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THE CONSTRUCTION OF AN URBAN 
IMAGINARY: THE CASE-STUDY OF THE 
CERVELLATI PLAN FOR THE HISTORIC 
CENTER OF BOLOGNA (1969)

Ilaria Cattabriga

Abstract
The paper deals with the analysis of the case study of the plan for the historical center of Bologna 
(1969), and especially on how the municipality succeeded in building the general consensus to the 
plan and its success, operating on the phisical and social structures by involving participation, pho-
tography, and traffic avoidance. Those will be considered vectors that enhanced the construction of 
an urban imaginary, useful both for the social and political aims that intertwined in the plan.

Keywords
Historic Center, Participation, Photographic Census, Traffic Avoidance, Urban Imaginary

Introduction
In the postwar period, and especially in the Sixties, in Italy and in Europe, a careful 
attention was directed on the preservation of historic centers to fight speculation and 
to deal with the theme of connecting the old and the new urban structures, intended as 
manifestations of both the physical and social structures of the past and contemporary 
human life [Pace, Cutolo 2016]. The Italian debate about the conservative interventions 
on the historic urban frame appeared in numerous publications before the WWI un-
til the 1970s [Giovannoni 1913; Giovannoni 1929; De Angelis D’Ossat 1944; Cederna 
1956; Cederna 1962; Tafuri 1964; Cederna 1965, Cervellati 1976].
This paper wants to investigate on the case study of the plan for the historic center of 
Bologna (1969) by Pierluigi Cervellati, Roberto Scannavini and Carlo De Angelis and 
on its intention to preserve the social original structure of the pre-war Bologna inside 
the ancient urban center by acting firstly on the physical structure [Cervellati, 1983], 
and tries to answer the question on the cultural construction of the historic city and 
the urban imaginary as forms that shape the perception and use of urban spaces and 
how bodies relate to the city. The plan gave firstly technical evidence of the possibility 
to apply an integral restoration of an extended ancient town as it was the result of an 
exhaustive typological classification of the buildings and their aggregative principles 
that led to the definition of a tested general intervention rule. It operated on organized 
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systems in order to prepare the best conditions for carrying out the role that the com-
munity had chosen for the urban structure [Cervellati, De Angelis, Scannavini 1977, 
104-114]. The concept of typology was also identified as socially characterizing element: 
«a manifestation of constancy of ways of living and doing concretized in similar and 
repeated buildings». The method, in which the primary strength of the plan lied, first of 
all provided for the «recognition of typologies - aggregative units of urban morpholo-
gy - which allowed the identification of invariable forms of the city containing variable 
forms» [Cervellati, De Angelis, Scannavini 1977, 114-115]. Secondly, architectural ob-
jects were compared to find structural analogies, so as to constitute categories of forms 
that could be classified with direct functional applications.
The analysis will focus on how the municipality succeeded in building the general con-
sensus towards the plan through that imaginary by involving, among other tools, and 
in addition to the architectural interventions on the dwellings, participative processes, 
photography and transport changes as the main means used to manage the relation of 
human bodies to the city because they are traceable in archival documents that prove 
the success of the plan [Cervellati, Scannavini 1973; Cervellati, De Angelis, Scannavini 
1977]. Those factors led the analysis as they seem to introduce each other, in turn.
Cervellati described the elaboration of the plan, and the whole theme of the historic 
centers preservation as a «fact of culture» [Cervellati, Miliari 1977, 10]. Furthermore, 
the aim of re-establishing an urban equilibrum between the social and the physi-
cal structure was a special focus of the Amsterdam Chart of 1975, which especially 
marked the importance of the social aspect connected to the historic centers heritage 
as it interpreted the historic structure as a «harmonious vehicle of social equilibrum» 
[Pace, Cutolo 2016, 48-50], able to restore the social structure and its complexity by 
means of the physical structure preservation. It was written at the end of an intense 
succeeding of conferences, prompted by the European Council during the Heritage 
Year1 [Cederna 1974; Benevolo 1975; Cederna 1976]. In addition, Bologna was one of 
the most ostensibly discussed cities, among the considered fifty European cities that 
showed evident historic stratifications, in the meetings in Edinburgh, Bologna, Krems, 
Amsterdam and Berlin (1974-1976) for its particular feature of pursuing the preserva-
tion of the historical center by using housing policies [Dobby 1978] regulated by the 
law of 1967, thus establishing the possibility to act on the existing structures with the 
piani particolareggiati.

