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 On the 10th October 1948, the communist journal 
Rinascita published an excoriating review written by the party 
leader Palmiro Togliatti, under the pseudonym Roderigo Di 
Castiglia. His vitriol had been drawn out by a collection of  
neo-cubist paintings on display at the Palazzo Re Enzo in 
Bologna. Exasperated at the work before him Togliatti pleaded 
with his readers; why would the authorities in Bologna present 
to the public this exhibition of  ‘horrors and stupidities’, as an 
artistic event?1

 His critique was not purely the reflection of  a public 
intellectual, but a strategic move aimed at establishing cultural 
orthodoxy within the Italian communist movement. It pushed 
for artistic realism which placated not only those within the 
party but also would bring Italy in line with the wider 
communist community. It was a polemic that could not be 
ignored by artists who associated themselves with the left, as at 
the time the Party had extraordinary power with a membership 
in the millions and a infrastructure thoroughly imbedded into 
large parts of  working class life. In fact, in the general election 
held only months before Togliatti had come tantalisingly close 
to winning and establishing communist rule in a country under 
the overbearing influence of  the United States.2 
 While as a polemical device the text recapitulated 
pedestrian associations with the ‘emperor’s new clothes’ it’s  
denunciation did have one clear ideological point; Italy has 
changed, is socialist, and her artists should seek to give 
representation to the working class movement. A phenomenon 

1 Palmiro Togliatti ‘Prima mostra nazionale d'arte contemporanea’ in Rinascita Vol. 10 (October 10 
1948)

2 Togliatti’s defeat in the 1948 election was largely down to a threat from General Marshall that all 
help to Italy would immediately cease on the election of  Communist party. See Paul Ginsborg A 
History of  Contemporary Italy 1943-1980 (London: Penguin Books, 1990), 115

which had not only helped to overthrow fascism, but which 
now, through its mass migration from the country to the city, 
was transforming Italy after the war. Artists were encouraged 
to respond to this rise, through the production of  a realism 
more immediate to the aesthetic preferences of  the labour 
movement.
 The artists under attack would choose to respond with a 
totally different reading of  what was at stake and two months 
later Rinascita printed a defence signed by a group of  artists  
including the painter Renato Guttuso. Dealing with this 
perceived crisis in intellectual culture they recognised that 
artists must free themselves from ‘art without content ... lonely 
and discouraged from the outside world’ which all agreed had 
been ‘objectively at the service of  the ruling class’3. But they 
pulled back from Togliatti’s realist program and instead held 
that  recent developments by Picasso, particularly his work 
Guernica (1937), was an example of  abstraction in the service 
of  working class struggle and had the same possibility for 
representation as any realist rendering of  events. 
 In Guttuso’s view, Italian artists would have to grapple 
with what he called the ‘crisis of  renewal’. A condition where, 
although one must attempt to move away from the aesthetic 
language of  predecessors such as Morandi, one must also 
recognise, as Lenin had, that there will be no ‘tabula rasa’, and 
that proletarian culture will ultimately emerge from the vestiges 
of  bourgeois art.4
 But despite his pleas and considered arguments, the party 
would not reconcile itself  to Guttuso’s view and he moved his 

3 Consagra, Pietro (et al) ‘Per una nostra segnalazione’ in Rinascita Vol. 12 (December 1948)

4 Guttoso, Renato ‘Crisis of  Renewal’ in Art in Theory 1900-2000 (London: Blackwell Publishing, 
2003), 647
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(3) Renato Guttuso Marsigliese contadina (1947). Painted before Togliatti’s attack on neo-cubism in 
Italian art.. 

(4) Renato Guttuso Occupazione di terre in Sicilia (1953). Painted after Togliatti’s attack.
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practice away from the  Guernica like compositions of  
Marsigliese contadina (1947) (3), towards the socialist realism of  
Occupazione di terre in Sicilia (1953) (4). For the party, this move 
towards realism in painting was not only an aesthetic choice 
made in opposition to bourgeois culture, but also a direction 
that distinguished itself  from a form of  art strongly associated 
with the Fascist dictatorship.5
 Considering this position it is of  no small note, that at 
exactly the same time as Togliatti and Guttuso were arguing 
over the what a post-fascist art of  the working classes could 
be, the seventeen year old Aldo Rossi began painting 
compositions mimicking the sparse works of  the fervent 
fascist artist Mario Sironi. Twenty six years after Sironi, Rossi 
revisited the bleak scenes of  the Milaniese periphery in a series 
of  mainly untitled compositions beginning in 1948 (5).6 
Through a process of  painterly abstraction he reduced his 
subject from architectural detail to volumetric form and 
demonstrated an ability to extract from the specificity of  the 
city, its underlying structures.
 This early engagement with Sironi’s work (6 & 7), shows 
a remarkable prescience towards Italian architecture’s own 
future continuation with the formal projects of  Terragni. 
Something which, considering the Togliatti-Guttuso debate is 
not an obvious line of  practice available after the war. While 
MoMa, through flights of  extraordinary historical amnesia, 
would hold an exhibition that saw Sironi’s work as part of  a 

5 For a detailed history of  this period in Italian art particularly in terms of  Guttuso’s place within 
it see Pucci, Lara ‘“Terra Italia”: The Peasant Subject as Site of  National and Social Identities in 
the work of  Renato Guttuso and Giuseppe De Santis’ in Journal of  the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes Vol. 71 (2008), 315-334

6  The importance of  Sironi’s work on the formation of  Rossi’s own artistic development is 
document in an interview he gave to the magazine Flash Art over forty years later. See, Di 
Pietrantonio, Giacinto ‘Aldo Rossi’ in Flash Art No. 149 November/December (1989) 

(5) Aldo Rossi Perferia (1948)
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 (7) Aldo Rossi Untitled (1949)(6) Mario Sironi Urban Landscape (1923)
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movement diligently dedicated to undermining fascism.7 Those 
in Italy were more aware of  the complicated situation 
presented, by seeming and actual complicity with a regime 
whose massacres were only beginning to be marked. 
 The neo-realist move was not therefore confined to 
Guttuso’s studio and architecture’s reaction to this cause was 
later described by Tafuri, as the attempt ‘to identify the destiny of  
their technique and language with that of  the classes that had suddenly 
come to the fore’8. It was exactly these classes that the movement 
(a general tendency, not only art but also in literature, film and 
architecture) attempted to represent. Whether with the writer’s 
pen or the director’s lens the artist sought to follow the worker 
as he goes to the factory in the morning and return with him 
as he walks home. It became the active construction of  a 
vernacular which chose to adopt the common speech of  the 
worker with its chance insertions, sentence fragments and 
improper conjunctions.
 It would of  course not be hard for architects to translate 
this tendency into their own work, swapping the rationalist 
planning of  the modern movement for the fragmented syntax 
of  the Italian countryside. Quartiere Tiburtino (1949-54) (8), a 
residential district in Rome, designed by a team led by 
Ludovico Quaroni and Mario Ridolfi, was the most apparent 
example of  this pseudo-vernacular.9 The chance insertions of  
neo-realist poetry found here a corollary in stairs which start 

7 This extraordinary subterfuge on the part of  MoMA is expertly deconstructed in; Raffaele 
Bedarida ‘Operation Renaissance: Italian Art at MoMA, 1940-1949’ in Oxford Art Journal Vol. 35 
No. 2 (2012), pp. 147-169 

8 Manfredo Tafuri History of  Italian Architecture, 1944-1985 (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 
1989), 11

9 I say pseudo because behind Tiburtino’s rich scenography was a contemporary form of  
construction, so as a work of  architecture it could be argued to be a work of  fantasy.

(8) Ludovico Quaroni & Mario Ridolfi  Quartiere Tiburtino (1949-54)
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out from the pavement to reach an apartment on the first floor 
(9), and balconies added for plastic effect to only two of  the 
three upper floors, leaving the tenant of  the fourth to add one 
at his own expense.
 Carlo Aymonino, who would later teach and work 
alongside Rossi, was as a young architect, involved in the 
design of  the quarter. Looking back on the project in an issue 
of  Casabella from 1957 he recalled Tiburtino’s design process of  
‘studied casualness’. He noted that as well as using playful 
elements the urban composition was itself  in a process of  
overlapping and continually varied perspectives and borrowed 
its scenographic rhythm from seventeenth century Rome. All 
together this attribution of  technique and language amounted 
in Aymonino’s opinion to a study of  the picturesque, a result 
not originally intended by the team.10

 Writing in the same issue as Aymonino’s critique, Quaroni 
defended the project on the grounds that while it would never 
find a place in the history of  art, it was by right an important 
part of  the history of  Italian architecture.11 A conclusion 
almost identical to Rossi’s view that;
 
 ‘... Tiburtino quarter ... after five years we find ... perhaps only nostalgic, 
the sign of  a particular moment in our history - a notable and generous moment 
without a doubt , but incapable of  leading to any wider developments, and 
above all, incapable of  following the events of  a reality which in all fields is 
continually breaking down the barriers raised between them.12 

10 Carlo Aymonino ‘The Tiburtino Quarter: It’s History and Chronicle’ in Casabella-continuità No. 
215 (April/May 1957), xi

11 Ludovico Quaroni ‘Il paese dei barocchi’ in Casabella-continuità No. 215 (April/May 1957), XII

12  This short observation was made by Rossi three years after Aymonino’s critique in; Aldo Rossi 
‘The La Tourette Convent by Le Corbusier’ in Casabella-Continuita No. 246 (1960), vi

