that may ‘remain like childhood memories, at once tiny 

and gigantic, or rather measured by an unchanging scale of their own’ (Forster 2020). 
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Figure 7. 2: Aldo Rossi, Sketches (a) La Cena (1986); (b) Teatro Domestico, Quaderni Azzurri 31 

 

Thus, as discussed in the previous chapter, Rossi uses scale, miniaturisation, and 

the concept of entering, or being inside, the object in order to attract memory (Fig. 

7.3 a). He also testifies to the breadth of the world of memory, and to the flexibility of 

the thought-image, by incorporating within his product designs elements that occur in 

his architecture, such as the square window (Fig. 7.3 b). 

 

        
Figure 7. 3: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 31; (b) Cartesio bookcase, Molteni (1994) 
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Rossi notes that, ‘the backgrounds or skyline of many of my drawings (chimneys, 

houses, suburbs, towers) are … the memory of things seen’ (‘I fondi o skyline di molti 

miei disegni (ciminiere, case, periferie, torri) sono così la memoria di cose viste’) 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 30). He also records in his sketches, and in the Quaderni, 

memories that combine the personal and the collective. For example, there are 

references to childhood visits to the statue of San Carlo Borromeo in Arona, which 

was erected between 1614 and 1698, and which Rossi sometimes represents using 

just the hand or arm of the saint (see Fig. 7.5 b). That it remained in Rossi’s memory 

is understandable in that the statue is 35 metres high, and embodies a remarkable 

staircase that ultimately allows visitors to view the surrounding landscape through 

openings in the eyes of the saint (Fig. 7.4). That image of a long and intriguing 

staircase is incorporated in the Teatro Domestico and, for example, in the coffee pot 

as a ‘building’ (see Fig. 7.3 a). 

 

   
Figure 7. 4: Colossus of San Carlo Borromeo, Arona (1614–98) 

 

Within many of his sketches, Rossi also includes cyphers that represent the symbolic 

values of key aesthetic elements of his architecture, such as the skeletal plan, 

serialisation, extension, and the square window – elements that are seen to exist 

within the same world as the coffee pot and the hand of San Carlo (Fig. 7.5).  
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Figure 7. 5: Aldo Rossi, Sketches (a) Quaderni Azzurri 41; (b) Studio (Study) (1980) 

 

However, it is important to distinguish between Rossi’s sketches and projects in that, 

while they both express the nature of his approach to memory, his sketches function 

as theory in a visual form. Thus, this poses the question of the extent to which the 

evidently symbolic artefacts that populate Rossi’s sketches appear in his built 

projects; or rather, of the balance between the aesthetic and the symbolic in Rossi’s 

architecture.  

 
 
 
7.2 The Aesthetic and the Symbolic 
 
 
 

With regard to how the terms symbolic or narrative are defined, it is useful to look to 

the proposition that all built space is meaningful; or as argued by Amos Rapoport, 

that meaning is ‘central to all environments’ (Rapoport 1990, 44). Similarly, as noted 

by Nigel Coates, ‘the built environment inevitably “communicates”– it cannot avoid 

doing so’ (2012, 13). Coates also notes how, even as ‘modernism’ pursued strategies 

of abstraction, favoured the aesthetic over the symbolic, or veered towards outright 

functionalism, meaning remained an inevitable part of ‘modernist’ built space. Implicit 

in Coates’ image of modernism there is the notion that architecture may be weighted 

in favour of either the aesthetic or the symbolic. Similarly, Susanne Langer attempts 

to differentiate between the aesthetic and the evidently narrative through the idea that 



 
III/7 Memory and Narrative Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

296 

the former signals while the latter symbolises; or the fact that ‘a signal is 

comprehended if it serves to make us notice the object or situation … [whereas] a 

symbol is understood when we conceive the idea it presents’ (Langer 1991, 67). 

Thus, the difference between aesthetic signals and narrative symbols lies in the 

nature, and possibly the depth, of the meanings that they carry. For example, a 

distinction may be drawn between the meanings carried by the size, scale, height, or 

form of a plain tower, and the evidently narrative meanings associated with the tower 

as a lighthouse. In that reality lies in the nature of human processes, the aesthetic 

may be distinguished from the symbolic in the extent to which the ‘neural chains’ 

associated with the latter lead, for example, to the recognition of the lighthouse as a 

type with all its attendant meanings. Equally, with regard to its ‘symbolic nature’, 

Rapoport suggests that architecture may prompt the mind, or memory, to ‘shunt’ 

between related images or concepts.  

 

While Rapoport’s approach to the symbolic leans towards environmental psychology, 

Coates uses the term narrative in a manner that is suited to cultural studies. He 

refers to narratives that arise in the course of navigating the world of collective myths, 

which spring from ‘existing places and spaces’, and which are rooted in the ‘interface 

between our own experience and complex signs’ (Coates 2012, 13–14). That more 

open definition of the symbolic is better suited to Rossi’s treatment of memory, 

whereby the nature of the thought-image suggests that one entity may easily prompt 

consideration of another, or lead to correspondences that fall under Rossi’s 

conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. That open view of memory also suits 

Rossi’s image of a world within which architecture exists as part of a vast stock of 

meaningful entities that relate to memory. While those entities are ‘associative’, their 

aesthetic characteristics are tied to their role as narrative entities, and in ‘the 

unfolding of a story’ (Boyer 1996, 196). Thus, factors such as colour, scale, or 

serialisation underpin meanings that mature as they move along elaborate neural 

pathways – and while the narrative entity may not have the richness of a type, it still 

triggers complex responses that pass beyond the initial realm of aesthetics and 

perception to take the form of ‘nameable’ images and recognisable memories.  

 

In that respect, both Coates and Rapoport recognise the existence of elements in 

architecture that are essentially aesthetic or symbolic. In fact, Rapoport uses that 
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distinction to account for the failings of modernism with respect to: 

 

The lack of acceptable symbolism, which is at the back of the public's 
complaint that modern buildings do not look like churches, houses …. the 
public is, in effect, complaining about a break between the perceptual and 
associational worlds … they are complaining about the fact that the forms do 
not match even the low level associations and do not guide them. 

(Rapoport 1974, 61) 
 

However, Rapoport’s view of ‘modernism’ is misleading insomuch as it suggests that 

its failure as a visual ‘language’ was due to the relative absence of the symbolic, 

whereas the greater part of that failure was due to the nature of the aesthetic 

elements that characterised ‘modernism’; for example, in terms of excessive scale or 

a repetitive geometry. This is significant in that Rossi’s efforts to recover the role of 

memory can be seen in how his attention is balanced between the aesthetic and 

symbolic, how he favours solutions that are essentially aesthetic, and how he uses a 

relatively limited stock of explicit types. 

 

Rossi’s architecture demonstrates the value of an approach to memory which allows 

for the existence of human responses that are simultaneously aesthetic and 

symbolic; but which are restrained in order to maintain the power and ‘mnemonic 

freedom’ afforded by the aesthetic, or to avoid being locked into the potentially more 

profound, but also inherently limited, meanings attached to the type. For Ballard, the 

aesthetic might be cast in terms of ‘sensuous forms which elicit a powerful but non-

conceptualized response’, or as forms that carry ‘aesthetic meaning’ that relate to 

‘our inner and emotional life’ (Ballard 1953, 38). Equally, Slobodan Marković refers to 

the attentive aspects of aesthetic experience, as opposed to the cognitive; that is, the 

‘symbolic, and imaginative aspect of aesthetic experience’ – a difference that he 

defines as the point at which, faced with Pablo Picasso’s Tête de Taureau (1942) we 

see ‘the bull’s head’ (Marković 2012, 3). Before that point at which an object 

symbolises something else there are the more ‘silent’ responses to aesthetic 

qualities; for example, in the case of Picasso’s sculpture, the resolution of evident 

dualities (Fig. 7.6) 
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Figure 7. 6: Pablo Picasso, Tête de Taureau (Bull’s Head) (1942) 

 

 
 
7.3  The Evidently Symbolic Artefact 
 
 
7.3.1  The tower and the lighthouse  
 
With respect to Rossi’s approach to memory, the tower provides an ideal platform on 

which to examine the balance between the aesthetic and symbolic. While the tower is 

a both significant and ubiquitous element in Rossi’s work, in the terms set by Langer 

it signals in that it has aesthetic characteristics, and symbolises as it carries 

meanings that memory recognises as belonging to a type. Its aesthetic 

characteristics cause memory to shunt, or to move through a process of association 

that leads to the recognition of predetermined meanings. Moreover, the towers in 

Rossi’s architecture can be identified on the basis of where they fall along the 

aesthetic-symbolic continuum, or the degree to which their aesthetic characteristics 

cause the mind to shunt in the direction of full-blown symbolism. In short, as a type 

the tower can be lightly loaded with recognisable aesthetic qualities, or heavily laden 

so as to underline its status as a symbol; at which point it may even adopt iconic, or 

mythical, qualities. 

 

The majority of Rossi’s many towers are lightly loaded so that, although recognisable 

as a type, they do not constitute narrative objects that are evidently associated with 

collective memory. Nevertheless, Rossi’s towers are symbolic, and often formed in a 

manner that reflects the ordinary towers of the city. For example, in sketches made in 
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relation to the museums at Edinburgh and Maastricht, and the Fondo Toce 

technology park in Verbania (1993–1997), Rossi demonstrates how his projects 

might add to existing families of local towers that are not overtly symbolic (Fig. 7.7). 

   

   

   

  
Figure 7. 7: Aldo Rossi, (a-b) Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94); (b-c) Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh 
(1990–91); (d-e) Lago Maggiore Technology Park, Fondo Toce, Verbania (1993–97) 
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Again, with respect to how Rossi’s towers are located along the aesthetic-symbolic 

continuum, in some of his projects the tower is reduced to a plain column; generally 

set in pairs or within a group that gains additional weight by means of repetition. For 

instance, the Centro Torri commercial centre in Parma (1986–88), the Ca di Cozzi 

mixed use project at Verona (1993–96), and the office and hotel development at 

Kitakyūshū in Japan (1993–98) are typical of projects that incorporate the column as 

a tower reduced to its most abstract, or aesthetic, form  (Fig. 7.8). 

   

  

   

   
Figure 7. 8: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Centro Torri, Parma (1986–88); (c) Ca di Cozzi, Verona (1996); (d) Moji Hotel and 
Office development, Kitakyūshū (1983–98) 
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In other projects, towers that are situated towards the ‘lighter end’ of the aesthetic–

symbolic continuum serve, for example, to mark a corner; as in Rossi’s Casa Aurora 

office project in Turin (1984–87), the La Villette housing development in Paris (1985–

92), and the Bildenden art gallery in Leipzig (1997) (Fig. 7.9 a-c). Equally, while Rossi 

incorporates towers in all three of his housing projects in Berlin, they are used to 

mark an entrance or a corner, to resolve a duality at the centre of a facade; or at 

Rauchstrasse (1983–86), to centralise a plan (Fig. 7.9 d-f).    