(9) Ludovico Quaroni & Mario Ridolfi  Quartiere Tiburtino (1949-54)
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 As one reads the slightly reticent accounts of  the authors 
of  this project, a conclusion develops that this type of  dialogue 
both with the existing environment and the collective 
consciousness of  those that inhabit it, was an act of  self  
censorship similar to that imposed by Guttuso on his art. 
Except that Tiburtino’s construction seems to have been 
cathartic and exhausted this possibility for succeeding 
generations. It may have been one of  those projects that 
provided the forked road leading to engagements with 
collective consciousness but it did not supply the means for 
that engagement which ultimately would have to be sought 
elsewhere.
 Looking a little closer we can cite Bruno Reichlin’s 
excellent history of  Neorealist Architecture, where he points 
our how Tiburtino can be seen as the predictable outcome of  
the Fanfani Law. A peculiar piece of  legislation, that stated not 
only that ‘real men’ do not like checkerboard arrangements 
preferring something more spontaneous, but went so far as to 
state that it is advisable to alternate the play of  walls through 
varying heights, stud them with loggias for plastic effect, and 
vary the perspectives one experiences within the project.13 This 
sort of  prescription is similar in its intention to Togliatti’s 
demands on Guttuso, but interestingly enough came from a 
Christian Democrat with a fascist past, who had realised, as 
others had in his party, that despite being victorious they would 
have to focus on social justice in order to appease the large 
desire in the country for social reform.14

13 Bruno Reichlin ‘Figures of  Neorealism in Italian Architecture (Part 1)’ in Grey Room No. 5 
(Autumn 2001), 84

14 A History of  Contemporary Italy 1943-1980 (London: Penguin Books, 1990), 156

 So Fanfani’s prescription shows that Quaroni’s conclusion 
on Tiburtino can be expanded from a place in the history of  
Italian architecture, to a place in the history of  Italy itself. But 
Quaroni’s brief  commentary on the project written as if  sat 
down on a bench, (or riding a bike wearing a dog collar), 
reveals a further expansion of  the neorealist impulse beyond 
the borders of  the Italian peninsula. 
 During his wonderings through the quarter Quaroni was 
prompted to muse on the meaning of  tradition, and here he 
made an insightful comparison between deeply ingrained 
cultures of  both Italy and Great Britain.15 
 Firstly this comparison is intriguing because, if  we 
suspend our belief  in the genealogies of  Pioneers of  Modern 
Design (English Arts and Crafts) and Theory and Design in the 
First Machine Age (Futurism), we can say that the modern 
movement was not native to either of  these countries but was 
a method imported into two traditions that always maintained a 
complicated relationship with its ideas. Secondly whether 
intentionally (The Architectural Review) or accidentally (Tiburtino) 
both were experiencing at the time a turn towards the 
picturesque. And thirdly and also of  mainly contemporary 
significance, Quaroni’s parallel points to the fact that both 
countries were under the influence of  Scandinavian ideas at the 
time. If  Tiburtino was the example in Italy, in England where 
the ideas of  the ‘New Empiricism’ were far more ingrained, we 
find examples in the work of  the London County Council such 
as Alton East (1958). A project whose ‘people’s detailing’ is the 
English version of  the common vernacular of  Quaroni and 
Ridolfi’s Tiburtino.

15 Quaroni, Ludovico ‘Il paese dei barocchi’ in Casabella-continuità No. 215 (April/May 1957), xii
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 While certainly more promoted by British journals of  the 
day16 ‘New Empiricism’ and its synonym ‘New Humanism’ 
were just as strongly fought over in Britain, as in Italy. As Rossi 
saw no lessons in Tiburtino’s practice the British critic Reyner 
Banham concluded only regressive tendencies within certain 
elements of  the L.C.C.. And the nostalgia that Rossi critiques 
in Tiburtino, allies with Banham’s more acerbic arguments 
against the William Morris revival of  the 1950s.17 Motivation 
for the revival had come from L.C.C. architects with 
membership to the Communist Party in England, exactly 
mirroring the political circumstances that had led to a search 
for a common vernacular in Guttuso’s work and Tiburtino’s 
design.
 While Rossi and Banham are combined in their rejection 
of  nostalgic vernacular, their own work and criticism would 
widely diverge between Rossi’s nuanced continuity with the 
existing forms of  the city and architecture. And Banham’s 
promotion of  the immediacy of  technology and pop which 
intended to put the persistence of  these forms into crisis.
 If  Rossi’s continuity is alluded to in his early paintings, 
Banham’s crisis has its own artistic shorthand in the Parallel of  
Life and Art  exhibition held at the Institute of  Contemporary 
Arts in 1953 (10). The work on display at the ICA was a mixed 
media event with works of  pop, primitivism and technology by 
artists including Nigel Henderson, Eduardo Palozzi and Alison 
and Peter Smithson. 

16 For The Architectural Review’s promotion of  the related Swedish tendencies of  the ‘New 
Empiricism’ and its synonym ‘New Humanism’ see; de Maré, Eric ‘The New Empiricism’ in The 
Architectural Review Vol. CIII No. 613 (January 1948), 9-10

17 Banham regularly attacks this movement and in later years often laments that this revival ever 
took place. For perhaps the most extensive illustration of  his position see, Reyner Banham ‘The 
Reputation of  William Morris’ in The New Statesman (March 8 1963), 350-351

(10) Parallel of Life and Art, Institute of Contemporary Art (1953)



20 21

 What was so appealing about this event for Banham, was 
the potential of  these works of  ‘anti-art’ to break loose from 
the academic canon. For example Palozzi’s Bronze Head (1954) 
showed a form of  artistic practice that had moved away from 
abstraction and towards forms of  a more primitive figuration. 
Michel Tapie’s book ‘Un art autre’ had included Palozzi’s work, 
a text which would have an enduring influence on Banham’s 
critical perspective throughout his life.18

 Ignoring the New Empiricist scene, Banham believed 
British architects were trapped in a Wittkowerian cage of  
measure and proportion which these anti-art precedents could 
overcome through the creation of  an ‘other architecture’ that 
would flow from the unrestrained forms of  post-war pop.
 Crucially this emergent art was in no way similar to that 
found in the populism of  Tiburtino or Alton East. And Banham 
did not translate the primitivsm of  Palozzi’s Bronze Head into 
any kind of  hippy wattle and daub paradise. Instead he 
believed that ‘un art autre’ in architecture would result in an;

‘uninhibited functionalism, free, even, of  the machine aesthetic that had trapped 
the white architecture of  the thirties’19

 The project that gave greatest expression to these ideas, 
despite predating ‘New Brutalism’ coinage by three years, was 
and still is Hunstanton School (1954) (11) by Alison and Peter 
Smithson. It’s parti was definitely a product of  its time. It had  
the same bi-axial symmetry prevalent in British architecture 
since the publication of  Architectural Principles in the Age of  
Humanism (1949) and from a grainy photograph taken at a 

18 For the importance of  this perspective on Banham see Nigel Whiteley ‘Banham and 
“Otherness”’ in Architectural History Vol. 33 (1990), pp 188-221

19 Banham, Reyner The New Brutalism; Ethic or Aesthetic? (London: The Architectural Press, 1966), 
135

(11) Alison and Peter Smithson Hunstanton School (1954)
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good distance, one would be forgiven for thinking that Mies 
had visited the good people of  Norfolk. However it is not  
planimetric composition, or aping of  modern masters, that 
would fuel exchanges in the letter pages of  The Architectural 
review. But Hunstanton’s honest use of  materials, which took the 
functional readability of  the modern movement to its logical 
conclusion. As Banham excellently put it;

 Whatever has been said about the honest use of  materials, most modern 
buildings appear to be made of  whitewash or patent glazing, even when they are 
made of  concrete or steel. Hunstanton appears to be made of  glass, brick, steel 
and concrete, and is in fact made of  glass, brick, steel and concrete. Water and 
electricity do not come out of  unexplained holes in the wall but are delivered to 
the point of  use by visible pipes and manifest conduits. One can see what 
Hunstanton is made of, and how it works, and there is not another thing to see 
except the play of  spaces.20

 The Smithson’s had built into Hunstanton a pedagogy of  
construction. It’s use and construction process had been 
designed into its details creating an aesthetic that Banham 
would call the ‘as found’. (12) It’s readability21 had led to a 
realism of  architecture practice with an honesty beyond the 
formalism of  ‘whitewash and patent glazing’. The deliberately 
crude way in which it was detailed, made occupants and 
architectural historians, aware of  the formal condition inherent 
in materials when they are displayed in their raw condition. A 
reduction that mirrors the art stripped of  conventions and 
canonical references found at Parallel of  Life and Art and 

20 Reyner Banham ‘The New Brutalism’ in The Architectural Review (December 1955), 357

21 It is also worth pointing out that this readability of  construction was also practiced by Mario 
Ridolfi in his design for Viale Etopia, built at around the same time as Tiburtino and Hunstanton. In 
his essay on Etopia Bruno Reichlin quotes Rossi stating that Etopia was bathed in an atmosphere 
of  Neorealism with the same highlights found in the palette of  Guttuso. See Bruno Reichlin 
‘Figures of  Neorealism in Italian Architecture (Part 2)’ in Grey Room No. 6 (Winter 2002), 112

(12) Alison and Peter Smithson Hunstanton School (1954)
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Banham hoped would eventually put the form-objects of  
Wittkower’s followers into crisis.
 But formal immediacy free of  all control and convention, 
was not merely a practice in architectural style but became 
freely applied to the field of  urban design in three articles the 
Smithsons wrote in the mid 50s to early 60s.
 The first of  these articles titled Cluster City (13,14,15), 
answered what the Smithsons saw were the major deficits in 
the modern movements rationalist planning. Against the 
‘checkerboard’ arrangement of  Plan Voisin (1925) they opposed 
the concept of  the ‘cluster’, defined as;

 ... a close knit, complicated often moving aggregation, but an aggregation 
with a distinct structure.22 

 While this definition remains slightly vague the 
illustrations in the article clearly articulated what was being 
considered. For example, one illustrated an aggregation of  
housing vertebrae clustered along spine (15).
 In this fairly simple proposal is contained a new idea 
about the city which not only argues for a plurality of  centres 
and a move away from the radial organisation of  rings 
surrounding a historic node. But goes further towards a 
conception that wholly denies the city as planned architectural 
form replacing that with the design of  an infrastructural 
network.23 
 The importance of  an this foundation was further 
elaborated in Fix24, published in The Architectural Review. On the 
premise that a road network is the urban element that has the 