  

   

    
Figure 7. 9: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch, Casa Aurora, Turin (1984–87) Quaderni Azzurri 33; (b) La Villette, Paris 
(1985–92); (c) Housing, Rauchstrasse, Berlin (1983–86); (d) Housing, Friedrichstadt, Berlin (1978–85); (e) 
Residential and commercial, Schützenstrasse, Berlin (1992–97); (f) Sketch, Bildenden Art Gallery, Leipzig (1997) 
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As in Rauchstrasse, the tower may function as a major element of a plan. In addition, 

in a significant number of Rossi’s projects it is used in conjunction with a skeletal plan 

or a centralised axis; in which case it augments ‘memory values’ associated with the 

plan and/or the axis as described in the previous chapter. In some projects the 

entrance to the plan is fronted by a tower that is in line with an axis; as in Rossi’s 

Palazzo dei Congressi in Milan (1987–92), the Landesbiblioteck in Karlsruhe (1979), 

and the school at Cantù (Fig. 7.10). While the tower may form part of a facade, or 

mark a corner, it can also be placed at hinge points between parts of a plan; as in 

Rossi’s design for the Deutsches Historisches Museum. In addition, in a number of 

projects the tower enfolds a major space that sits on an axis, as in the case of the 

museum in Maastricht and the library in the school in Fagnano (see Fig. 6.38). 
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Figure 7. 10: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Landesbiblioteck, Karlsruhe (1979); (c-d) Middle School, Cantù (1985–91) Quaderni 
Azzurri 33; (e-f) Deutsches Historisches Museum (1987–90), Quaderni Azzurri 36 

 

Other projects are simply entered through a tower; as in the Casamassima and 

Olimpia projects at Bari (both 1993), the Mediateca project in Sélestat (1994), and 

the Arts Factory project in Bologna (1992–2003). In those projects, as in the town hall 

at Muggiò, the tower acts as a principal character in a troupe, and generally takes the 

form of a truncated cone that is finely balanced with regard to the influence exerted 

by its aesthetic characteristics and its power as a type (Fig. 7.11).    

 

   

   
Figure 7. 11: Aldo Rossi (a) Mixed Development Casamassima, Bari (1991–93); (b) Olimpia Project, Bari (1993); 
(c-d) Mediateca, Sélestat (1994) 
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As illustrated in Rossi’s projects in Bari and Sélestat, a tower may be attached to a 

plan, but also visible from outside a building. It may be internal, as in the museum in 

Maastricht and the Carlo Felice Theatre in Genoa; where both towers have larger 

counterparts that act as the ‘head’ of the plan, are manipulated in a way that 

exaggerates their height, and are fitted with narrow openings to encourage curiosity 

and engagement (Fig. 7.12 a-b). In contrast, Rossi’s design for the Museum of 

Scotland (Edinburgh, 1990–91) incorporates an internal tower within a second tower, 

which locates the project within Edinburgh as a city of towers (Fig. 7.12 c-d). 

  

   

   
Figure 7. 12: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Carlo Felice Theatre, Genoa (1982–89); (c-d) Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh 
(1990–91) 

 

In addition to those towers that are internal, or which are attached to a plan but 

visible from outside, Rossi also incorporates in his projects towers that are free-
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standing or located in external or urban space. In general, those external towers 

have relatively more symbolic power, and sit closer to the right-hand end of the 

aesthetic-symbolic continuum. If there is a point on that continuum at which the tower 

begins to be evidently symbolic, then that point is marked by the chimney; which 

Rossi describes as a tower that is ‘an extreme reduction of an architecture’– where 

‘reduction’ describes how the power of a symbolic artefact can lie largely in its 

aesthetic qualities (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 22). In short, while the town hall in 

Muggiò illustrates the exuberant power of a wide and truncated cone, the chimney 

registers in memory as an artefact that is slender and remarkably tall. 

 

For Rossi, the meanings carried by the chimney are based on memories, for 

example, of the factories and brickworks of the Po valley (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

26). He notes, for instance, how the site of the school at Fagnano has characteristics 

associated with Milan’s industrial hinterland (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 11) (MAXXI, 

D6/2). Similarly, Rossi describes the large chimney that appeared in the preliminary 

designs for the cemetery at Modena as ‘the chimney of a deserted factory’, while the 

relatively wide conical tower in the project for the town hall at Muggiò mirrors the 

‘building towers for industrial plants’ (CCA, AP142.S1.D26; Rossi 1976, 33). 

 

As with the tower, Rossi’s treatment of the chimney demonstrates how he augments 

the narrative power of an artefact by means of its relationships with other entities, 

and in a manner that reflects his conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. For 

example, in the project for Borgoricco and the school in Fagnano the chimney is in 

line with the central spine of a skeletal plan, while in the cemetery at Modena it is on 

the same centralising axis as the ossuary. In Borgoricco the chimney acts as both an 

organising device within an external space, and as a major actor within that space as 

a theatre or locus. Similarly, in sketches for the student housing at Chieti, the 

chimney appears to hold the position of a drill sergeant in control of other elements of 

the project (Fig. 7.13). 
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Figure 7. 13: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Town Hall, Borgoricco (1983–89); (c) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76); (d) 
Sketch, La Scuola di Fagnano, Olona altre relazioni errate (The Fagnano, Olona School and other mistaken 
reports) (1979); (e) Sketch, San Cataldo Cemetery (1971); (f) Student Housing, Chieti (1976) 

 

There are also a number of projects in which Rossi’s interest in the concept of the 

tower takes different forms; for example, in his designs for the headquarters of Euro 

Disney in Paris (1991–92), and in sketches made in New York and for the Alameda 

office project in Mexico City (1994) – in which the tower is likened to a vertical 

skeleton, or rather to its body, arms and head (Fig. 7.14).  
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Figure 7. 14: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Headquarters for Euro Disney, Paris (1991–92; Sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 46; (c-d) 
Sketches, Wall Street (1980), Quaderni Azzurri 26; (e) Alameda office project, Mexico City (1994) 

 

In some projects, Rossi raised the status of the conical tower to the level of a 

principal character on a stage; as, for example, in the Kyongju project in South Korea 

(1993), the Teatro de las Indias in Seville (1987–89); and as indicated in Chapter 5, 

the il Palazzo Hotel complex in Fukuoka (see Fig. 5.13) (Fig. 7.15).   

       
Figure 7. 15: Aldo Rossi (a) Tourist complex, Kyongju (1993); (b) Teatro de las Indias, Seville (1981–89) 
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In that respect, the persistence with which Rossi pursues the ‘memory value’ 

associated with the tower as a manifest type is evidenced by the frequency, and the 

force, with which it appears in both his unexecuted projects and in his sketches. In 

particular, with respect to built projects, the Teatro del Mondo in Venice is a major 

example of his ability to create an artefact that is evidently symbolic, but which is not 

pushed to the limits of full-blown symbolism (Fig. 7.16).   

 

 

    
Figure 7. 16: Aldo Rossi, Teatro del Mondo (1979–80)  

 

The Teatro del Mondo demonstrates the value of Rossi’s notion of an architecture 

that is subject to ‘reduction’; in the sense that a sufficient part of its power to 

communicate follows from aesthetic characteristics and their capacity to carry 

meaning. In contrast, the artefact that is located too close to the right-hand end of the 

aesthetic-symbolic continuum may lose that communicative power, as the meanings 

that it carries are trapped within the limits set by a type that is essentially 
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stereotypical. That difference is represented by the power of the tower as a symbolic 

but relatively abstract artefact, as opposed to the lighthouse as a tower whose 

meanings have greater specificity, but less versatility with the respect to the mind’s 

ability to imagine, or to attach different meanings to an artefact. The power of the 

artefact that gives space to the imagination explains why the balance of essentially 

aesthetic elements in Rossi’s architecture outweighs those that are evidently 

symbolic. The question that sets the imitation of a type against the ability to exploit its 

aesthetic characteristics is deeply rooted in Italian architectural theory. That question 

reaches back, for example, to the Risorgimento, Camillo Boito, and the search for an 

appropriate architecture in the newly-unified Italy. It was also central to the debate 

about the design of the Torre Velasca, and to the efforts made by Ernesto Nathan 

Rogers, and within Casabella Continuità, to promote an interest in memory.        

 

However, Rossi’s architecture does embody evidently symbolic types, and some of 

his towers are ‘lighthouses’. For example, in the gallery of contemporary art at l'île de 

Vassivière (Clermont-Ferrand, 1988–90) he uses the ‘lighthouse’ as an appropriate 

response to the needs of the project. The gallery is held within a long block that 

appears to be ‘docked’ at the ‘lighthouse’; which also acts as the free-standing ‘head’ 

of the axis on which the building sits, and which leads down to a lake. At the same 

time, the ‘lighthouse’ is a terminal point in an open landscape (Fig. 7.17). 

 

   
Figure 7. 17: Aldo Rossi, Contemporary art gallery, l'île de Vassivière (1987–90) 

 

There are also projects in which the lighthouse appears as an evidently symbolic 
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artefact; that is, in the Wilhelminapark in Breda (The Netherlands, 1987–88), as a 

‘triumphal arch’ for the Mardi Gras in Galveston Texas (1987), in a project for a civic 

monument in Pesaro (1979), as two lighthouses built for an art exhibition in 

Rotterdam (1987–88), and in the temporary Teatro Faro (Lighthouse Theatre) by 

Lake Ontario (Toronto, 1988–89) (Fig. 7.18). 
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Figure 7. 18: Aldo Rossi (a) Lighthouse, Wilhelminapark, Breda (1987); (b) Four Lighthouses, Mardi Gras, 
Galveston, Texas (1987); (c) Civic Tower, Pesaro (1979); (d) Two Lighthouses, Art Exhibition, Rotterdam 1987–
88); (e-f) Temporary Teatro Faro, Lake Ontario, Toronto (1988–89) 

 
The Teatro Faro in Toronto demonstrates the nature of the aesthetic-symbolic 

continuum in that it embodies the lighthouse as a symbolic type, while at the 

opposing end of the theatre the stage is backed by an ‘abstract’ representation of the 

city in the form of the essential aesthetic characteristics of its facades (Fig. 7.19). 

 

  
Figure 7. 19: Aldo Rossi, Stage, Teatro Faro, Lake Ontario, Toronto (1988–89) 

 

The lighthouse can also be taken to endorse the point already made regarding the 

nature of different parts of Rossi’s work in that it occupies a relatively small role in his 

built projects, and is realised mainly in the form of relatively inexpensive and 
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temporary structures. However, it plays a significant role in his sketches. Equally, in 

his written work Rossi describes, for example, how he:  

 

drew the lighthouses of Massachusetts and Maine as objects of my own 
history, and it was my history, neither literary nor sentimental, which rose on 
this landscape … and it was also the static quality of the place, its relation to 
the water, and the tower. 

(Rossi 1981a, 52) 

 

The lighthouse is honoured in the Quaderni Azzurri, where Rossi describes how his 

passion for lighthouses originated in Normandy and Brittany (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

28). Moreover, in the Quaderni, the lighthouse appears as an iconic and physically 

inaccessible entity; an image that Rossi connects the work of de Chirico 

(‘l’impressione del faro è in realtà quella della costruzione inaccessibile’) (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 24). Although Rossi acknowledges the significance of the 

lighthouse in his sketches, it appears in his built work only where its meanings are 

absolutely suited to the nature of a given project. In short, differences between 

Rossi’s projects and sketches reinforce the point that the tower, whose capacity to 

communicate is largely based on its aesthetic characteristics, is generally more 

powerful than the lighthouse, whose specificity limits its potential to operate within 

Rossi’s architecture as theatre. 

 

In fact, the power afforded to the tower as an ‘abstraction’ is backed by its 

stereotypical status, for example, as a lighthouse whose significance within collective 

memory is evidenced within art and literature. In short, while within architecture a 

type may gain greater power with respect to memory when it is held back from the 

right–hand edge of the aesthetic-symbolic continuum, that power is also underwritten 

by the status awarded to that type as a full-blown symbol within collective memory. 

For example, with respect to the lighthouse, that status is reflected, not only in 

Rossi’s sketches, but also in the work of painters such as de Chirico, Carlo Carrà, 

and Edward Hopper (Fig. 7.20),  
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Figure 7. 20: (a) Giorgio de Chirico, La Nostalgia dell’Infinito (circa 1912–13); (b) Edward Hopper, Lighthouse Hill 
(1927); (c) Aldo Rossi, Sketch, Urban Construction (1978); (d) Carlo Carrà, il Faro (1928) 

 

 
7.3.2 The cabina 
 

As a narrative object, the cabina (cabin) appears in Rossi’s projects, sketches, and 

written work. It was also a major product of his relationship with the furniture 

manufacturer Bruno Longoni, with whom Rossi recreated the cabina as a wardrobe 

in the late 1970s–80s. As noted by Rossi: 

 

The cabins, as little summer houses, recur in my drawings because I have 
always found them a sort of summary or a reduction of architecture – I like the 
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idea of their becoming an interior landscape …. One can also think that the 
closet, the cupboard, or the bookcase can suggest a discrete mystery in the 
life of the house. 

(Arnell and Bickford 1985, 262)  

 

Rossi’s ‘little summer house’ is modelled on the beach hut, whose status within 

collective memory in Italy stems from its ubiquity, and on the spread of tourism 

throughout Italy’s long coastline in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

(De Luna, D’Autilia, and Criscenti 2005, 25). The beach hut marked a significant shift 

in the economic, cultural, and physical nature of many coastal villages, towns, and 

cities. Moreover, its status within collective memory reflects the extent to which 

tourism was supported first by the upper and middle classes, and later by the working 

class of inland cities such as Milan; which effectively closed down in August as the 

milanese headed to the coast. Thus, the beach hut as an element of Italian life is 

celebrated, for example, in film and in the photographs of Luigi Ghirri (Fig. 7.21). 
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Figure 7. 21: (a-b) Images from Death in Venice, Luchino Visconti (1971); (c-d) Photographs, Luigi Ghirri 
(undated) 

 

While the cabina takes its form and aesthetics from the beach hut, it is essentially a 

representation of the essence of the house. In Rossi’s words, as memory takes 

‘possession of the image’, it becomes ‘a little house, it’s the reduction of the house, it 

is the idea of a house’ (‘appropriarsi dell’immagine .... La cabina è una piccola casa: 

è la riduzione della casa, è l’idea della casa’) (FAR). Thus, it was as a ‘little house’ 

that the cabina emerged as a wardrobe in the form of the Cabina dell’Elba in 1980–

82. Rossi’s image of the cabina as ‘an interior landscape’, and as an artefact that 

represented ‘a discrete mystery in the life of the house’, relates to Bachelard’s 

celebration of wardrobes as ‘veritable organs of the secret psychological life … [that] 

have a quality of intimacy’ (Bachelard 2014, 99) (Fig. 7.22). 
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Figure 7. 22: Aldo Rossi, Cabine Isle of Elba, for Longoni (1982); Sketches of Cabine (undated) 

 

The cabina was also used in a serialised form to clad an exhibition stand designed by 

Rossi for the firm Santini e Dominici (Bologna, 1982). In some of his sketches a 

number of cabine are grouped together as houses, or as dwellings within the city 

(Fig. 7.23). 

         

    
Figure 7. 23: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Santini e Dominici, Latina (1982); (c) Sketch, Fine dell’estate (Summer’s End) 
(1980); (d) Sketch, Teatro del Mondo (1981) 



 
III/7 Memory and Narrative Elements in Rossi’s Architecture 

 
 

317 

 

Other sketches suggest how the cabina might be integrated into Rossi’s projects; for 

example, in the form of the serialised ‘huts’ that populate sketches relating to the villa 

at Borgo Ticino, or to his student housing in Chieti (Fig. 7.24). 

 

    
Figure 7. 24: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Student housing, Chieti (1976); (c) Casa Bay, Borgo Ticino (1971–80) 

 

The cabina is also used by Rossi in internal spaces to suggest rows of individual 

units that carry values associated with the house. For instance, it is converted into a 

porch that gives a sense of individuality, and ‘memory values’ associated with home, 

to otherwise plain terraced houses (Fig. 7.25).  

   

     
Figure 7. 25: Aldo Rossi (a) Theatre, Carlo Cattaneo University, Castellanza (1989–95); (b) Sketch, Le Case di 
Bergamo (1980) 
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While the tower might be moved along the aesthetic-symbolic continuum to the point 

that it transforms into the lighthouse, as the cabina nears the right-hand end of that 

continuum it can be adjusted to favour memories of the beach hut or the house. 

However, the house is, in fact, the ‘parent symbol’ from which the beach hut derives. 

Equally, the house is parent to the single-family tomb; which gains momentum within 

memory through a lineage of shared meanings. As already noted, in Italy the single-

family tomb is akin to the detached villa. Thus, in Rossi’s drawings for the extension 

of the Ponte Sesto cemetery in Rozzano (1988–96), a row of family tombs faces onto 

a space that is akin to a piazza; albeit that Rossi varies the appearance of the tombs 

as if attempting to define the limits of a type. In contrast, in the cemetery in Modena 

the family tombs are uncompromisingly similar, and can be compared with the cabine 

in the theatre at the Carlo Cattaneo University, or the porches of the housing at 

Bergamo (Figs. 7.25, 7.26).        

 

   

 
Figure 7. 26: Aldo Rossi (a) Ponte Sesto Cemetery Extension, Rozzano (1988–96); (b-c) San Cataldo Cemetery, 
Modena (1968–78) 
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7.3.3 The palm tree 
 

Rossi’s interest in the ‘memory value’ of the palm tree was such that he originally 

argued that the main tower of the museum in Maastricht should be filled with palms: 

 

It was not only the idea of the Palmengarten [palm garden] over the [River] 
Meuse, it was this lighthouse made of Palms, of greenery, of exoticism, it was 
also that the tower at the end of the long stair [established] the meaning of the 
project.  
 
Non era solo l’idea del Palmengarten sopra la Mosa, era questo faro fatto di 
Palme, di verde, di esotico era anche la torre protesa alla fine della lunga 
scala il significato del progetto. 

 (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 44) 
 

In part, the significance of the palm follows from Rossi’s memories of childhood 

holidays, and of an area to which he was attached throughout his life; that is, the 

area around Lago Maggiore, north-west of Milan. As with many other objects to which 

he attributed ‘memory value’, the palm tree is also celebrated in Rossi’s Polaroids 

(Fig. 7.27). 

 

 
Figure 7. 27: Aldo Rossi, La Palma di Mergozzo, Polaroid, 7 March 1980 

 

Essentially, the status of the palm tree within collective memory follows from the 

same historical, cultural, and urban conditions that underpin the position awarded to 
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the beach hut or cabina. It is a product of the growth of tourism in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century; and for example, of the emergence of the free-standing 

‘grand hotel’, new and often small ornamental gardens, sea-side promenades, and 

tree-lined coast roads (Fig. 7.28). For Rossi, the archetypical ‘grand hotel’ was the 

Hotel Due Palme overlooking Lago Maggiore; where the palm is ‘a synthesis of the 

lakes’ (‘una sintesi dei laghi’), and the lake is ‘as a closed world where the same story 

unfolds every time’ (‘Il lago come un mondo conchiuso dove si svolge la stessa 

vicenda che si ripete ogni volta’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 16, 18). 

 

Rossi holds that narrative artefacts such as the palm tree ‘have all the noise of time’ 

(‘tutto il rumore del tempo’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 21). While the tower signals how 

that artefact may be moved in the direction of the aesthetic or the symbolic, and the 

cabina demonstrates how the symbolic may lead to different images, the palm tree 

illustrates how each narrative object has a particular history, and therefore a certain 

lifespan with respect to collective memory. There are points at which the symbolic 

artefact enters into a collective consciousness, and at which it acquires or sheds 

certain meanings, loses power, or gains greater influence. Equally, artefacts have a 

specificity that is attached to a particular culture. For example, with respect to British 

culture, the seaside pier as the product of the growth of tourism in the Edwardian era 

might be cited as an object of a collective memory that is comparable to the Italian 

palm tree or the beach hut (Wills and Phillips 2014, 23–26). As if to test that 

proposition, in a sketch made for a project for the University of Miami (1986–90), 

Rossi manages to incorporate the ‘grand hotel’ as a tower and a serialised row of 

cabine, an avenue lined with palm trees, and a pier which has the Teatro del Mondo 

as its ‘head’ (Fig. 7.28 c). 
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Figure 7. 28: (a) Postcard, the archetypical Grand Hotel; (b) Poster advertising Genoa and the Italian Riviera as a 
holiday destination; (c) Aldo Rossi, Sketch, Akropolis Miami (1986), University of Miami (1986–90) 

 
 
7.3.4 The clock 
 

While it does not have the same status within collective memory as the tower and the 

cabina, Rossi’s work celebrates the clock as a narrative artefact whose position 

within collective memory is evidenced by its association with a sense of time, and 

stillness; as in the work of artists that, in previous chapters, have been linked to 

Rossi: notably, de Chirico, Sironi, Hopper, Carrà, and Ghirri. Rossi’s treatment of the 

clock as an artefact is reflected in paintings by Cantàfora; for example, in that his 

work can be set alongside photographs taken at Rossi’s school in Fagnano, where 

one oversized clock marks the point of arrival, and another acts as the ‘eye’ of the 

central axis, the children’s theatre, and the communal courtyard (Fig. 7.29). 

 

 As Rossi notes with respect to Fagnano:  

 

There is no photograph … that I love so much as the one of the children 
standing on the stair under the huge clock which is indicating both a particular 
time and also the time of childhood, the time of group photos … The building 
has become pure theater … the theater of life. 

(Rossi 1981, 55) 
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Figure 7. 29: Arduino Cantàfora (a) Avec le temps 1 (2016); (b) Berlin quatre ans avant la chute de mur (undated); 
Aldo Rossi (c-d) Primary School, Fagnano (1972–76)  

 

In other projects, the clock is used in conjunction with an entrance, which might invite 

associations with buildings such as the school or the factory that operate to defined 

rhythms (Fig. 7.30). 
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Figure 7. 30: Aldo Rossi, Hotel Il Palazzo complex, Fukuoko (1987–89)  

 

 

7.3.5 The balcony  
 

The balcony is another artefact whose ‘memory value’ is recognised by Rossi, for 

example, in sketches created in Samos, Greece in 1989 (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

29). The sketches show a balcony as viewed across familiar domestic objects; which 

again, reflects Rossi’s image of how memory functions in relation to a world of 

different objects. Later, Rossi drew on his memories of Samos when designing a 

balustrade for the Alessi family villa on Lago Maggiore in 1989–95 (Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 41) (Fig. 7.31). 
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Figure 7. 31: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Sketches of the view from his room while on holiday in Samos, Greece, Quaderni 
Azzurri 41; (c-d) Villa Alessi, Verbania (1989–95) 

 

 

7.3.6 The Column 
 
The column is another symbolic artefact that appears in the Quaderni Azzurri, Rossi’s 

sketches, and his projects. As already mentioned with respect to scale as an 

aesthetic device, Rossi used a column, for example, to mark the corner of 

Kochstrasse and Wilhemstrasse in the Friedrichstadt housing development in Berlin. 