22 Alison and Peter Smithson, ‘Cluster City’ in The Architectural Review (November 1957), 334

23 Alison and Peter Smithson, ‘Cluster City’ in The Architectural Review (November 1957), 335

24 Smithson, Alison and Peter ‘Fix’ in The Architectural Review (December 1960), pp 437-439

(13) Alison and Peter Smithson Cluster City (1957)
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(15) Alison and Peter Smithson Cluster City (1957)(14) Alison and Peter Smithson Cluster City (1957)
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greatest impact on the life of  the city. The Smithsons proposed 
that roads would ironically become the static elements around 
which city form could develop. So through these articles they 
logically concluded the New Brutalist ethic, by rejecting the 
formal organisation of  the city, for a form whose architectural 
elements attach to a fixed infrastructural spine and come as they 
are found.
 Against this project which deliberately puts the historic 
form of  the city into crisis, we can contrast a proposal 
published only five months prior to Fix by team of  architects 
that included Rossi along with Gian Ugo Polesello and 
Francesco Tentori. Their Project for the Via Farini Zone in Milan 
(1960)25 (16) works with the same problems of  vehicle 
infrastructure and makes exactly the same claims to express the 
‘vitality of  the community’. But it acts in absolute opposition 
to the formal disintegration of  the ‘cluster city’.
 It was situated in an isolated zone of  the city between the 
heavy traffic on Viale Zara and Viale Marche and large railway 
yards to the North. But rather than accepting the degeneration 
of  the city texture that they found in the outskirts, the team 
confronted this condition with a clear composition of  
architectural form which included buildings for education, 
administration as well as trade and housing.  
 Firstly Via Farini does not reject the historic form of  the 
city but purposefully aims to extend its coherence. Its 
monumental towers were designed to create a link to the 
historic centre which would extend the vitality of  the  life 
contained within its architectural structure but used 

25 Polesello, Gian Ugo & Rossi, A. & Tentori, F. ‘The Suburbs Problem in the Modern City’ in 
Casabella-continuità No. 241 (July 1960), vii.

(16) Gian Ugo Polesello, Aldo Rossi & Francesco Tentori Project for the Via Farini Zone in Milan 
(1957)
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contemporary examples from abroad to achieve this.26 
Secondly and most importantly it is not the infrastructure that 
serves as the ‘fix’ but architecture itself. Which acts as a 
‘primary structure’27 around which speculative development 
will doubtless proliferate but will not be able to spill out into a 
formless mass.
 The dramatic differences displayed, by these two 
conceptions of  the city, were not the logical conclusions of  the 
particular circumstances of  their projects or their contexts, but 
instead were drawn from fundamental ideological dichotomy 
active in their writing. For the Smithsons;
 
 We are members of  a non-demonstrative society. We are no longer forced 
by physical needs into the old patterns of  association. Surely we must be mad to 
keep on building forms evolved in previous cultures with their own unique 
associational patterns and expect them even to be convenient?28

 Sentiments more strongly expressed by Banham, who 
believed that developments in transport and communications 
technology, had irreversibly transformed the way we associate 
with each other, to the point that;

‘... the place where everybody has to go such as the centre of  a New town ... is a 
dead letter in the kind of  highly mobile, highly communicative society that is 
implicit in New Town planning.’29

Leading him to state;

26 Polesello, Gian Ugo & Rossi, A. & Tentori, F. ‘The Suburbs Problem in the Modern City’ in 
Casabella-continuità No. 241 (July 1960), vii

27 This term is used in the same way but predates by six years Rossi’s ‘primary element’ category in  
The Architecture of  the City.  See Polesello, Gian Ugo & Rossi, A. & Tentori, F. ‘The Suburbs 
Problem in the Modern City’ in Casabella-continuità No. 241 (July 1960), vii.

28 Smithson, Alison and Peter ‘The Built World: Urban Reidentification’ in Architectural Design 
(1955), 186

29 Reyner Banham ‘The City as Scrambled Egg’ in Cambridge Opinion No. 17 (1959), 24

(17) Aldo Rossi La città e la periferia (1961)
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 ‘The function of  town-planning ...  must now be to ensure that only 
voluntary association takes place and that, when it does occur, there will be places 
where people will want to go to do it’30 [my emphasis]

 Rossi’s own position could not be more opposite, to the 
Smithsons and Banham’s almost wholesale dismissal, of  the 
existing city and the public space within it. Along with 
Polesello and Tentori, Rossi had witnessed the growth of  ‘vast 
peripheral clusters’ on the outskirts of  Italian cities which he 
found socially deleterious rather than progressive.31 (17) 
Leading them to take the position that;
 
 ... the awareness of  the bond between man and the surrounding society 
must be continually strengthened.
 For this reason the commercial centres, universities, cultural centres, and 
public buildings will once again assume formal importance: they will be the 
monuments of  a vaster metropolitan territory.32

 These two radically different stances on the construction 
of  the contemporary city were mostly confined to the pages of 
The Architectural Review and Casabella. But in September 1959, 
Rossi’s teacher Ernesto Rogers and Banham’s allies the 
Smithsons, travelled to Otterlo to take part in what would be 
the last meeting of  CIAM (18). Here the contrasts in Italian 
and British experiences, as well as the ideas that underpinned 
these practices of  continuity or immediacy, had the 
opportunity to come into sharp relief.
 Following the articles that they had published in the 
preceding years the Smithsons’ presented to a group that 

30 Reyner Banham ‘The City as Scrambled Egg’ in Cambridge Opinion No. 17 (1959), 25

31 Polesello, Gian Ugo & Rossi, A. & Tentori, F. ‘The Suburbs Problem in the Modern City’ in 
Casabella-continuità No. 241 (July 1960), vii

32 Rossi, Aldo ‘Directional Centres in Italy’ in Ekistics (February 1963), 103

(18) CIAM in Otterlo. In the foreground on the left; Ernesto Nathan 
Rogers. Fourth from the left at the back; Peter Smithson. First on the 

right Kenzo Tange (1959)
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included Rogers, Kenzo Tange, Jaap Bakema and others, an 
urban scale project called the London Roads Study (19). As its 
name suggests, the project proposed a road infrastructural ‘fix’ 
around which architecture would organise itself. With varying 
densities in the network resulting in varying intensities of  
urban clusters;
 
 By increasing or decreasing the possibilities of  communication, the 
potential intensity of  use can be manipulated. The increase of  density of  the 
traffic net in a given area will induce an increase of  use intensity [of  
architecture] in that area. The road net is, therefore, a tool to produce a change 
of  the pattern - to break down the “density pyramid” into a looser cluster of  
“density high points” (points of  maximum intensity of  use) with areas of  lower 
residential density between. Each area being more specific to its use than those 
allowed by present density “blankets”.33

 Through the negation of  both the existing ‘density 
pyramid’ of  the city and the consistency of  each of  its 
‘blankets’, the project advanced in more detail the Smithson’s 
rejection of  the parts and coherent form of  the historic city. In 
its stead it proposed, an emergent urbanism whose existence 
was no longer predicated on architectural form but instead on 
the the denser points of  a traffic network.
 The roads being proposed in the study were themselves 
based on the existing network of  streets in Soho. However 
while Soho’s flows of  traffic formed the basis of  the project, 
the architecture that had defined its streets was roundly 
destroyed, causing Ernesto Rogers to ask;

Rogers:
I understood that you accept the main directions, what you call streets. But then 
do you accept the streets only as directions?

P.Smithson:

33 Oscar Newman, CIAM ’59 in Otterlo (London: Alec Tiranti, 1961), 73

(19) Alison and Peter Smithson London Roads Study (1959)
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No. If  you examine this we consider there are three types of  streets, and one of  
them is the street which is not a route, it is just a shopping-place, such as 
Oxford Street or Regent Street34

 Rogers’ question implies that there is more to the streets 
than their flows, Smithson agrees but then provides another 
function-definition of  the street as a ‘shopping-place’. This is 
not the other value for the streets that Rogers was looking for. 
He then criticises the scheme for inexplicably preserving the 
street directions of  Soho, while destroying the architecture of  
Soho that brought about that street formation in the first place. 
His central problem with the scheme was this;

I really do not see what will remain [with this scheme] of  the character of  
London in the future35

 The word character is obviously very loaded and to be 
avoided for falling into identity architecture. However what 
Rogers hints at, is the project’s perplexing position whereby a 
reading of  the city is pursued, but not the city as a work of  
architecture but as a network of  infrastructural directions. For 
Rogers this strange infrastructural preoccupation is a rejection 
of  the city. Which he sees as a work of  art mainly based 
around monuments rather than a technocratic diagram based 
on roads. 
 His critique of  the London Roads Study found its 
architectural expression in Rogers subsequent presentation of  
the mixed use tower named Torre Velasca (1950-51) (20). 
Perhaps with a wry smile, Rogers presented the project as the 
purely rational product of  a modernist way of  thinking. 

34 Ibid., 76

35 Ibid., 77

(20) Lodovico Barbiano di Belgiojoso, Enrico Peressutti, & Ernesto 
Nathan Rogers Torre Velasca, Milan (1959)
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 In his introduction to Torre Velasca its most emblematic 
and provocative formal gesture, it’s club-headed silhouette, was 
described as ‘the result of  a very rational design approach’36. 
Which had derived from a space distribution study of  offices 
and dwellings an increase in the floor area of  apartments 
which cantilevered them beyond the facade line of  the offices. 
Any association with the towers of  the middle ages was purely 
coincidental, and the structural gymnastics of  the facade were 
not presented as a play on the Duomo’s gothic form, but 
defined as the simple articulation of  structure, an idea 
‘inherent to any modern architecture of  good quality’37, and 
undeniable to CIAM’s cadre of  functional obsessives 
 Rogers was less clandestine in describing the project’s 
material references which took their hue from the two 
principle colours of  Milan. The bricks of  the middle ages and 
the stone of  the neo-classical period. He also pointed out the 
clear referencing of  the Duomo whose ‘Andova’ marble inTorre 
Velasca’s pink stone. But he explicitly stated that the project was 
not an imitation of  the forms of  the past but a building that 
hints at the ‘essence of  history’ without copying it. 
 It is no surprise that Peter Smithson did not buy Roger’s 
claim that medieval allusions in the project were an accident. 
With wholly inappropriate fervour he accused Rogers of  an 
immoral act rejecting society as it existed today for an 
indulgence in the forms of  the past. But Roger’s thought the 
exact opposite, believing that his own practice also stemmed 
from a dialogue with contemporary society. Only one that had 
recognised that architects would have to move beyond the 

36 Newman, Oscar CIAM ’59 in Otterlo (London: Alec Tiranti, 1961), 92

37 Newman, Oscar CIAM ’59 in Otterlo (London: Alec Tiranti, 1961), 92

strictures of  naive functionalism and begin to deal with more 
collective conceptions of  the architecture of  the city.
 This led him to provocatively respond that perhaps the 
problem is that Smithson thinks in English, and that he himself 
does not have that possibility. Or that maybe there is a morality 
beyond the logical deductions of  rational architecture. 
 But Smithson did not let up and drove the point to an 
extreme political justification, by suggesting that Torre Velasca 
represented a ‘closed aesthetic’ which was equivalent to a 
‘closed society’, while proposals such as his London Roads Study 
were the realisation of  an ‘open aesthetic’ equivalent to a more 
‘open society’, the very ideological underpinning that had 
driven him to the cluster city concept.
 Banham’s own critique of  Torre Velasca was considerably 
warmer than the hostile reception Rogers had received in 
Otterlo. In his opinion the overall work, was a masterwork with 
‘immense character’ and ‘compelling presence’38. But this small 
and slightly reluctant conclusion, was preceded by a patent 
suspicion of  its gothicesque structure and the belief  that 
Velasca represented a tendency in Italy of;

 ex-modernists who have abandoned the accepted moral, social, and 
mechanical imperatives of  the modern movement, and gone native in the 
thickets of  gusto, cultura, storia, and so forth that grow so densely in Italian 
critical discourse.39

 Like the Smithsons Banham was loyal to the functional 
method and naturally suspicious of  any allusions to historical 
archetypes such as the medieval tower.
 He believed that it was only through the connection 
between architecture and technology, that modernism obtained 

38 Banham, Reyner ‘Milan: the Polemical Skyline’ in The Listener (September 1 1960), 340

39 Banham, Reyner ‘Milan: the Polemical Skyline’ in The Listener (September 1 1960), 338
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its moral and social potential. A view which had led him to 
lament New Brutalism’s becoming a style and losing the ethical 
purpose of  its ‘as-found’ aesthetic.40 
 While his critique of  Velasca was accompanied by a 
grudging respect for Roger’s work, his view on the ‘Neo-
Liberty’ movement, apparently a product of  Velasca and 
Roger’s editorship of  Casabella, was almost unreservedly 
hostile. 
 Printed in the April before Rogers and Smithson had met 
in Otterlo Neoliberty; the Italian retreat from modern architecture41 
was Banham’s forthright attack on the ‘betrayal’ of  
modernism’s potential in the work of  Italian architects. While 
famous for the reaction that it provoked from Rogers, what is 
particularly significant for our comparison, is that Banham 
wrote his diatribe not in response to Roger’s own writing 
(though of  course it was a general attack on the editorial line 
of  Casabella), but as a critique of  a particular article by Rossi 
called Il passato e il presente nella nuova architettura [Past and 
Present in the New Architecture].42 Rossi’s article was not only 
footnoted  and cited throughout the text, but Banham included 
in his attack the architects Rossi had reviewed, and used the 
very same images that had illustrated the Casabella article. (21 & 
22)
 However Banham’s critique of  Rossi was a complete 
misrepresentation of  his chosen opponent’s views. In Il passato 
e il presente nella nuova architettura Rossi had described a series of  

40 This critique is part of  what he describes as an almost personal betrayal in the final chapter of; 
Banham, Reyner The New Brutalism; Ethic or Aesthetic? (London: The Architectural Press, 1966)

41 Banham, Reyner ‘Neoliberty: The Italian Retreat from Modern Architecture’ in The Architectural 
Review (April 1959), pp 231-235

42 Rossi, Aldo ‘Il passato e il presente nella nuova architettura’ in Casabella-continuità No. 215 
(1958), p 16

villas by Giorgio Raineri, Gae Aulenti and the team of  
Gregotti, Meneghetti and Stoppino all of  whom displayed in 
his view, a tendency that moved away from the ‘machine house’ 
towards a more ‘traditional concept of  the home. But 
preempting Banham, Rossi did not conclude that turning back 
to the forms of  the middle-class past was an ‘abandonment of  
the achievements of  the modern movement’. Like Rogers what 
he observed in these villas was the continuation of  that 
movement except with a greater engagement with society 
through the historic forms that it had produced.43

 In general Rossi’s tone throughout the article is 
descriptive and never engaged in such a way that the reader is  
at the mercy of  a rhetorical onslaught. But in Neoliberty his 
detailed and fair analysis is described as a ‘polemic advanced’ in 
the defence of  an ‘infantile regression’ back to the style of  the 
art nouveau.44 For example Rossi’s observation that these 
projects developed from an understanding of  the forms of  the 
middle class past, is cruelly paraphrased in Banham to;

 a justification of  Neoliberty on the basis that Milanese borghese life is 
still what it was in 190045

 A claim that Rossi in no way makes, nor would do so. In 
his famous response to Neoliberty, hilariously titled An Answer to 
the Defender of  Refrigerators46 (24) Rogers highlighted Banham’s 

43 Rossi, Aldo ‘Il passato e il presente nella nuova architettura’ in Casabella-continuità No. 215 
(1958), p. 16

44 Banham, Reyner ‘Neoliberty: The Italian Retreat from Modern Architecture’ in The Architectural 
Review (April 1959), 235

45 Banham, Reyner ‘Neoliberty: The Italian Retreat from Modern Architecture’ in The Architectural 
Review (April 1959), 235

46 Rogers, Ernesto Nathan ‘The Evolution of  Architecture, An Answer to the Caretaker of  
Frigidaires’ in Casabella No. 228 (June 1959), v-vi
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(21) Gae Aulenti Residence in San Siro, Milan (1958). As found in Aldo Rossi’s article Il passato e il 
presente nella nuovo architettura

(22) Gae Aulenti Residence in San Siro, Milan (1958). As found in Reyner Banham’s article 
Neoliberty; the Italian Retreat from Modern Architecture (1959) 
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(23) Reyner Banham Neoliberty; the Italian Retreat from Modern 
Architecture (1959) 

(24) Ernesto Rogers L’evoluszione dell’architettura; risposta al cusde dei 
frigidaires (1959) (The Evolution of Architecture; an anwer to the 

defender of refrigerators)
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almost complete misrepresentation of  Rossi’s writing. He 
pointed out the shocking blindness on Banham’s part to a 
review of  Hans Sedlmayr’s Die Revolution der Moderne Kunst. 
Published in the exactly the same issue of  Casabella, Rossi 
clearly stated there, a position against regressive tendencies. If  
after having read Il passato e il presente nella nuova architecttura 
Banham had turned the page to Rossi’s review of  Sedlmayr’s 
book, he would have found his demagogue of  Neoliberty 
arguing that the rejection of  the values of  the modern world 
implied a new barbarism and they would offer no alternatives 
within modern culture but are instead the negation of  that 
culture.47

 Banham’s unfair reporting of  Rossi’s article was obviously 
part of  a polemic designed to provoke so it is no surprise to 
find that its rhetorical caricature would lead Rossi to respond 
that;

 The retreat form the modern movement and the neologism neo-liberty 
are a slogan of  a good and brilliant English journalist that has a sound 
knowledge of  Italian, even to the level of  a tourist; the difference between 
Rome and Milan, the bourgeois betrayal etc. they are judgements more 
traditional and antiquated than Banham believes; the Italian reality is certainly 
different, much more difficult and even more dramatic than he elegantly writes 
(that Italian architects are pleased with his definitions is only evidence of  their 
own frivolousness).48

 Considering Banham’s fast and loose play with the facts 
Rossi’s pejorative ‘journalist’ seems entirely fair despite the 
scholarly Theory and Design in the First Machine Age published the 
following year.