The same device is used in the Fontivegge project in Perugia and the Vialba housing 

development in Milan (1984–91) (Fig. 7.32). 
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Figure 7. 32: Aldo Rossi (a-b) Friedrichstadt Residential space, Berlin (1978–85); (c-d) Fontivegge development, 
Perugia (1982–84); (e-f) Vialba Residential space, Milan (1984–91) 

 

With regard to the narrative value of the column, Rossi records how he was 

impressed by the Colonna del Filarete on the Grand Canal in Venice (Antonio di 

Pietro Averlino, 1400–1469); which, as it marks where the palace of a Milanese lord 

‘was to have been’, represents both ‘a beginning and an end’ (Rossi 1981a, 6). As a 

‘relic of time’, Rossi associates the Colonna del Filarete with columns found in the 

Roman ruins of Budapest, in amphitheatres, and in ruins in which the column 

represents ‘one possible fragment of a thousand other buildings’. As such, it is a 

frammento as discussed in previous chapters; and is comparable to the columns in 

the Roman Ruin folly built by the architect J.F. Hetzendorf von Hohenber (1732–

1816) in the gardens of the Schönbrunn Palace in Vienna in 1778 (Fig. 7.33). 
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Figure 7. 33: (a) Colonna del Filarete, Grand Canal, Venice; (b) Detail, Roman Ruin folly, F. Hetzendorf von 
Hohenber, Schönbrunn Palace, Vienna (1778) 

 

Rossi’s exploitation of the column recalls a point made in Chapter 6; namely that 

references such as those to the Colonna del Filarete may have little value where they 

have no basis within collective memory. In turn, that points to the care with which it is 

necessary to interpret Rossi’s tendency to draw on autobiographical memories. 

Equally, however, the power of Rossi’s outsized columns in Berlin, Fontivegge, and 

Milan largely results from aesthetic attributes that are associated with scale. In short, 

the column is akin to other artefacts that generally prompt associative responses 

through characteristics that are essentially aesthetic rather than evidently symbolic. 

Thus, with respect to Rossi’s monument at Segrate or his project for the Borgoricco 

Town Hall, the column may be narrative, but its value as an associative artefact is 

more likely to rest on aesthetic factors tied to size, scale, form, or serialisation (Fig. 

7.34). 
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Figure 7. 34: Aldo Rossi (a) Monument to the Resistance, Segrate (1965–69); (b) Town Hall, Borgoricco (1983–
89) 

 

 

7.3.7 The square window 
 
While memory easily recognises the square as a basic form, its value can be 

increased by means of factors such as scale and repetition. The square window is 

perhaps the most ubiquitous element in Rossi’s architecture. Its presence is always 

carefully balanced against the ‘solidity’ of the wall, which helps to maintain ‘memory 

values’ associated with traditional technology, and aesthetic advantages that are 

linked to characteristics such as stillness and serialisation (Fig. 7.35). 

   

     
Figure 7. 35: Aldo Rossi (a) Teatro del Mondo, Venice (1979–80); (b) Gallaratese housing, Milan (1969–73); (c) 
Ossuary, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 
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With respect to the aesthetic-symbolic continuum the square is an ideal form that can 

gather power from the aesthetic side of that continuum, and when used en masse, or 

repeated within an orderly pattern, its narrative value increases as it takes on the role 

of a part that underpins the unity of the whole. As already noted, in the school in 

Fagnano Rossi uses the square window as a repeated ‘note’ that underpins the 

coherence of a musical score. That condition also exists in the cemetery in Modena. 

However, in Modena the narrative value of the square is further increased as it 

represents the role of the individual within the collective. This is suggested by the 

model of the ossuary at Modena that Rossi placed on the stage of a little theatre 

designed for the Alcantara exhibition in Milan – which projects a sense of parts united 

within an ‘absolute’ whole that is also reminiscent of a cartoon made in response to 

the architecture of Adolf Loos (Fig. 7.36).  

 

  
Figure 7. 36: Aldo Rossi (a) Alcantara exhibition, interior with theatre (1982); (b-c) Contemporary cartoons 
showing sceptical public reactions to Adolf Loos’ design for Looshaus, Vienna (1909–11) 

 

 

 

7.4 Symbolism and Function  
 

 
7.4.1 The stair 
 

Within Rossi’s architecture, both physical entities and the functions with which they 

are associated comply with Rossi’s belief that ‘architecture is only … the echo of 

other things’ (‘Architettura è solo … l’eco di altre cose’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 16). 

It is important that ‘memory value’ is not simply vested in the artefact as a physical 
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entity, but also in the functions associated with its physical forms. In fact, as memory 

is a human process, and therefore essentially functional, instead of treating Rossi’s 

architecture as the amalgamation of physical entities it is more accurate to consider 

how form and function come together in memory. That ability to consider both the 

physical and the functional is implicit in the notion of the thought-image, and its open 

and inclusive approach to memory. While that observation is true for all parts of 

Rossi’s architecture, whether basically aesthetic or obviously symbolic, it is 

particularly useful with respect to certain physical entitles that can be more readily 

defined in relation to functional processes. For example, Rossi notes how a front 

door or gate, or perhaps the act of crossing an inner courtyard, can represent the 

functional and emotional processes involved in arriving home. He also records how, 

for Ernesto Nathan Rogers, a stop on a tram line in his native city of Trieste came to 

represent home and a place associated with his family (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 16). 

 

Similarly, Rossi sees the stair as both form and function, and as ‘an element of great 

tension in any architecture’ (‘La scala è un elemento di grande tensione in ogni 

architettura’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 7). He illustrates the narrative potential of the 

stair in a sketch in which it descends into the earth, and into a well – an image in 

which the stair is brought together with water, the sky, and a tower. As noted by 

Rossi:    

 

I am always fascinated by this system of descent by stairs into a space that is 
illuminated by overhead light. Here the relationship is between the sky and the 
water, so there must be a day in the year when the light enters the cone and 
the water perpendicularly.  
 
Sono sempre affascinato da questo sistema di discesa mediante scale per 
entrare in uno spazio che è illuminato dalla luce zenitale. È qui il rapporto e tra 
il cielo e l’acqua, così vi deve essere un giorno nell’anno in cui la luce entra 
perpendicolarmente nel cono e nell’acqua. 

(Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 33) 
 

 

Similarly, in the Quaderni Azzurri, Rossi writes about descending into the Santuario 

Santa Cristina in Sardinia, which is entered by a stair that narrows as it descends 

towards a well, and which is roofed by a dome through which light enters (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 33) (Fig. 7.37). 
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Figure 7. 37: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch largely based on the Santuario Santa Cristina, Sardinia, Quaderni Azzurri 33 
(b) Santuario nuragico Santa Cristina, Sardinia (circa 1000 BCE)  

 

Rossi mentions a comparable experience regarding the crypt of the San Sepolcro 

Church in Milan, and a narrow staircase ‘set in old stonework … beautiful/mysterious 

and sad, a dark Milan, suffocating, but of incredible beauty’ (‘Una stretta scala 

incorporata in una vecchia muratura e lo spettacolo è stupendo/ misterioso e triste, 

una Milano nera, soffocante, ma di incredibile bellezza’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 46). 

 

In terms of Rossi’s projects, the museum at Maastricht illustrates how he uses factors 

such as length, width, scale, and a relationship to an axis in order to boost the 

narrative power of a staircase (Fig. 7.38 a). Other ‘narrative staircases’ are 

incorporated, for example, into the Carlo Felice Theatre in Genoa, and into the 

Sandro Pertini, Segrate, and Fontivegge monuments. While they have no ‘practical’ 

function, the staircases of Fontivegge and Segrate constitute an invitation to ascend 

rather than descend; an invitation that may be ideally understood in terms of how it 

appears in the eyes of a child (Fig. 7.38 c-d). That concept of inviting ‘ascension’ 

within a public place is also captured by Rossi in a sketch in the Quaderni Azzurri 

(Fig. 7.38 b). 
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Figure 7. 38: Aldo Rossi (a) Bonnefanten Museum, Maastricht (1990–94); (b) Sketch, Quaderni Azzurri 42; (c) 
Fontivegge, Perugia (1982–84); (d) Monument to the Resistance, Segrate (1965–69); (e) Sketch, Untitled 

 

With respect to collective memory, the narrative value of the steps of the children’s 

theatre in the courtyard of the school in Fagnano, and of the Sandro Pertini 

monument benefits from the precedent set, for example, by the ‘theatrical’ qualities of 

the Spanish Steps in Rome (la scalinata di Trinità dei Monti, 1773–75). Although 

difficult to measure, the urban staircase has a value within memory due to its 

significance within Italian architecture and urban history (Fig. 7.39). 
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Figure 7. 39: (a) Spanish Steps, Rome (la scalinata di Trinità dei Monti) (1773–75); (b) Aldo Rossi, Monument to 
Sandro Pertini, Milan (1988–90) 

 

Historically, the process of ‘ascending’ has been linked to particular cultural, political, 

and religious functions; for example, through the sacri monti and the practice of 

locating the buildings of political and religious powers on high ground (Boer and 

Göttler 2013, 396). For example, pilgrims ascend the Scala Sancta in Rome on their 

knees, while La Reggia di Caserta (1772) (mentioned in Chapter 3 in relation to 

‘architecture as power’) has an internal grand staircase of 666 steps (Giordanetti, 

Gori, and Mazzocut-Mis 2008, 414) (Fig. 7.40). Other significant staircases resulted, 
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for example, from the nineteenth century in the form of the steps fronting the Vittorio 

Emmanuel II monument in Rome (1885–35), and from the 1930s in the form of the 

ossuary at Redipuglia (1935–38) (see Fig. 3.23) – a reference used by Rossi with 

respect to his project for the student housing in Trieste, which is sited on a steep 

slope (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 17).    

 

  
Figure 7. 40: (a) Scala Sancta, Lateran Basilica, Rome (1735); (b) Aldo Rossi, Sketch Landscape with Basilica 
(undated)  

 

 
7.4.2 Symbolism and the plan   
 

While Rossi exploits values inherent in the aesthetic characteristics of the skeletal 

plan, he is also interested in the plan as something that can be defined in terms of 

certain functional patterns, or of experiences that are like patterns in memory. For 

example, for Rossi, Italy’s sacri monti ‘create meaning from their sequence and 

order’, and to present a route whose story is ‘explained by entering into history’ (‘Essi 

costituiscono un significato dalla loro sequenza e dal loro ordine .... diventa un 

percorso singolare .... Una storia viene spiegata immettendoci nella storia’) (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 6). In short, Rossi saw the format of the sacri monti, with its stair-

like ascension and its ‘rosary’ of meaningful stops, as carrying value within collective 

memory. That idea of the sacri monti is also reflected in a pathway as imagined by 

close colleagues of Rossi, which shows an idealised ‘pilgrimage’ through Lombardy 

that moves outwards from the Duomo in Milan to other ‘sites of memory’ that were 

important to Rossi, such as the statue of San Carlo Borromeo and the Castello di 
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Bellinzona. That pathway also incorporates some of Rossi’s major projects, such as 

the housing at Gallaratese, the school in Fagnano, and the Ponte Sesto cemetery in 

Rozzano (Fig. 7.41). 