47 Aldo Rossi ‘Una critica che respingiamo’ in Casabella-continuità No. 215 (1958), pp. 33-35

48 Aldo Rossi, Luciano Semerani & Silvano Tentori ‘Risposta a sei domande’ in Casabella-continuità 
No. 251 (1961), pp. 29-32

 What is clear from this exchange is that Banham was 
obviously not reading any of  the other articles that Rossi 
writing at the time of  his review. If  he had read them, he 
would have found, as we can, a line of  thought whose 
continuity with the historic city that was far more nuanced (and 
confrontational) than the libertines he had review (and that it 
must be stressed Rossi had criticised himself). 
 While the work of  the neolibertines, and the architects of  
Tiburtino and to some extent Torre Velasca all pursued an 
engagement which focused on the idea of  architecture as an 
evocative image. Rossi’s own approach to continuity would find 
a much more subtle but just as polemical antecedent in Saverio 
Muratori’s typological understanding of  the city. Compared to 
his peers Muratori’s approach was definitely unique. A 
circumstance well illustrated by his three projects for Venice 
Mestre called Estaurio I, II & II  designed in the same year as 
the Otterlo conference.49

 The three schemes were developed together as a single 
entry for a competition, to provide a plan for the Barone 
residential district at Venice Mestre. Projects entered for the 
assessment of  the Low-Cost Housing Coordinating Board 
were asked to produce a single urban design that would 
incorporate heterogeneous programmatic elements over a site 
of  56 hectares.
 While many of  the proposals submitted by groups 
including Leonardo Benevolo, Giuseppe Samonà and the ever 
present Ludovico Quaroni, dealt with the projected complex 
development of  Venice at the time. Muratori’s scheme 
resolutely denied these preoccupations, through the submission 

49 Luciano Semerani, ‘The Competition for the “Barene” Residential District at Mestre, Venice’ in 
Casabella-Continuita No. 242 (August 1960), ix
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of  three schemes based on a detailed understanding of  the 
types that had developed over the history of  the lagoon.
 The first Estaurio I was an estuary city made up of  a 
collection of  small islands, based on a reading of  Venice’s plan 
from around the end of  the first millennium. The second 
Estaurio II was a series of  self  sufficient peninsulas derived 
from the city’s form between 1000 and the sixteenth century. 
The third and winning scheme, Estaurio III (25), was drawn 
from the lagoon’s development between the sixteenth and 
eighteenth centuries. It consisted of  a street-courtyard form 
with an elongated plan intended to reproduce traditional 
Venetian housing forms.50

 While Estaurio III won the competition, it did not receive 
a warm reception when it was published in the August issue of 
Casabella. For some reason the review of  the competition was 
written up by one of  its losing entrants. Sore loser or not, 
Benevolo sought out Muratori’s method as a denial of  the 
main issues at stake and reversing the ‘real line of  development 
in Venice’51. As it pursued a homogenous rather than 
complementary urbanism to existing Venetian fabric.
 Consistency with the historic environment would not 
allow Venice to gain a more ‘open and polycentric orientation’ 
wrote Benevolo. An argument similar in its sympathies to 
Banham and the Smithson’s advocacy for a more ‘open city’ 
while wholly different from Rossi, Polesello and Tentori’s 
rejection of  this premise.

50 For a detailed study of  Muratori’s work including Estaurio III, See, Tamborrino, Rosa ‘Saverio 
Muratori: City and Region in Post-War Italy’ in Volker M. Welter, James Lawson (eds) City After 
Patrick Geddes (Oxford: Verlag Peter Lang, 2000)

51 Benevolo, Leonardo ‘Results of  recent Italian experiences in town-planning’ in Casabella-
continuità No. 242 (August 1960), pp. ix

(25) Saverio Muratori Estaurio III (1960)
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 But the importance of  Muratori’s entry does not lie in it’s 
deviation from the particular circumstances of  the 
competition, or necessarily the way it expands the existing 
form of  Venice. Its great achievement is actually in signalling 
how architects can engage with a city’s architecture not through 
the naive immediacy of  architectural image (Tiburtino and 
Neoliberty and to some extent Torre Velasca) but through the 
persistence of  typological form.
 This approach had a particular relevance at the time, as its 
emphasis on fixed architectural form, opposed the flexible 
megastructure projects which were beginning to become 
popular in the architectural discourse of  the time. In fact if  
Muratori’s Estaurio III would provide Rossi with the means to 
engage with the existing city, Kenzo Tange’s Tokyo Bay (26), 
also proposed in 1960, signalled the triumphant rejection of  
the city combined with a subservience to function that Rossi 
would vehemently oppose.
 Of  course for Banham, Tange’s Tokyo scheme was the 
‘greatest contribution to twentieth century town-planning 
ideas’52 which is no surprise considering its similarity to ideas 
put forward by the Smithsons. Like their concept of  the road 
network as an urban fix, Tange proposed a chain of  
rectangular freeway loops made up of  suspension bridges and 
from which subsidiary causeways would depart, allowing tent-
like residential units to ‘cluster’ around them.53

 In his tombstone review of  the cornucopia of  techno-
utopian projects that followed Tokyo Bay, Banham revealed his  
belief  in the emancipatory potential of  technology (along with 

52 Banham, Reyner Megastructure; Urban Futures of  the Recent Past (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1976),49

53 Tokyo Bay received a full review by Giorgio Grassi in Casabella the following year. See Grassi, 
Giorgio ‘The City as a «vital service»’ in Casabella-continuità No. 258 (1961), pp. iii-iv

(26) Kenzo Tange Tokyo Bay (1960)
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pop) to lead to the same ‘open society’ that Peter Smithson had 
connected to a more ‘open aesthetic’. 
 This blind faith would not be more clear than in his 
unrestrained support for the ‘zoom-wave styling’ of  the 
Archigram boys. Who he recognised were perhaps a little short 
on theory, but praised their work on the grounds that it had an 
visual spirit more connected to the pop culture of  the time 
than, the interiority of  the academy. 
 But the political hope embedded into the images of  Ron 
Heron and others, is remarkably naive when it pictures ‘open’ 
techno-pop megastructures adorned with signage announcing 
‘emancipation’ (27) and ‘freedom’ . In Italy the ridiculous 
nature of  these visions was challenged by a group parodying 
Archigram who satirically called themselves Archizoom. In 
their own project No-Stop City they drew attention to the 
simplicity of  Archigram’s proposals by showing how the 
pursuit of  a techno-pop utopia was not the emancipation that 
it was believed to be but was in fact the ever greater descent of 
city life into the mechanisms of  capital production. 
 Considering this polemic it is therefore a alarming error 
on Banham’s part to write that Archizoom were Archigram’s 
Italian ‘successor group’ and that their name had been taken up 
in ‘direct emulation’.54 This points not only to a major error of  
scholarship, (which is not the only one present in 

54 For Banham’s complete misreading of  the intentions of  Archizoom see; Reyner Banham 
Megastructure; Urban Futures of  the Recent Past (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), 102. For the 
actual position of  the group and their critical position see Aureli, Pier Vittorio, Project of  Autonomy: 
Politics within and against Capitalism (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2008), 71

(27) Ron Heron Oasis (1968)
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Megastructure55) but also to a lack of  awareness of  arguments 
posed against the kind of  techno-utopias he was encouraging. 
A lack of  awareness represented by closing comments found in 
an article on Archigram in New Society.

 It could still turn out that the round-cornered zoom-styling of  the 
Movement's page-layouts will have quite as much to do with the future 
architecture of  democracy as any Architectural Association Symposium.56

 Maybe it had much to do with the visual culture of  
advanced capital but believing that this is tied to democratic 
freedom is a bit of  a push. It reveals Banham’s own view of  
social change through technological progress. A perspective he 
had drawn from the optimism of  the Labour Party’s 
delightfully named Minister for Technology (or MinTech), 
Tony Benn.57

 But the Archigram guys are the colourful straw men of  
the megastructure movement and Tange’s project had more 
considered cousins in Italy. 
 In the ‘Beginner and Begetters‘ section of  Megastructures 
Banham included alongside Tokyo Bay a brief  history of  the 
Italian elaboration of  megastructural ideas. He included a  
competition for a ‘Centro Direzionali’ (a kind of  business and 
administrative district) in Turin that had taken place in 1962. 
The proposal that had won the competition, was a scheme by 

55  I have also found one further major error in Megastructure. Banham covered the competition for 
the Barene district, where Muratori won with his Estaurio III project. However Banham attributes 
victory to Quaroni’s scheme. For Banham’s misattribution see Reyner Banham Megastructure; Urban 
Futures of  the Recent Past (London: Thames and Hudson, 1976), 66. For a correct report of  the 
competition, see Leonardo Benevolo ‘Results of  recent Italian experiences in town-planning’ in 
Casabella-continuità No. 242 (August 1960), pp. ix-x

56 Reyner Banham ‘Zoom wave hits architecture’ in New Society (March 3 1966), 21

57 For an explanation of  Benn’s own position see; Anthony Wedgewood Benn ‘Horizon 3: 
Technology in Human Terms by Anthony Wedgewood Benn’ in The Listener (June 5 1969), pp.  
778-779

Quaroni made up of  ‘downtown’ towers and elevated freeways, 
a design as far removed as one could possibly be, from the 
Tiburtino picturesque he had worked on nine years before. 
Though Banham praised the Sant’ Elian like perspectives that 
illustrated the entry (a reference he crowbars in to all his Italian 
analysis, at any available opportunity). He did not believe its 
arrangement of  towers and multi-level traffic, provided 
anything particularly new. Instead he pointed to the other 
participants that included the Samona team, Aymonino and 
Achilli, and Tafuri with studio AUA, that provided submissions 
that ‘could be classified without embarrassment as 
megastructures’.58 
 But Banham’s reporting of  this competition contains one 
remarkable, but probably deliberate, omission. Amongst these 
proposals for megastructures, there was one entry by Rossi and 
Polesello (now accompanied by Luca Meda) that purposefully 
challenged the theoretical basis behind that trend.
 Titled Locomotiva 2 (28),59 their proposal was not the 
imposition of  functional immediacy on architecture and the 
city. But was a dialectical  encounter with urban form, that 
reflects, but is not confined to, Muratori’s own approach to 
Venice in Estaurio III. 
 The basis of  Turin’s form is a Roman grid that had 
persistently organised the development of  the city over time. 
It’s effects could be seen not only in the prevailing city blocks 
but also amongst dominant monuments such as Alessandro 
Antonelli’s ‘mole’, whose cubic volume was the direct 
extrusion of  the city’s grid. If  the team had wanted to apply a 

58 Reyner Banham Megastructure; Urban Futures of  the Recent Past (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1976), 68