 

 
Figure 7. 41: (a) Detail, Antonio Monestiroli, with Max Scheurer, Marco Brandolisio, and Giovanni da Pozzo, La 
Construzione di un Percorso (1995) 

 

Rossi also looked to the maze, or labyrinth, as a narrative entity that is associated 

with the ‘memory value’ of a plan. With regard to the cemetery at Modena he refers to 

the labyrinth, and also to the children’s board game know as il gioco dell'oca; which 

has ‘spatial qualities’ that are similar to snakes and ladders –  'in the plan of the 

Modena cemetery, the organization, the system that formed ... [was] the shape of the 

labyrinth and from the labyrinth [moved] to that of snakes and ladders’ (‘Nella pianta 

del cimitero di Modena, l’organizzazione, il sistema che si veniva formando … la 

forma del labirinto e dal labirinto a quella del gioco dell’oca’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

14) (Fig. 7.42).  
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Figure 7. 42: Aldo Rossi, Sketch, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78), Quaderni Azzurri 13 

 

 

7.4.3 Memory, external and internal space 
 

The experience of being inside the labyrinth, or inside the large courtyards of the 

cemeteries of Modena or Rozzano, illustrates how memory can be engaged in the 

definition of an internal or an external space. Equally, Rossi’s memories of the statue 

of San Carlo Borromeo were augmented by how he viewed, through the eye of the 

saint, an open ‘landscape of childhood fantasy’ (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 36). 

Following a trip to Japan, Rossi mentions the idea of moving between inside and 

outside; in that case, the figure of the Buddha. He notes how in Japan he found 

‘known things such as …. the Buddha/San Carlo’ (‘vi ritrovo cose conosciute come 

appunto …. il Budda/San Carlo’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 31) (Fig. 7.43). 

 

  
Figure 7. 43: Aldo Rossi, Sketch of the Buddha, Quaderni Azzurri 37 
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That notion of an alternative landscape is linked to a device used by Rossi; namely, 

the creation inside a building of compositions akin to an external facade. For 

example, as mentioned in the previous chapter, Rossi uses that device in the tomb 

for the Molteni family in Guissano. It is also used in the auditorium of the Teatro Carlo 

Felice in Genoa, the museum at l’île de Vassivière, the central staircase of the 

museum in Maastricht, and the theatre at Carlo Cattaneo University (see Figs 6.42, 

7.44). Equally, he reproduced the facade of the il Palazzo Hotel in Fukuoka in the 

interior of the hotel bar. As noted by Rossi, the exterior facade of the hotel ‘is from the 

gym in Olginate, which is from the Battistero of Parma’ – thus, one facade can carry 

the memory of another, and those memories can move between exterior and interior 

space (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 39) (Fig. 7.44). 

 

 

   
Figure 7. 44: Aldo Rossi (a) Model, Teatro Carlo Felice, Genoa (1982–89); (b) Interior, Chapel for Molteni Family, 
Guissano (1980–82) 

 

 
 
7.5 Modena: Amalgamating the Aesthetic and the Symbolic  
 
 

Rossi’s cemetery at Modena illustrates how the fundamentally aesthetic and 

evidently symbolic elements of his architecture can come together in one place; 

although, those elements may be subject to subtle changes within different projects. 

For example, in the school in Fagnano aesthetic factors associated with scale and 

repetition enhance Rossi’s use of the square, whereas in the cemetery in Modena 
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those characteristics run together with other conditions that push the square closer to 

the narrative end of the aesthetic-symbolic continuum; essentially, because it gathers 

greater symbolic power as it signals the integration of the individual into the 

collective. That relationship, and its value with respect to memory, exists in other 

projects; for example, in sketches relating to Rossi’s designs for student housing in 

Chieti (see Fig. 6.48). In addition, Rossi created designs for rugs that show uniform 

‘houses’ gathered around a piazza, and also the cabina as a notional house that is 

repeated around a space, which accommodates what might be the larger cabina, or 

meeting house, of the collective. While the first of those designs is entitled Souvenir 

d’Afrique, perhaps both reflect Rossi’s admiration for Lévi-Strauss, and the interest 

on the part of Aldo van Eyck and others in the anthropology of African socio-spatial 

formats in which the physical is equated with the collective (P. Malone 2018, 112–13) 

(Fig. 7.45).  

 

   
Figure 7. 45: (a-b) Aldo Rossi, carpet designs, Sardinia (1988), left Souvenir d’Afrique, right Sketch, Quaderni 
Azzurri 32; (c) Dogon house, Mali, West Africa 

 

Rossi’s exploitation of the square in the cemetery at Modena demonstrates how 

power may be vested in both the aesthetic and narrative facets of an artefact; or in 

the artefact as an aesthetic-symbolic equation. Thus, it is useful to look to both sides 

of that equation. For instance, the capacity of the square window as an essentially 

aesthetic device is evident in images taken in the long galleries of the cemetery in 

Modena; where the windows are all of the same size and form, are regularly spaced, 
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and hold the same relationship with respect to facades. The majority of the individual 

windows are also set between blocks made up of a number of square loculi, which 

further emphasises the role of the square as the primary element of an aesthetic 

order. Nevertheless, depending on immediate conditions associated, for example, 

with light and the position of the observer, at each window the underlying benefits 

afforded by repetition and a basic form combine with secondary factors that play to 

memory (Fig. 7.46). 
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Figure 7. 46: Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78), each image shows a different window 

 

One of the windows shown above differs in that, as an equation between the 

aesthetic and the symbolic, it is potentially weighted in favour of the latter; as visible 

through the window there is the ossuary, and meanings associated with the square 

as an individual set within a collective, or within a ‘community of the dead’ (Rossi, 

Quaderni Azzurri 15) (Fig. 7.47). 

 

 
Figure 7. 47: Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

The narrative power of the square-fronted loculi, which flank the long galleries of the 

cemetery and the interior walls of the ossuary, is enhanced by the fact that they 

outnumber the square windows (Fig. 7.48). 
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Figure 7. 48: Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78), the Ossuary 

 

As with all Rossi’s projects, the cemetery at Modena demonstrates how the values 

afforded to an entity within collective memory are underpinned by factors that are 

rooted in the cultural conditions of a nation. Equally, the meanings associated with 

the role of the square within Italian cemeteries spring from cultural traditions and 

social attitudes that award the dead a continuing presence. This is illustrated, for 
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example, in how large and detailed death notices are displayed in the piazze of 

Italian towns; and in how, until the arrival of electricity, families maintained a lit candle 

at the grave of each departed relative. The annual giorno dei morti (day of the dead) 

is still a major event, and is marked by the large number of visits made to Italy’s 

cemeteries. There is also the highly effective practice of fixing images of the dead to 

gravestones and loculi; the nature of which often suggests an immediacy, or 

presence, which echoes Rossi’s image of the cemetery as a place dedicated to ‘the 

unfinished and abandoned life of the dead’ (‘la vita, incompiuta e abbandonata, dei 

morti’) (CCA, AP142.S1.D29). All of those practices underpin the narrative power of 

the loculi, and of the cemetery as a place of remembered individuals. As Rossi notes, 

the meanings attached to those practices demonstrate how the ‘space destined for 

the dead is … the space for the memory of the living’, or the space in which 

memories of the dead remain alive (‘Lo spazio vuoto destinato ai morti è solo lo 

spazio della memoria dei vivi’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri, 9) (Fig. 7.49). 
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Figure 7. 49: (a) Cemetery, Pantasina; (b) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (c) Image on 
loculus, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena 

 

For Rossi, the depth of the narrative meanings associated with Modena is reflected in 

the fact that he refers to the painting Giorni ultimi (Last Days, 1882–83) by Angelo 

Morbelli (1853–1919); which depicts a scene in a Milanese old people’s home for the 

poor built in 1766 (Fig. 7.50 a). Rossi notes how Morbelli’s painting served him as the 

‘figurative means for this [the cemetery] project’ (Rossi 1981, 12). The serialised 

figures in the painting are equated with the ‘forms and objects of collective 

architecture’ (‘Le forme e gli oggetti dell’architettura collettiva’) (Rossi, Quaderni 

Azzurri 14). Rossi makes other references to Morbelli's Il natale dei rimasti (The 

Christmas of Those Left Behind, 1903) – in which the serialisation of largely empty 

benches depicts an image of loneliness and abandonment; or as noted by Rossi, the 

‘light in Morbelli's painting illuminated these bodies … like objects’ (‘luce del quadro di 

Morbelli illuminava questi corpi … come cose’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 23) (Fig. 

7.50 b). However, Rossi also takes Morbelli’s i rimasti to indicate how the dead may 

remain; an idea that echoes his image of ‘unfinished’ lives (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 

21). Rossi and Morbelli are united in their realisation that the meanings carried by a 

space are not necessarily dependent on a ‘human presence’, or as noted by Rossi, 

‘the paintings by Angelo Morbelli … could be repeated without the figures of the old 

people’ (‘I quadri di Angelo Morbelli … potrebbero essere ripetuti senza le figure dei 

vecchi’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 14). 
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Figure 7. 50: Angelo Morbelli (a) Giorni Ultimi (Last Days) (1882–83); (b) Il natale dei rimasti (The Christmas of 
Those Left Behind) (1903); (c) Un Natale! Al Pio Albergo Trivulzio (A Christmas at the Pio Albergo Trivulzio) 
(1909) 

 

Some of Morbelli’s paintings test the concept that the artefact, for example in the 

form of the square-fronted loculi, can represent ‘absent’ human emotions or social 

functions; or what Rossi termed the ‘suspended life of the building’ (Rossi 1981, 11) 

(Fig. 5.50 c). Equally, the integration of the loculi into the cemetery in Modena 
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expresses Hays’ image of Rossi’s architecture as ‘a kind of overprinting of different 

entities or types’ (Hays 1998, 285). In short, the entire project and its various parts, 

can be understood in terms of ‘exaggerations’ that, whether tilted towards the 

aesthetic or the narrative, reinforce meanings that are readily recognised by memory. 

Again, there is also the creative power of memory, and the thought-image. For 

example, the square may represent the individual, the family tomb, or a form within 

which the dead inhabit the cemetery as a physical and social offspring of a parent 

city. Thus, Rossi shows the cemetery as if populated by unit forms comparable to the 

cabine; although in Rossi’s egalitarian city of the dead the number of detached family 

tombs, or ‘villas’, is far outweighed by the ‘apartment blocks’ of loculi  (Fig. 7.51).  

  

     
Figure 7. 51: Aldo Rossi (a) Sketch Il portico di Modena (1977); (b) San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78) 

 

Rossi notes that cemeteries are places in which we establish memories and feelings, 

both ‘of people and also of cities themselves’ (Ferlenga and Rossi 1996). In fact, with 

regard to Modena, he argues that ‘the whole of the cemetery represents analogically 

a house, a neighbourhood, a part of the city’ (‘l'insieme del cimitero rappresenta 

analogicamente una casa, un quartiere, una parte di città’) (CCA, AP142.S1.D29). 

Equally, documentation relating to planning permission for the project states that the 

cemetery is ‘capable of building the memory and the collective will of the city’ (‘il 

cimitero … capace di costruire la memoria e la volontà collettiva della città’) (CCA, 

AP142.S1.D29). In effect, the cemetery is not ‘an isolated moment’ in the life and 

collective memory of the community, but another ‘point of reference for the social life 

of the city’ (‘non quindi momento isolato, ma punto di riferimento … della vita 

sociale’). 
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The cultural roots of that image are evidenced, for example, in the notion of the 

cemetery as a mirror image of the city as presented in Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities: 

 

Like Laudomia every city has at its side another city whose inhabitants are 
called by the same name: it is the Laudomia of the dead, the cemetery …. The 
streets of the Laudomia of the dead are just wide enough to allow the 
gravedigger’s cart to pass, and many windowless buildings look out on them; 
but the pattern of the streets and the arrangement of the dwellings repeat 
those of the living Laudomia. 

(Calvino 1979, 111) 
 

Thus, evidence of those factors that underpin the narrative power of the cemetery at 

Modena can be found not only in culture and the giorno dei morti, but also in 

literature. Similarly, there are correspondences between Rossi’s sketches for the 

ossuary at Modena and, for example, Mario Sironi’s Periferia (1922) (Fig. 7.52). 

 

   
Figure 7. 52: (a) Aldo Rossi, Ossuary, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (b) Mario Sironi, Periferia 
(1922) 

 

There are also correspondences between Morbelli’s emphasis on repetition, and the 

socio-aesthetic meanings that follow from the serialisation of artefacts in the 

cemetery in Modena (Fig. 7.53).  
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Figure 7. 53: Angelo Morbelli (a) Refettorio del Pio Albergo Trivulzio (the Pio Albergo Trivulzio Refectory) (1884); 
(b) Mi ricordo di quand’ero fanciulla (I remember when I was a girl) (1903) 

 

Correspondences also exist between the cemetery at Modena and the photographs 

of Luigi Ghirri; for example, with respect to aesthetic factors such as length, duality, 

and the ‘rootedness’ of buildings in the ground. Moreover, Ghirri’s photograph of the 

ossuary at Modena expresses the nature of many of Rossi’s aesthetic devices (Fig. 

7.54).  
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Figure 7. 54: (a) Luigi Ghirri, photograph; (b) Aldo Rossi, San Cataldo Cemetery, Modena (1968–78); (c) Luigi 
Ghirri Modena-Cimitero S. Cataldo, Arch. Aldo Rossi (1985) 

 
 

Ultimately, linkages between the architecture of Rossi and the work of contemporary 

writers, painters, or photographers add to an understanding of how aesthetic and 

symbolic conditions function within a project that is one of the foremost expressions 

of Rossi’s interest in memory, and his conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. 

 

  



 

 348 

Conclusions: Rossi and the Value of the Ordinary 
 

 

In this thesis, I have attempted to expose the nature of Rossi’s approach to memory  

in relation to his architecture and other work. I have shown that Rossi’s approach to 

memory must be understood from a number of different, and allied, perspectives. I 

have held to the notion that, in order to understand Rossi’s interest in memory, it is 

essential to understand the range of factors through which it was both shaped and 

exercised. Thus, with respect to Diane Ghirardo’s idea that the literature on Rossi 

meanders ‘through the shallows of … unintelligible notions about everything but the 

design’, I have worked on the basis that it is crucial to understand both ‘design’ and 

everything through which it may be explained (Ghirardo 2015, 161). Moreover, while I 

have addressed the issue of Rossi’s approach to memory as realised through 

‘design’, my interest is in all aspects of his work; although there is a particular focus 

on his architecture.  

 

 

 
Aldo Rossi (1931–97) 

 

 

The question of memory 
 

Rossi’s work is assessed in this thesis in terms of an understanding of memory as 

something that is real, which is explored within the field of memory studies, and is an 
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issue which has preoccupied other figures. Thus, one of the first points to emerge 

from my explorations into the field of memory studies was the realisation that Rossi 

can be linked to a wide and varied group of intellectuals and artists whose work 

embodies an inclusive approach to memory, and for whom memory is a lens through 

which the nature of the city is exposed. That group includes a number of late 

nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century figures such as Édouard Manet, 

Gustave Caillebotte, Eugène Atget, Charles Baudelaire, and James Joyce. In 

particular, in my research, Walter Benjamin emerges as a major figure whose work 

epitomises an inclusive approach to memory that, in the form of the thought-image, is 

used to expose layers of interrelated meanings embedded in the city, and in 

urbanism as the amalgamation of form and function. The fact that Rossi makes a 

number of references to Benjamin, and to the figures mentioned above, testifies to a 

tendency within history to view memory and the city as coexistent parts of a single, 

and complex, reality. 

 

In defining that reality, in addition to Benjamin, Rossi refers to other figures whose 

view of memory is realistic, open-ended, or inclusive. For example, he refers to 

Proust; whose memory-laden madeleine might be set alongside Rossi’s il café del 

mattino; and who is seen by Lehrer to be both poet and nascent neuroscientist, and 

to value physiological processes that lead to ‘the secrets of the unconscious’. While 

Proust’s approach to memory is ‘irreducibly physical’, that is also true of other figures 

admired by Rossi, such as James Joyce and Samuel Beckett. In effect, Rossi’s 

attachment to figures such as Baudelaire, Benjamin, and Beckett demonstrates how 

he subscribed to an open view of memory that allowed for the reality, and the 

breadth, of human physical and mental process. In Rossi’s work, there is a sense 

that the material and the poetic are coexistent, and that memory and meaning are 

synonymous, and rooted in human sensory and mental reactions. As with Benjamin, 

Rossi demonstrates an urge to locate a poetic understanding of memory within what 

he refers to as a ‘scientific’ view of architecture and the city. 

 

Rossi built that view of memory as something that is real, in part, on the back of 

ideas drawn from French urban theory and human geography of the 1950s. That 

Rossi refers to figures such as Poëte, Sorre, and Chabot as well as to Benjamin and 

Proust testifies to the breadth of his interest in memory. There are the differences 
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between Rossi’s early ‘scientific’ period, as reflected in The Architecture of the City 

(1966), and the later more poetic face of memory as presented in A Scientific 

Autobiography (1981) and in the Quaderni Azzurri. Nevertheless, there is a 

consistent urge to come to grips with memory as a reality. To this end, Rossi looks to 

the concept of the analogous city and to memory as a series of historical layers. He 

explores both the fragmentary nature of memory, and its ability to move between 

related images or to imagine ‘other landscapes, other encounters, other places’ (‘altri 

paesaggi, altri incontri, altri luoghi’) (Rossi, Quaderni Azzurri 42). He recognises how 

the autobiographical may also belong to collective memory. In addition, he 

investigates structuralism and linguistics, and is for a time deeply immersed in the 

work of Gilbert Ryle.  

 

Thus, my research has revealed two interrelated factors that are not adequately 

recognised within the existing literature on Rossi. The first concerns the breadth of 

Rossi’s efforts to come to grips with memory as a tangible reality; and as a reality that 

can be uncovered by poetic means. The second is that Rossi’s approach to memory 

links to that of other figures who have pursued the same reality; and particularly, 

those for whom memory and the city are interconnected poles. In addition, I would 

add a third factor; namely that, an understanding of Rossi’s ‘theory of memory’ is a 

necessary prerequisite to an adequate understanding of Rossi’s architecture and its 

relationship to memory. 

 

 

The importance of context 
 

Given the emphasis placed by Rossi on the importance of memory, it is equally 

important to realise that his approach to memory did not develop in isolation. Thus, I 

have unearthed major factors that relate to the intellectual, cultural, urban-historical, 

political, and economic contexts within which they were formed and exercised. The 

space given in the thesis to those underlying conditions demonstrates the extent to 

which Rossi’s architecture and his interest in memory are contextual, and the degree 

to which they are associated with factors that span from the historical and the 

national to the immediate and personal details of Rossi’s life.    
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Among those contextual factors is the importance awarded to history and memory in 

Italian architecture and the city, and to the role of ‘architecture as power’ in Italy as a 

network of independent cities, regional kingdoms, a fledgling nation, and a Fascist 

state. Clearly, Italy has a long history of close-knit socio-spatial patterns of urban and 

rural settlement, and of spatial structures in which history and memory persist as an 

enveloping system of signs. Thus, the nature and strength of Rossi’s interest in 

memory reflect his membership of a nation in which memory is a major presence, 

whether with regard to culture, socio-spatial structures, or architecture as ‘visible 

history’. Memory is also a long-standing and widely debated issue in Italian 

architecture; for example, as evidenced by the writings of Camillo Boito and other 

arguments made at the time of Risorgimento, the debates that emerged around 

Rationalism and a Fascist romanità in the 1930s, and around the Pirelli Tower and 

the Torre Velasca, Nathan Rogers and Casabella Continuità in the 1950s–60s. 

Equally, Rossi seeks to protect, or recover, memory against the background of the 

destructive conditions of the 1950s–70s, and in a period in which memory is 

abandoned as Italy moves towards unfettered capitalism, new forms of political 

corruption, and foreign influences largely generated by the United States. 

 

Important conclusions also arise from my examination of contextual factors that are 

specific to Rossi, and especially from an examination of the nature of his education 

as an architect, his Catholicism, his relationship with Milan, and with figures such as 

Nathan Rogers. There is also the influence of Rossi’s politics as reflected in his 

association with the Italian Communist Party. However, the image I have drawn of 

Rossi is not that of a committed Marxist, but rather of someone who sought a ‘return 

to memory’ through democratic processes linked to the life and development of the 

city; and to Antonio Gramsci’s belief in the power of intellectuals to pursue non-violent 

strategies of reform. Rossi’s interest in memory also developed against the 

background of Italy’s political and economic conditions in the 1950s–70s as a time 

when the Democrazia Cristiana and the United States came together as destructive 

forces involved in urban development and the industrialisation of the building 

industry. Thus, Rossi’s approach to memory emerged against a backdrop in which a 

combination of forces constituted a serious threat to Italian culture, and to the 

traditions that had, for centuries, characterised the Italian city. 
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It is essential to highlight the nature and multiplicity of the contexts that shaped 

Rossi’s treatment of memory, before examining his ‘design’. By acknowledging the 

influence of culture, history, and biography, my research shows that a full 

understanding of Rossi’s architecture cannot be formulated without reference to 

those contexts. Nonetheless, that is precisely what happens in much of the literature 

on Rossi, as evidenced by comments made, for example, by Charles Jencks and 

Christian Norberg-Schultz.  

 

 

Memory and the roots of Rossi’s architecture 
 

In addition to those issues that relate to the broad realms of theory and context, 

Rossi’s approach to memory was also underpinned by factors that are more 

immediate, and which constitute the roots of his treatment of memory as opposed to 

what happens in his architecture, or ‘above ground’. Some of those factors straddle 

the divide between Rossi’s intellectual persona and the context. For example, I have 

shown how Rossi’s approach to memory is located with respect to that of 

contemporary figures such as the painters de Chirico, Sironi, Carrà, Morandi, 

Cantàfora, Hopper, Estes, and the photographer Luigi Ghirri – which is another 

aspect of Rossi’s work that is neglected in the literature, and which is important in 

that it throws light on the relationships between Rossi’s approach to memory and that 

of others, the significance of shared cultural and intellectual contexts, and between 

memory and the treatment, or representation, of the object. One of the most 

significant conclusions to emerge from this thesis concerns Rossi’s relationship to 

film and Italian cinema. In particular, early neorealist cinema exposes problems within 

the city in post-war Italy and demonstrates a belief, associated with Gramsci, in the 

reformative capacity of culture and the arts. While later neorealist cinema looked to 

the issues of ‘memory loss’ and deficiencies within the city, additional associations 

can be drawn between Rossi and the techniques used by neorealist writers and 

directors; for example, the manner in which Michelangelo Antonioni and Ermanno 

Olmi deal with alienation and the Italian city as the product of capitalism and the 

1960s. At the same time, I have highlighted correspondences between the work of 

Rossi and Federico Fellini; especially, where they share a view of the city as 

fragments that are retrieved from memory, and a sense of the thought-image as 



 
Conclusions: Rossi and the Value of the Ordinary 

 
 

353 

conceived by Benjamin. Similarly to Rossi, Fellini views Italy as a place where people 

are bound together within tight-knit spatial and cultural structures. They also share a 

belief in culture as a vehicle of social change. Moreover, Fellini makes use of a 

limited number of known characters as implied by the Commedia dell’Arte and by 

Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre. 