59 ‘Locomotiva 2’ in Casabella-continuità, No. 278 (August 1963), pp. 48-51
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purely Muratorian approach they could have  provided a design 
that followed the Turinese grid and applied its form and scale 
to the site in question. However what they actually proposed, 
was a section of  the grid expanded to a monumental scale and 
extruded not as a cube but as a courtyard. The result  was a 
singular building absolutely opposed to the open forms of  its 
megastructural contemporaries (29 & 30). Rather than 
celebrate the varied aspects of  the program through a 
composition of  formal fragmentation, its courtyard type 
allowed it to confine and control these functions into a 
coherent piece of  architecture.
 Locomotiva 2  expanded on the monumentality that Rossi 
and Polesello had proposed in their project for Via Farini. But 
unlike Via Farini which had borrowed its formal composition 
from architecture found abroad, Locomotiva 2 had developed 
and confronted an understanding of  the existing types already 
present in the fabric of  Turin.
 Considering Banham’s belief  in the democratic potential 
of  Archigram styling it is important to understand that 
Locomotiva 2 represents Rossi’s contrary view that while you 
cannot have an architecture of  political opposition, a project 
does have the potential to reveal a new political condition. And 
in Locomotiva 2 that act of  revelation demonstrated the 
presence of  a new administrative class in Turin through the 
design of  one single monumental form.60

 Following the submission of  Locomotiva 2 Rossi would 
follow the project’s urban dialogue with a series of  articles that 
sought to understand the forms of  the city in greater detail. 
This collection of  studies included detailed analyses of  Berlin 

60 For a detailed analysis of  this project by Rossi see Aureli, Pier Vittorio “Locomotiva 2 : 
Competition Entry for a Directional Centre”, First Works: Emerging Architectural Experimentation of  
the 1960s and 1970s (London: Architectural Association Publications, 2009)

(28) Luca Meda, Gian Ugo Polesello & Aldo Rossi  Locomotiva 2 (1962)
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(30) Luca Meda, Gian Ugo Polesello & Aldo Rossi  Locomotiva 2 (1962)

(29) Kenzo Tange Tokyo Bay (1960)
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and Hamburg published in Casabella in the early to mid sixties. 
In the introduction written for Hamburg, Rossi explained that 
the purpose behind the project was to begin a vast 
documentation of  both European and extra-European cities. 
The intention being to move the debate on Italian town-
planning towards a degree of  urban understanding that it 
currently lacked in its operation.
 The method by which a real picture of  the city would be 
determined consisted of  gathering information on 
architectural type and urban form, and establishing the 
reciprocal relationship inherent in these two formal scales. A 
classic example of  this would be the urban type of  
Bloomsbury caused by the architectural type of  the Georgian 
town house.
 Through the understanding of  the city in these terms, 
Rossi believed architects would then be able to act within its 
fabric with a greater precision.61 Recognising the different 
conditions of  each particular situation, and expanding on 
approaches like Estaurio III and Locomotiva 2.
 Research in this vein intended to address, the obvious but 
neglected view; that the European city had developed over 
thousands of  years and that this might have something to 
teach us about it’s growth in the future. After all as Rossi 
quotes it is typical of  the stupid man to continually retrace his 
steps and start from scratch.
 With his study on Berlin (31) Rossi demonstrated how 
research such as this could be approached. As Muratori 
discovered forms that developed, during different episodes of  
Venetian history, Rossi searched Berlin for the relationships 

61 Aldo Rossi ‘The City Region of  Hamburg’ in Casabella Continuita No. 270 (1962), pp. vii- viii

(31) Casabella-continuità No. 288 (1964)
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that existed between particular architectural types, and the 
urban episodes formed from the proliferation of  these types.
 His study included Berlin’s C19th division between ‘villas’ 
and ‘barracks for rent’. The first flourishing because of  a 
burgeoning bourgeoisie and a suitable geography of  
surrounding woods, and the second resulting from vigorous 
land speculation. This division in types was later challenged by 
the introduction of  the Siedlungen by rationalist architects in 
the 1920s (32). Whose plans synthesised ideas borrowed from 
Le Corbusier’s Ville Radieuse and Ebenezer Howard’s Garden 
City.62

 Having reached the end of  his study Rossi made an 
observation that would become central to his subsequent work. 
He noted that despite the almost total destruction of  Berlin 
during the war, the city had maintained its predominant 
characteristics, suggesting that urban form had a permanence 
resistant to the intrusion of  a new technological periods as well 
as times of  reconstruction. 
 What is surprising considering the views we have seen so 
far; is that Banham was coming to almost exactly the same 
conclusions, at precisely the same time, in his own 
observations taken from cities such as Venice.
 Published in the period between Rossi’s two studies, 
Banham’s Embalmed City (1963) is not the polemic against the 
historic centre that it’s title suggests. Contained within a 
suspicion of  protectionist impulses in English town-planning, 
Banham outlined a nuanced reading of  urban permanence 
similar to Rossi’s ideas. His earlier views, that the form of  the 
city had been irrevocably changed by vehicle and 

62 Rossi, Aldo ‘Aspects of  Residential Patterns in Berlin’ in Casabella Continuita No. 288 (1964)

(32) Aldo Rossi Aspetti della tipologia residenziale (1964)
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communication technology are maintained, but here gain an 
important qualification in a European context;

 European civilisation can only survive within the characteristic urban 
texture of  Europe’s cities.
 But no individual building need survive. It is the in-and-out weave of  
men and communications among the buildings that is essential, not the 
buildings themselves. No monument is as important to Europe as this texture of 
its cities - and texture is a better term here than Kevin Lynch’s ‘urban grain’, 
because this reminds us that cities are man made, their pattern is not natural like 
the grain of  wood. Every city has its own texture and feel: satin smooth like 
Bath, tweed (with a silken thread) like Glasgow, broadcloth towns like Sheffield, 
Birmingham’s bombazine conurbation. But this texture depends on the kinds of 
thread and their arrangement, not on the threads themselves they can be drawn 
out and replaced without altering the texture. Venice and Amsterdam have been built 
and rebuilt where they stand and remain themselves. The more modern buildings that go up in 
Venice the more clear it becomes that it is not the style or the antiquity of  the buildings that 
matters, but the way in which they stack up human beings within the network of  canals and 
pedestrian ways.63[my emphasis]

 It is clear from this passage that Banham obviously does 
not perceive the same importance of  individual monuments 
that Rossi had explored in the Via Farini and Locomotiva 2. 
However he does formulate an implicit recognition of  the 
relationship between urban morphology and architectural type 
(‘the way in which they stack up human beings within the 
network of  canals and pedestrian ways). As well as the 
persistence of  this form throughout successive periods in a 
city’s history, despite historical ruptures, such as Berlin’s aerial 
bombardment, or the introduction of  modern buildings along 
Venetian canals. It was exactly this type of  continuity of  urban 
form that Rossi would address in his seminal work The 
Architecture of  the City (1966).64

63 Reyner Banham ‘The Embalmed City’ in New Statesman Vol. LXV No. 1674 (April 12 1963), 529

64 Aldo Rossi The Architecture of  the City (London: The MIT Press, 1984)

 In the concepts and categories detailed by Rossi in that 
book we can see many of  the ideas that had been the source of 
inspiration and opposition over the eleven years for which he 
had been writing for Casabella. 
 For example, his study of  Berlin’s three main residential 
types became the foundation for the category of  the dwelling 
area. Which he defined as a residential area where the 
predominant architectural type (e.g. ‘barracks for rent’) derives 
from a shared way of  living. Repetition of  this type then 
creates a homogeneous urban morphology that defines an area 
of  the city associated with that particular way of  life. 
 The dwelling area allows for the understanding of  different 
residential places, by the formal boundaries produced by the 
variations between architectural types. This brought Rossi to 
the conclusion that the city is ultimately made up of  parts that 
cannot be reduced down to generalised functional categories 
such as the ‘residential’.65 
 Inherent differences between urban areas may seem an 
obvious point now but at the time it contained polemic thrust, 
as the readiness of  planners to draw the city into functional 
zones would awkwardly group suburban houses with city 
apartments and reject variations in architectural form.
 The recognition of  urban areas defined by their 
architecture repeated Ernesto Roger’s complaints against the 
London Roads Study. Which had been so dismissive of  the idea 
that what defined the Soho area of  London was not its traffic 
directions but the coherence present in its built form. 
 Completed much earlier than Rossi began work on The 
Architecture of  the City, his scheme for Via Farini that we 
opposed to the ‘cluster city’ concept, provides in its ‘primary 

65 Rossi, Aldo The Architecture of  the City (London: The MIT Press, 1984), pp. 63-81
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structures’ an early example of  what Rossi would go on to 
define as primary elements.66 
 These buildings encompass ‘fixed activities’ such as 
universities, public institutions, commercial space, stores and 
schools, as well as all of  the monuments of  a city. They are 
individual artefacts that characterise not only particular urban  
areas but also the city itself  and would include not only the 
Duomo of  Milan but also BPR’s Torre Velasca.
 Out of  these definitions Rossi then formulated the most 
significant category of  his method which he named a fatto 
urbano and would be translated much later into English as an 
urban artefact. This was and is a very difficult category. Partly 
because of  a translation that implies an individual object when 
in fact it could be a single building, group of  buildings, the 
whole city or even an ephemeral event. But also because 
Rossi’s own examples of  the category mix the singular (Palazzo 
della Ragione) (33), with the plural (The Roman Forum). 
 However whether singular or plural, the pertinent aspect 
of  an urban artefact is that its form has a permanence beyond 
the historical era in which it was built. This does not mean that 
the urban artefact is fixed, on the contrary examples such as 
the Forum show us how an architectural ensemble can be pliant 
towards the developments of  history, while maintaining a 
continuity throughout these changes and during each age 
helping to define the city as an architectural artefact.
 If  the dwelling area, primary element, and the urban artefact are 
categories that allows us to come to a rigorous understanding 
of  the the city as we find it, Rossi also provided the theoretical 

66 For example compare Rossi, Aldo The Architecture of  the City (London: The MIT Press, 1984), 87 
with Polesello, Gian Ugo & Rossi, A. & Tentori, F. ‘The Suburbs Problem in the Modern City’ in 
Casabella-continuità No. 241 (July 1960), vii