 

In looking to everything and the ‘design’, I have provided a major input to the 

literature on Rossi based on the notion that his architecture can be understood in 

relation to theatre, and that the concept of theatre can act as a significant platform 

from which his architecture, and its relationship to memory, may be understood. 

While I refer to Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre, in his written 

work there is no single, all-encompassing, reference to the notion of architecture as 

theatre. Rather, evidence of the significance of that notion emerged from my 

research into his architecture and all other aspects of his work, including the 

Quaderni Azzurri which offer valuable insights into Rossi’s thinking. For example, it 

emerged in my research into both Rossi’s links to cinema and theatre, and his 

understanding of the relationships between artefact, type, and locus. Through that 

image of the interactions between archetypical objects on a stage I was led, for 

example, to the discovery of linkages between the architecture of Rossi and the films 

of Federico Fellini, and to the treatment of memory and the object in the paintings of 

artists whom Rossi admired, such as Cantàfora, Sironi and Morandi. Moreover, the 

notion of ‘object and stage’ is evident in Rossi’s conceptualisation of a material world 

that plays to memory, and a world of which architecture is part. I have shown how, 

while Rossi uses a limited number of ‘actors’, each has a discernible function, is well 

known to collective memory, and may act within a hierarchy of principal and 

secondary characters. As in the Commedia dell’Arte, there is also a tendency to 

exaggerate that which is already known. Essentially, given that the artefact and type 

are as actors that interact within the locus as a stage, those interactions represent 

how memory functions within built space. Thus, the idea of theatre is akin to that of 

memory in action. 

 

Rossi’s relationship to theatre took the form of built projects, and designs made for 

opera, plays, and ballet. In the Quaderni Azzurri, he mentions the enjoyment of time 

spent in empty theatres, and a state of expectation that is also expressed in the work 
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of Cantàfora. Although I have presented Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as 

theatre as central to his approach to memory, it is not the central idea through which 

his architecture can be explained without reference to other concepts. While the 

artefact, type, or locus fall under the concept of theatre, those ideas must also be 

understood in their own right. To suggest that any one idea offers a shortcut to an 

understanding of Rossi’s architecture would be to demean both the integrity of his 

architecture and his efforts to address the issue of memory. 

 

Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre also informs a distinction within 

his architecture between elements that are either fundamentally aesthetic or 

evidently symbolic. For example, a type whose meanings are obviously narrative and 

relatively fixed within collective memory differs from aesthetic characteristics, and 

from meanings carried by factors such as scale, length, height, serialisation, 

repetition, or duality. Whether such characteristics are attributes of a simple artefact, 

or of an artefact that reaches the status of a type, they can be examined as individual 

entities, and as elements that exist in relation to others, and as part of a set of values 

associated with the concept of architecture as theatre. I have demonstrated how 

Rossi manipulates those aesthetic characteristics in order to attract the attention of 

memory, or to boost the power of the artefact to carry meanings. In addition to those 

aesthetic characteristics, Rossi employs devices such as the skeletal plan and the 

centralised axis; and values that accord legibility as understood within environmental 

psychology and the work of Kevin Lynch. Some of those devices, such as the 

skeletal plan with relatively narrow cross-sections, run counter to principles of post-

war functionalism and to its preference for larger, more efficient, blocks. Similarly, 

Rossi uses an ‘aBa’ or hierarchical geometry rather than its ‘modernist’ counterpart. 

Differences between the aesthetics of Rossi’s architecture and those of post-war 

‘modernism’ illustrate how his devices aimed to maintain the ‘memory values’ that 

functionalism sought to avoid.   

 

Seen individually, the aesthetic elements in Rossi’s architecture are generally 

stripped back to an essential state, and exaggerated so that they have a greater 

capacity to promote engagement, or to be recognised by memory. In effect, Rossi 

does not accommodate memory simply by delivering what it expects, and is therefore 

likely to ignore. Rather, he circumvents the principle whereby, in the name of 
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efficiency, the brain will give little time to factors that meet its expectations. To do so, 

he plays on what is known but in a manner that demands attention, or an appropriate 

measure of reconsideration. Thus, for example, he uses the skeletal elements of 

classicism which, as noted by Kirk, colours each historical layer of the Italian city. 

 

I have shown Rossi’s use of known factors in the comparisons I have drawn, for 

example, with the work of Italian artists such as Sironi or Ghirri. Those comparisons 

can be made on the basis of aesthetic characteristics or whole artefacts. For 

example, Rossi refers to Morandi and his treatment of the isolated object; and to 

Ghirri and the silence that surrounds the isolation of an artefact in space. Similarly to 

Rossi, de Chirico exploits horizontal forms, light and shade, and repetition as 

aesthetic elements that carry meanings associated with memory and a traditional 

spatial order. There are also correspondences with Sironi and mnemonic values that 

are associated with the use of the square, basic forms, and prolonged perspectives. 

The similarities between Rossi and Cantàfora relate to the locus, and to the 

conjunction of memory and place. In the work of these artists, and of non-Italian 

artists such as Hopper and Estes, memory is represented through an evocative 

sense of space and time. This approach uncovers common aesthetic characteristics 

that exist across different media; for example, Ghirri’s sense of the object in space, 

as epitomised in his photograph of Rossi’s ossuary in Modena, can also be found in 

the films of Fellini. 

 

Given the linkages to these figures, as well as to Caillebotte, Atget, Baudelaire, and 

Benjamin, Rossi’s work exists at the centre of a web of associations relating both to 

his architecture and the wider issue of his approach to memory. Equally, there are 

cross linkages in how, for instance, the thought-images of Benjamin are akin to the 

images of the city generated by Cantàfora, or Benjamin’s Naples relates to Estes’ 

New York as structures of layered meanings. 

 

In situating Rossi within the world of architecture, I have stressed the importance of 

connections to the work of Le Corbusier; which exist not only at the level of Le 

Corbusier’s use of basic forms, but also his understanding of memory. While Rossi is 

often portrayed as a figure who is detached from modernism, his work is comparable 

to that of Le Corbusier as they both draw from a universal ‘memory bank’ of common 
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forms and aesthetic equations. Clearly, both Rossi and Le Corbusier refer to a 

common stock of aesthetic entities whose footprint in time and space is essentially 

long-standing and relatively universal. In that the aesthetics of the architecture of Le 

Corbusier and Rossi are more easily realised through experience, I tested the idea 

that Rossi might be linked to Le Corbusier through time spent in his Convent of La 

Tourette. In Rossi’s work, there is no equivalent to the relationships between 

aesthetics and time that followed from Le Corbusier’s collaboration with the 

composer Iannis Xenakis. Nevertheless, in passing through the spaces of Rossi’s 

school in Fagnano, it is possible to sense how the square, as a basic form, is used 

together with scale and repetition to underpin the aesthetics of the entire project. 

Similarly, while moving within the cemetery in Modena, the square reoccurs as a 

repeated note in a musical score. Other devices such as duality, the skeletal plan, a 

centralising axis, long galleries, and elongated columns, are better understood 

through first-hand experiences that are determined in time and place. 

 

Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre is also more easily grasped 

through experience. At the level of whole forms as opposed to individual aesthetic 

characteristics, many of his projects show an evident sense of the role played by a 

principal character, or protagonist; as shown at the library in Fagnano and the 

ossuary in Modena. Those whole forms also demonstrate how a set of aesthetic 

characteristics comes together in an artefact; or in the terms of the Commedia 

dell’Arte, how recognisable gestures define the character played by an actor. 

 

Furthermore, there is the question of type, as the artefact that is evidently symbolic. I 

have suggested how the transition from aesthetic characteristics to a whole artefact, 

and then to a type, forms a continuum; and how the elements of Rossi’s architecture 

lie along that continuum. That notion of a continuum points to one of my principal 

conclusions; namely, the extent to which Rossi gave weight to the aesthetic elements 

of his architecture, and to simple rather than evidently narrative artefacts. That 

conclusion represents a significant adjustment to the literature, which often attributes 

to Rossi’s work a reductive view of collective memory as something that is associated 

with type, or with artefacts that are obviously symbolic and communal – rather than 

with entities that, although fundamentally aesthetic, are also meaningful or 

associative. Hence, it is crucial to assess those aesthetic elements in the light of the 
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processes of the mind, which translate sensory reactions into aesthetic 

characteristics and then into meanings that play to memory. While that awareness of 

underlying human realities avoids the risk of reductive interpretations of collective 

memory, it also allows for a view of Rossi’s architecture in which the ‘poetic’, as with 

Benjamin’s thought-images, affords access to a higher reality. 

 

Above all, I have shown how Rossi’s architecture functions by means of both 

fundamentally aesthetic and evidently symbolic components. As to their location 

along the aesthetic-symbolic continuum, aesthetic elements have a limited capacity 

to encourage the mind to travel beyond the point where sensory reactions give way 

to nameable concepts associated with type; or the point at which the artefact 

becomes the symbol of something else. Hence, the balance between the aesthetic 

and the symbolic in Rossi’s architecture is illustrated by the differences between the 

nominal tower and the fully developed lighthouse; whose meanings as a type are 

exposed, for example, in the paintings of de Chirico and Carrà. For Rossi, the tower 

seldom takes on the fixed meanings associated with the lighthouse. The unspoken 

power of the tower lies in the existence of a highly symbolic, or parent, type. Yet, that 

power is greater where the artefact is held back from the right-hand end of the 

aesthetic-symbolic continuum. In the terms of architecture as theatre, Rossi is akin to 

the playwright who avoids the stereotypical in favour of characters whose depth, and 

ability to project meaning, is increased because they are less bound by fixed 

definitions. 

 

Rossi does employ artefacts that are obviously narrative, but they are used sparingly, 

or where the stereotypical represents an appropriate response. Thus, for instance, 

the lighthouse features in Rossi’s architecture where it suits his understanding of 

memory. At the same time, he highlights the importance of symbolic artefacts in his 

sketches and written work, and in his image of architecture as something that is 

relatively abstract, but which is surrounded by a wider material world that is largely 

figurative. Rossi’s sketches and written work are didactic and highlight the difference 

between theory and practice. They also expose symbolic elements that belong both 

to Rossi’s memory and that of the collective; for example, in the form of memories of 

climbing the sacri monti, ascending through the arm of San Carlo Borromeo, or 

waking up to il café del mattino. Significantly, the evidently narrative artefacts in 
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Rossi’s work are rooted in collective memory and Italian culture. The cabina, the 

palm tree, and the balcony are not exclusively Italian, but they are used by Rossi 

because they are particularly meaningful within Italy. 