(33) Palazzo della ragione



68 69

framework with which we can grasp the forces at work on the 
city over time.
 In the final chapter of  The Architecture of  the City he 
explained how we can discern the economic, political and 
social transformations swelling in a city through the history of  
its land registry and the form of  its plan. For example Paris in 
the revolutionary period, finds its physical form in boulevards 
that came into being only after the expropriation of  emigrant 
and clerical property, that was made possible exactly because of 
the revolution. Its built form therefore becomes a shorthand 
for its political history. Bringing Rossi to the proposition that 
more than anything else the architecture of  the city gives us a 
tangible summary of  its political, economic and social history. 
 The idea of  the city as a historical text is accompanied in 
Rossi’s writing by this opening assertion that the city is a work 
of  art with its own formal coherency. Through the articulation 
of  such categories as the dwelling area he  attempted to provide 
the means through which one could reach an ‘urban science’ 
that could come to a quantifiable understanding of  this 
artefact.
 While it is difficult to argue that Rossi has provided us 
with a method that leads to quantifiable data, I think its is a 
step too far to decide that Rossi achieved only a poetical 
understanding of  his subject.67 There is a rigour in Rossi’s 
approach that while it does not reach the reductionism found 
in the natural sciences is also not purely the flight of  the mind 
of  poetry. Evidence is provided for this by the many studies 
Rossi conducted with students to extensively draw the ground 

67 The position that I am challenging is well argued in; Belgin Turan ‘Is “Rational” Knowledge of  
Architecture Possible? Science and Poesis in “L’architettura della Città”’ in Journal of  Architectural 
Education Vol. 51 No. 3 (February 1998), pp. 158-165

plans and prevalent types of  cites such as Zurich68 or entire 
Swiss Cantons such as Ticino69.
 But perhaps the most convincing evidence for the 
robustness of  Rossi’s method is in fact found in the 
extraordinary number of  parallels between his book and 
Banham’s Los Angeles: The Architecture of  Four Ecologies (1971). 
To the surprising extent that even the intentions behind these 
two texts are almost the same. A point of  fact apparent as 
soon as one reads in the introduction to Los Angeles; 

 What I have aimed to do is to present the architecture (in a fairly 
conventional sense of  the word) within the topographical and historical 
context of  the total artifact that constitutes Greater Los Angeles, because 
it is this double context that binds the polymorphous architectures into a 
comprehensible unity that cannot be discerned by comparing monument 
with monument out of  context.
 So when most observers report monotony, not unity, and within 
that monotony, confusion rather than variety, this is because the context 
has escaped them; and it has escaped them because it is unique...70

 The concern with geography and history, the relationship 
between the city and its individual architectures, the 
determination of  a particular urban uniqueness, and above all 
the idea that the city is a comprehensible artefact with its own 
formal coherency, are the foundational premises on which 
Rossi had built his own conception of  the city. 
 In fact the intentions outlined in this introductory passage 
are so remarkably similar to Rossi’s objectives, that one can’t 
help but indulge in the idea of  Marsilio Editori’s 1966 edition 

68 Aldo Rossi Zurich-Plan (Zurich: ETH Zurich, 1980)

69 Aldo Rossi Costruzione del territorio e spazio urbano nel Cantone Ticino (Lugano: Fondazione Ticino 
nostro, 1979)

70 Reyner Banham Los Angeles; The Architecture of  Four Ecologies (Berkeley and Los Angeles; The 
University of  California Press, 2009, 5



70 71

(34) A still taken from BBC Reyner Banham Loves LA (1972)

lying on the passenger seat next to Banham, as he drove over 
his beloved intersection of  the Santa Monica and San Diego 
freeways (34).71 
 It would of  course be completely characteristic of  him, to 
take a book associated with Roman amphitheatres and C19th 
planning and apply it’s theory to his new utopia of  freeways 
and surfboards. But putting aside imaginative speculation, what 
we can say, is that throughout Banham’s history we can read 
the categories of  Rossi’s theory.
 Beginning with Rossi’s land use analysis, Banham often 
refers to the system of  Rancho boundaries that had originally 
divided the LA basin into property titles. 
 His history of  Beverly Hills begins, and ends, in the laying 
out of  the rancho Rodeo de Las Aguas, by one company and 
one planner. Resulting in an urban landscape of  lightly curving 
roads, moving from boulevard to boulevard and all within a 
strict drawing board geometry, on to which are placed housing 
that reflects the ‘fat life’.
 Adjacent to Beverly Hills, the Rancho San Jose de Buenos 
Aires originally began through subdivision into agricultural 
land but was transformed when the University of  California 
moved there in 1925. Although Banham doesn’t use Rossian 
terms, the University acted as a primary element propelling the 
growth of  the city and in a distinct relationship with the 
dwelling areas around it. As they contained specific housing 
types associated with academics who drive considerably less 
than your average Angeleno.
 In fact in terms of  housing types that correspond to 
Rossi’s own analysis of  Berlin Banham provides us with two 
major examples.

71 Marsilio Editori published The Architecture of  the City in 1966 and Banham completed Los Angeles 
in 1971.
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(35) Dingbat architecture of freeway land

 The first is the residential type from the original pueblo. 
Single-storey adobe buildings, with covered verandas, walled 
courtyards and flat roofs that demonstrate a life largely spent 
outdoors. The second is the lovingly named ‘Dingbat’ (35); a 
two-storey apartment block with an extensive overhang to 
shelter four or five cars at the back and some statement of  
architectural individualism at the front. A type brought about 
by the rise of  the freeway.
 But while we can easily find references to types, dwelling 
areas and even primary elements in Los Angeles. Where can we find 
the urban artefact? Where is the angeleno equivalent of  Rossi’s 
reading of  the Roman Forum? 
 This a slightly more difficult category to discern from 
Banham’s writing, after all going back to the Embalmed City he 
had never expressed the same preference for individual 
monuments as Rossi had. However one candidate for 
consideration, may be the ‘Miracle Mile’ on Wilshire 
Boulevard. 
 The ‘Mile’ began life as a speculation that the prospective 
inhabitants of  affluent areas might want to shop on Wilshire 
Boulevard between La Brea and Fairfax. The first significant 
building on the boulevard was Bullock’s department store in 
1928, which established another type of  a facade placed hard 
up against the street and a substantial parking-lot at the rear. 
Originally the ‘Miracle Mile’ was for the few well heeled people 
who had their own transport. But as the era of  automobile 
matured this type of  arrangement was repeated along Wilshire 
giving in Banham’s opinion one of  the first ‘monuments’72 to 
the age of  auto-mobilism and in Rossian terms an urban artefact 

72 Reyner Banham Los Angeles; The Architecture of  Four Ecologies (Berkeley and Los Angeles; The 
University of  California Press, 2009), 66
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(36) Wilshire Boulevard,  Los Angeles

with its own individuality born out of  a will to form of  
Angeleno life (36).
 But it is here that Rossi reaches for the bell to get off  
because regardless of  the uncanny coincidences we have seen 
in these two studies, Banham’s technological immediacy is still 
read all throughout his writing and none more so than in his 
detailed tracking of  transport’s influence on the artefact of  Los 
Angeles.
 Before he even gets to his eulogising of  the car, Banham 
draws us through a history of  transport infrastructure, that 
begins with the military roads of  the Spanish and passes 
through the tracks and sleepers of  the nineteenth century. He 
is at pains to point out that Los Angeles is not purely the 
determined result of  the internal combustion engine. But in 
fact had already found its form in the railway and tramlines of  
the Southern Pacific and the Pacific Electric Railroad. The 
latter of  which had created 1,164 miles of  track servicing fifty 
odd communities. The Pacific Electric was so active in 
advancing urban growth, that rampant speculation along its 
lines ,eventually resulted in bringing it to a halt and hastening 
LA’s turn towards the car. 
 By tying the form of  the city so closely to LA’s 
infrastructural network, Banham was still advocating an urban 
form that the Smithson’s had proposed over ten years before. 
But unlike Rossi, and probably the Smithson’s, Banham’s 
enthusiasm for the freeways was an aesthetic one. While Rossi 
would write;

A network of  streets always serves only the purposes of  communication, never 
of  art, since it can never be comprehended sensorily, can never be grasped as a 
whole except in a plan of  it73

73 Aldo Rossi The Architecture of  the City (Cambridge Mass. : The MIT Press,1984), 35
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(37) San Diego/Santa Monica Intersection (1964)

Banham would pine;

the Santa Monica/San Diego intersection (37) is a work of  art, both as a pattern 
on the map, as a monument against the sky, and as a kinetic experience as one 
sweeps through it74

 The flying curves of  LA’s freeway intersections, combined 
with all it’s architectural ephemera and pop signage, had finally 
delivered the ‘uninhibited functionalism’ he’d been waiting for 
since Parallel of  Life and Art exhibition of  1953. And would 
lead him on to a strange turn (or return) in what he was willing 
to promote.
 This turn can be read from his reflections in Megastructures 
in which he recalls how during the sixties he had been active in 
advancing the city scale projects of  Archigram, Tange and 
anyone that drew like Sant’ Elia. But that towards the end of  
the decade he was confronted with two compelling sources of  
critique. 
 The first came from a group of  Parisian architecture 
students that he met in 1968 on the second night of  the 
événements de Mai. They put it to him that the permissive 
freedoms celebrated by groups such as Archigram were 
illusory. They were choices determined only by 
megastructuralists and as meaningless as the choices presented 
by advanced capitalism’s consumer culture.75 Ideas and analysis 
very much in tune with Rossi’s (and Archizoom’s) opposition.
 The second came five months later from a completely 
different political viewpoint. In Monumental Folly Peter Hall, a 
professor of  geography from Reading, attacked 

74 Reyner Banham Los Angeles; The Architecture of  Four Ecologies (Berkeley and Los Angeles; The University of  
California Press, 2009, 71-72

75 Banham, Reyner Megastructure; Urban Futures of  the Recent Past (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1976)
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megastructuralists including a brilliant parody of  Banham’s 
own ‘zoom-wave’ prose style.76 He decried how the generation 
coming out of  the colleges decorated with ‘Captain Marvel’, 
‘Superman’ and ‘enormous’ blow ups of  spaceships had an 
inexplicable presence in architectural planning. Fortunately his 
shock had not left him lost for words;

 If  anyone thinks this is a joke, he should start reading the architectural 
magazines to find out what’s in store for him. This new generation are devoted 
to producing megastructures. Megastructures are difficult to describe, they have 
to be seen, but basically they are like everything in Montreal’s Expo 67 rolled 
into one and built about a mile high. They are auto destructive (important word 
that) and auto-renewing, through the agency of  giant machines that perpetually 
roll up and down within them, ultimately controlled by giant computers.77

 Turing architecture into a giant machine that denies its 
formal autonomy, by putting it under the command of  ‘auto-
destructive’ functionalism is very near the crux of  Rossi’s own 
criticism against Tange’s Tokyo Bay78. 
 But here the story takes a strange turn. While Banham 
seems to have moved away from megastructures due to these 
criticisms, the position he took responded to the second 
criticism while wholly ignoring his conversation in Paris.
 The following year, in the magazine New Society in which 
Hall had attacked megastructures, Banham joined Hall, along 
with Cedric Price and Paul Barker to propose a project called 
Non-Plan: An Experiment in Freedom.79 (38) 

76 Hall, Peter ‘Monumental Folly in New Society (October 24 1968), pp. 603

77 Hall, Peter ‘Monumental Folly in New Society (October 24 1968), pp. 603

78 detail Rossi’s position

79 Banham, Reyner, Paul Barker, Peter Hall & Cedric Price ‘Non-Plan: An Experiment in 
Freedom’ in New Society (March 20 1969), pp 435-443

(38) Reyner Banham, Paul Barker, Peter Hall & Cedric Price Non-plan 
(1969)
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 As its title suggests Non-Plan asked the question what 
would happen if  there was no plan? What would be built, if  
three large areas of  the country including the East Midlands, 
Nuthampstead and the area made up of  the Isle of  Wight, 
Portsmouth and Southampton were freed of  planning 
regulation and town-planning drawing boards? They suggest 
that;

 At the least, one would find out what people want; [and] at the most one 
might discover the hidden style of  mid-20th century Britain80

 They had no qualms in speculating, or hoping, what that 
style might be. While it barely gets a mention LA is writ large 
all over the autotopia presented in Non-Plan. Not only because 
it believes the filling station is a ‘notable cause of  change’ but 
also because it dreams of  motels and restaurants strung out 
along the A120 heading towards Stansted airport .
 The architecture that would spring up from this 
experiment would be low-rise, spacious and reliant on the car, 
in short a Californian landscape drawn in all its glory in the 
accompanying illustration (39). 
 This seems a far cry from the large scale ‘spaceships’ of  
Banham’s megastructural past, or even, what I suspect to be an 
almost daily referencing of  Sant’ Elia’s drawings. But in fact 
Non-Plan explores what Banham has sought throughout his 
writing from Parallel of  Life and Art, through, Hunstanton, Cluster 
City, Tange, Archigram and ending in Los Angeles because;

 Most importantly for Non-Plan, it is frenetic and immediate  culture, based 
on the rapid obsolescence cycle.81[my italics]

80 Banham, Reyner, Paul Barker, Peter Hall & Cedric Price ‘Non-Plan: An Experiment in 
Freedom’ in New Society (March 20 1969), pp 436

81 Banham, Reyner, Paul Barker, Peter Hall & Cedric Price ‘Non-Plan: An Experiment in 
Freedom’ in New Society (March 20 1969), pp 442

(39) Reyner Banham, Paul Barker, Peter Hall & Cedric Price Non-plan 
(1969)
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 Non-plan therefore represents the clearest exposition of, 
Banham’s ongoing promotion, of  anything at all that would 
put the formal traditions of  architecture or the city under a 
crisis of  immediacy brought about by either technology or 
pop, preferably both.
 While one can admire Banham’s consistent advocacy of  
his two beloved cultures, it is important to challenge his belief, 
that this ‘open aesthetic’ (seemingly defined by signage (40)) 
represented a more ‘open society’ and that Non-Plan could 
actually be an experiment in freedom.
 While in his own time pop could be called a revolution, in 
our’s it has become the established lingua franca of  a tertiary 
economy. If  it may have appeared to set people free in the past 
it was an illusory freedom that in our post-Thatcherite era we 
can define as a new conformism that Banham in Non-Plan was 
too early to appreciate. 
 In fact it is insightful to point to a RIBA interview with 
Michael Heseltine, a minister in Thatcher’s from 1981. In a 
brief  conversation held in his Marsham Street Office, the 
Secretary of  State for the Environment, preached the same 
hatred of  conformism and the planning system combined with 
a love of  the more ‘individualistic approach to life [in] a much 
freer society [America]’82 that Banham had written of  twelve 
years earlier in Non-Plan. Except that this was the same 
Heseltine that the year before had begun an attrition against 
one of  the largest social housing stocks in western Europe, 
through the insidious proposal of  the ‘right to buy’. 
 Social housing was the one part of  the welfare state that 
Thatcher’s government knew they had a good chance of  
dismantling. And in the end they were proven right, when years 

82 Stevens, Ted ‘Political Designs’ in RIBA Journal (May 1981), 44

(40) Reyner Banham, Paul Barker, Peter Hall & Cedric Price Non-plan 
(1969)
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(41) Giorgio Grassi & Aldo Rossi San Rocco (1966).

later more housing stock would move over to private hands in  
Blair’s labour government than it ever did in almost two 
decades of  conservative rule.
 This may have ‘set people free’ to buy their own homes 
but it also removed the security of  state housing which itself  
had allowed for a freedom of  life unburdened by mortgage 
debt.
 It is more than likely that Banham would dismiss this little 
bit of  political history. But it is nonetheless useful to note that 
if  Guttuso’s move towards realism was a conformism to a 
Communist Party line, then the ‘freedom’ of  Non-Plan would 
find it’s own conformity in the spurious individualism of  
Thatcher-Reaganite economics.
 It is here that we make one final turn back to Rossi to 
look at a project with an entirely different approach both to 
architecture and it’s political potential. San Rocco (1966)83 (41), 
was a design for a housing project in Monza, proposed after 
The Architecture of  the City was published and designed in 
collaboration with Giorgio Grassi. It’s continuity is one of  
architecture reliant on the architectural types of  the courtyard, 
the gallery and the grid-iron. They are typological motifs not 
necessarily tied to their context (Estaurio III) or in dialectical 
relationship with it (Locomotiva 2). 
 If  The Architecture of  the City had been Rossi’s defence of  
the formal autonomy of  the city against the imposition of  
functional determinism, then San Rocco was an accompanying 
search for architectural autonomy not necessarily engaged with 
it’s adjacent urban surroundings. In Banham’s own terms it 
shows that Rossi’s theoretical work does not lead to a ‘keeping 
in keeping’. 

83 From Giorgio Grassi & Aldo Rossi ‘Due Progetti’ in Lotus No. 7 (1970)
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 Through these forms Rossi and Grassi also reaffirmed 
the very types of  collective association that we saw Banham 
and the Smithsons declare dead over ten years earlier. The 
courtyard and gallery types were applied in San Rocco to deliver 
a collective space not present in speculative housing. An action  
born out of  a wholly different conception of  political agency 
than Non-plan, based upon collective solidarity rather than 
personal flexibility.
 San Rocco is a considered continuity with architectural 
form intricately bound up with a promotion of  collective 
association, that we can oppose to the utter crisis of  
architectural form and rampant individualism found in Non-
Plan. An opposition that can be seen in the very material used 
to convey the projects. The first shown by clear orthographic 
drawings and a 1:500 scale model. The second relayed through 
a series of  regional diagrams and photos of  signage.84

 Flowing through these projects is the full force of  the 
two lines of  critical development we have seen through 
publications produced over a period of  more than twenty 
years. Trajectories that were strong in their advocacy and 
admirable in their consistency. 
 So in the end, after this effort at chronological accuracy, 
this is not a historic essay, but a choice. I’m sure it’s obvious 
from the tone of  the text, what my own answer to the title’s 
question would be. However it is only my own answer. And 
what Banham and Rossi have presented us with, is a choice 
between two very different, but highly consistent and well 
formulated positions. 

84  The proliferation of  photographs of  signage in Non-Plan was a deliberate move made by its 
authors not to define what the architecture would be. See; Barker, Paul ‘Non-Plan Revisited; or the 
real way cities grow’ in Jeremy Aynsley and Harriet Atkinson (ed.) The Banham Lectures (Oxford & 
New York: Berg)

 While I have attempted to relate these two stances 
accurately and through the context of  their particular period, I 
must stress they represent ideas and attitudes that I could not 
find more resoundingly applicable to our own time. And for 
which I think Rossi and Banham’s articulation still provide the 
most fruitful evidence. 
 For example, it has to be admitted that Banham’s 
proselytising of  an immediate architecture has been particularly 
prophetic. While we are certainly not experiencing any kind of  
‘uninhibited functionalism’, we are very definitely witnessing a 
crisis of  form driven by an economy at a speed that one 
doubts even Banham could outstrip. There is no shortage of  
ideas, but the idea that architecture has its own formal 
language, is often, but not always, estranged for potent and 
readable signs that use architecture as image (Hunstanton and 
Archigram), and ignore its inherent form (Locomotiva and San 
Rocco). Whether we believe that this immediacy is in any way 
the expression of  an open society, or the uninhibited force of  
a global economy producing images at an ever increasing rate is 
still subject to debate. 
 We can, and should, argue over this and the many ideas 
that underpin these two positions. But conclusion on these 
questions is entirely out of  the scope of  this brief  history, so 
again I draw back, and can only say that what we have is a clear 
choice; Rossi or Banham? Continuity or Crisis? Ernesto’s 
memorable question still remains.
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