 

In that the cabina is commonly used by local families as an extension of the home, it 

shows how the symbolic values of an artefact lie both in its aesthetic characteristics 

and the functions that it accommodates. That is also true, for example, of Rossi’s 

interest in the staircase, where the act of ascension is associated with the sacri 

monti. Equally, the tower demonstrates how, in moving from aesthetic elements to the 

whole artefact, with its suggestions of a type, Rossi gathers together meanings that 

relate to both form and function. For example, the tower of his town hall for Muggiò 

contains the assembly rooms of the comune, while the ossuary in Modena appears 

as an assembly hall of the dead.    

 

Ultimately, the associations that unite Rossi’s architecture and memory are as 

complex as the human processes through which they are realised, and from which 

they take their reality. Thus, his approach to memory must be understood as a jigsaw 

whose pieces are both historical and immediate, national and personal, aesthetic and 

symbolic. Among those pieces, there is the question of how collective memory is 

defined, and how it relates to human and social processes. Moreover, there is the 

major factor of Rossi’s conceptualisation of architecture as theatre, or the idea that 

his architecture consists largely of aesthetic elements. There are also secondary 

influences, such as those relating to art and cinema, which show how Rossi’s 

approach to memory responds to a myriad of contextual factors. The overriding 

conclusion drawn in this thesis relates to the depth of Rossi’s interest in memory and 

the insistence with which it is translated into architecture. While Ada Louise Huxtable 

describes Rossi as ‘a poet who happens to be an architect’, he is more than that as, 

with regard to architecture and memory, he exposes the value to human processes of 

that which is ordinary and already well known. 
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Appendix A    Rossi’s Building and Area Projects 
 
 
 

By the time of his death at the age of 66, Aldo Rossi (1931–97) had been involved as 

an architect in approximately 280 architectural or urban projects; of which roughly 

two-thirds were in Italy, and the remainder were in 22 other countries and notably in  

Germany, Japan, the United States, and France. Rossi also created highly successful 

designs for furniture and other everyday objects that mirror his approach to 

architecture and his interest in memory. He was involved as a designer and exhibitor 

in 24 major exhibitions including five Triennale in Milan and four Biennale in Venice, 

including the major Architecture Biennale of 1980. In addition, he designed sets for 

drama, opera, and ballet for major venues, for example, in Italy, Switzerland, and 

France.    

 

Approximately one-third of the total number of architectural and urban projects with 

which Rossi was involved were executed, and the vast majority of those were 

building projects as opposed to those that might be classified under planning or 

urban design. That roughly two-thirds of Rossi’s portfolio is in the form of unexecuted 

projects reflects the fact that many involved competitions that were not acted upon, 

and some that Rossi did not win. Moreover, in other projects Rossi acted as a 

consultant with respect to urban and planning issues for which outcomes are difficult 

to track in terms of actions taken by local or provincial authorities. Rossi’s relatively 

high output with regard to executed projects was due, in part, to the spirit of 

cooperation that existed between him and talented colleagues who mainly 

maintained their own design studios, and who worked under Rossi’s leadership on an 

ad hoc basis; a practice that reflects a significant aspect of the Italian rationalist 

movements of the inter-war and post war periods, and the idea that an approach to 

architecture that is essentially logical is, by definition, suited to a system in which like-

minded architects may collaborate. That other architects were willing to follow Rossi’s 

lead reflects his standing as an architect and theorist; which is also mirrored in the 

fact that he was awarded membership of the Italian Academy of Saint Luke in 1979, 

and became the first Italian to receive the Pritzker Architecture Prize in 1990. 
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Appendix B    Rossi’s Product Designs 
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Appendix C    Rossi’s Exhibitions and Stage Sets 
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Appendix D    List of Names 
 
 
 
Aalto, Alvar (1898–1976) 
Adam, Robert (1728–92) 
Adorno, Theodor (1903–69) 
Alberti, Leon Battista (1404–72) 
Albini, Franco (1905–77) 
Antonioni, Michelangelo (1912–2007) 
Aragon, Louis (1897–1982) 
Arp, Hans (1886–1966) 
Ascoli, Graziadio (1829–1907) 
Asplund, Gunnar (1985–1940) 
Atget, Eugène (1859–1927) 
Aymonino, Carlo (1926–2010) 
Bachelard, Gaston (1884–1962) 
Bahrdt, Paul (1918–94)  
Banham, Reyner (1922–88) 
Barragán, Luis (1902–88) 
Barthes, Roland (1915–80) 
Baudelaire, Charles (1821–67) 
Berlage, Hendrik Petrus (1856–1934) 
Benjamin, Walter (1892–1940) 
Bergson, Henri (1859–1941) 
Boito, Camillo (1836–1914) 
Bolognini, Mauro (1922–2001) 
Borromini, Francesco (1599–1657) 
Boullée, Etienne-Louis (1728–99) 
Bourdieu, Pierre (1930–2002) 
Brega, Giuseppe (1877–1960) 
Burke, Edmund (1729–97) 
Chabot, Georges (1890–1975) 
Caillebotte, Gustave (1848–94) 
Colquhoun, Alan (1921–2012) 
Canella, Guido (1931–2009) 
Carr E.H. (1892–1982) 
Chaplin, Charles (Charlie) (1889–1977) 
Chombart de Lauwe, Paul Henry (1913–98) 
Connerton, Paul (1940–2019) 
Croce, Benedetto (1866–1952) 
Cullen, Gordon (1914–94) 
De Carlo, Giancarlo (1919–2005) 
de Chirico, Giorgio (1888–1978) 
de la Blache, Paul Vidal (1845–1918) 
de Quincy, Quartremére (1755–1849) 
De Renzi, Mario (1897–1967) 
De Sica, Vittorio (1901–74) 
Doesburg, Theo van (1883–1931) 
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Doré, Gustave (1832–83) 
Dovzhenko, Alexander (1894–1956) 
Durkheim, Émile (1858–1917) 
Eco, Umberto (1932–2016) 
El Lissitzky (1890–1941) 
Eyck, Aldo van (1918–99) 
Fellini, Federico (1920–93)  
Figini, Luigi (1903–84) 
Foucault. Michel (1926–84) 
Freud, Sigmund (1856–1939) 
Friedrich, Caspar David (1774–1840) 
Gabetti, Roberto (1925–2000) 
Gadamer, Hans-Georg (1900–2002) 
Gardella, Ignazio (1905–99) 
Ghirri, Luigi (1943–92) 
Gideon, Siegfried (1888–1968) 
Gioberti, Vincenzo (1801–52) 
Gozzoli, Benozzo (1421–94) 
Gramsci, Antonio (1891–1937) 
Graves, Michael (1934–2015) 
Groupius, Walter (1883–1969) 
Halbwachs, Maurice (1877–1945) 
Haussmann, Georges-Eugène , Baron (1809–91) 
Hedjuk, John (1929–2000) 
Heidegger, Martin (1889–1976) 
Helg, Franca (1920–89) 
Hessel, Franz (1880–1941) 
Hilberseimer, Ludwig (1885–1967) 
Hölderlin, Friedrich (1770–1843) 
Hopper, Edward (1882–1967) 
Husserl, Edmund (1859–1938) 
Huxtable, Ada Louise (1921–2013) 
Izenour, Steve (1940–2001) 
James, Henry (1843–1916) 
Jencks, Charles (1939–2019) 
Joyce, James (1882–1941) 
Kaufmann, Emile (1891–1953) 
Kahn, Louis (1901–1974) 
Kirk, Terry (1961–2009) 
Klee, Paul (1879–1940) 
Kracauer, Siegfried (1889–1966) 
Lācis, Asja (1891–1979) 
Lang, Fritz (1890–1976) 
Lavedan, Pierre (1885–1982) 
Le Corbusier (1887–1965) 
Ledoux, Claude Nicolas (1736–1806) 
Lévi-Strauss, Claude (1908–2009) 
Libera, Adalberto (1903–1963) 
Lloyd Wright, Frank (1867–1959) 
Locke, John (1632–1704) 
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Lopes, Diogo Seixas (1972–2016) 
Loos, Adolf (1870–1933) 
Lukács, Geörg (1885–1971) 
Lynch, Kevin (1918–1984) 
Macintosh, Charles Rennie (1868–1928) 
Manet, Édouard (1832–83) 
Mannheim, Karl (1893–1947) 
Marinetti, Filippo Tommaso (1876–1944) 
Marx, Karl (1818–1883) 
May, Ernst (1886–1970) 
Michelucci, Giovanni (1891–1990) 
Milizia, Francesco (1725–98) 
Moholy-Nagy, László (1895–1946) 
Morandi Giorgio (1890–1964) 
Mukařovský, Jan (1891–1975) 
Muzio,Giovanni (1893–1982) 
Nervi, Pier Luigi (1891–1979) 
Neuberger, Louise (1872–1946) 
Norberg-Schulz, Christian (1926–2000) 
Olmi, Ermanno (1931–2018) 
Östberg, Ragnar (1866–1945).     
Paci, Enzo (1911–76) 
Pagnano, Giuseppe (1942–2017) 
Panofsky, Erwin (1892–1968) 
Pasolini, Pier Paolo (1922–75) 
Persico, Edoardo (1900–36) 
Pessoa, Fernando (1888–1935) 
Petrus Berlage, Hendrik (1856–1934) 
Piacentini, Marcello (1881–1960) 
Piranesi, Giovanni Battista (1720–28) 
Poëte, Marcel (1866–1950) 
Pollini, Gino (1903–1991) 
Pommer, Richard (1930–92) 
Ponti, Gio (Giovanni) (1891–1979) 
Proust, Marcel (1871–1922) 
Quaroni, Ludovico (1911–87) 
Rennie Mackintosh, Charles (1868–1928) 
Richter, Hans (1888–1976) 
Ricoeur, Paul (1913–2005) 
Ridolfi, Mario (1904–84), 
Rogers, Ernesto Nathan (1909–69) 
Rohe, Ludwig Mies van der (1886–1969) 
Rossellini, Roberto (1906–77) 
Rossi, Aldo (1931–97) 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712–78) 
Ruskin, John (1819–1900) 
Ryle, Gilbert (1900–1976) 
Saint-Loup, Robert de (dates unknown) 
Sant’Elia, Antonio (1888–1916) 
Sartre, Jean-Paul (1905–1980) 
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Scarpa, Carlo (1906–78) 
Svevo, Italo (1861–1928) 
Scharoun, Hans (1883–1972) 
Schmidt, Hans (1893–1972) 
Schwitters, Kurt (1887–1948) 
Scully, Vincent (1920–2017) 
Simmel. Georg (1858–1918) 
Sironi, Mario (1885–1961) 
Smetana, Bedřich (1824–84) 
Soleri, Paolo (1919–2013) 
Sorre, Max (1888–1962) 
Sushkin, Vassily (1929–74) 
Tafuri, Manfredo (1935–94) 
Terragni, Giuseppe (1904–34) 
Tönnies, Ferdinand (1855–1936) 
Tricart, Jean (1920–2003) 
Tzara, Tristan Tzara (1896–1963) 
Ungers, Oswald Mathias (1926–2007) 
Valori, Michele (1923–79) 
Venturi, Robert (1925–2018) 
Verdi, Giuseppe (1813–1901) 
Visconti, Lucino (1906–76) 
Weber, Max (1864–1920) 
Whitman, Walt (1819–92) 
Wirth, Louis (1897–1952) 
Wordsworth, William (1770–1850) 
Xenakis, Iannis (1922–2001) 
Yates, William Butler (1865–1939) 
Zanuso, Marco (1916–2001) 
Zavattini, Cesare (1902–89) 
Zevi, Bruno (1918–2000) 
 
 
 
 