Three vectors of the urban imaginary
In Bologna participative processes began with the sociological analysis on the neigh-
borhoods by means of interviews addressed to the dwellers of the residential units to 

1	 Consiglio d’Europa. Comitato dei monumenti e siti, Programma Europeo delle realizzazioni esempla-
ri, Report of the Symposium n. 2, Bologna (October 22 to October 27, 1974). Material donated by De 
Angelis (DAA).
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be restored, mainly focused on four issues: the perception of an image of the historic 
center as a unitarian contest, the existence of a secondary or simbolic communication 
of the historic center or single monuments, the possible contents of this communica-
tion, and their possible semiologic analysis on pictures of monuments or urban areas 
[Comune di Bologna 1970, 207-228]. A second phase of discussions in the neighbor-
hood sees followed, which affected the citizens’ lives and succeeded in creating consen-
sus or disapproval. The discussions had to take place in decentralized bodies such as 
neighborhood councils and associations, because the information and consultation of 
interested citizens was essential to achieve active conservation [Cervellati, De Angelis, 
Scannavini 1977, 134].
To Cervellati participation made possible the control of users. From an economical and 
physical point of view, each new settlement outside the ancient center would have in-
volved an increase in the cost of urban management then in the public budget deficit, 
which, in turn, reduced the degree of autonomy of the local authority. Since the dis-
placement of the population in the peripheral areas of Bologna would have also caused 
necessary implementations of infrastructures, transport, services and routes, the local 
authority could have not coped with it. From a social point of view, the move would 
have created new demands and new unsatisfactory needs, so the discomfort would have 
turned into revolt towards the destruction of the city: users control was necessary to 
ensure both the continuity of the renovation of the urban area and the limitation of the 
peripheral expansion [Shils 1961; Beshers 1962; Castells 1964; Johnson 1964; Cavalli 
1965; Park, Burgess, McKenzie 1968; Wirth 1968; Redrut 1969; Brutzkus 1970; Bellodi, 
De Angelis 1971; Bahrdt 1973; Lefèbvre 1973; Germani 1975; Secchi 1975; Daolio 1976; 
Tutino 1976].
It was therefore important firstly to establish the intervention program, choose build-
ings and users to be involved in the renovation process, and, secondly, to respond to 
the demand for housing by verifying the ability to integrate into the existing neigh-
borhoods. Conservative restoration and respect for social needs had to find a single 
solution of interchange without affecting the principles of diffusion and free choice. 
The only way to achieve this balance was to change the objectives of the regulatory 
plans: from the control of the growth of the suburbs it was fundamental to think of 
restoring the existing structure, highlighting the necessary move from the quantity to 
the quality control, by means of the plan main tools such as participation, agreements, 
typological analisis, change of the buildings’ intended use, and the requalification of 
buildings for new collective use [Cervellati, Miliari 1977, 36; Cervellati, De Angelis, 
Scannavini 1977, 73].
The original PEEP developed between 1969 and 1972 provided for: generalized expro-
priation, cooperation with “undivided ownership”, and “planning of targeted and uni-
tary interventions” for entire sectors of the ancient center. The numerous debates and 
political clashes that took place in the 5 months between the presentation of the Plan 
(9 October 1972) and its adoption (7 March 1973) led also to evident implementation 
changes for the project. In detail, the original idea of ​generalized expropriation was 
abandoned, with the advent of agreements with private individuals, which can be fully 
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considered participative tools since their formulation was agreed with the population2. 
On one side, rent levels in restored buildings were decided before restoration: landlords 
pledged not to speculate on the increased value of the restored buildings, while tenants 
not to abandon the old neighborhoods.
Photography can be considered both a participative tool and a narrative way to analyze 
the city to build consensus dealing with the bodies relating to the city.
During the interviews, articulated in three steps, three types of pictures were used to 
understand the “imageability” grade and potential of the urban elements and places of 
Bologna, thus pursuing, even only in part, analysis methods and studies prompted by 
Kevin Lynch and Jane Jacobs at the beginning of the Sixties [Lynch 1960; Jacobs 1961]. 
They portrayed via Mirasole as an example of a narrow and dilapidated street around 
the large radials, a glimpse of the Davia Bargellini palace, an example of the imposing 
Bolognese Baroque, a glimpse of S. Francesco as an example of sacred architecture.
While conducting a social and psychological analysis on the neighborhoods to be qual-
ified [Tentori, Guidicini 1972], Cervellati and his group used the pictures both as sup-
port to suggest to the citizens a precise urban imaginary and to undestand their urban 
imaginary aiming at understanding the social habits of the center to be preserved by 
the plan to keep the inhabitants living inside the historical center3. The historic center 
was therefore decoded through the urban imaginary of the citizens and an ideological 
recovery, so that its collective use could take place: the common use of a common good 
became an authentic mass phenomenon [Comune di Bologna 1970, 208].
Cervellati, in his writings, had recalled Lynch’s method as it was applied by Giancarlo 
De Carlo in Italy, especially in Urbino, for its addressing the question of the historic 
center preservation within the framework of the general master plan applied to the 
whole territory [Cervellati, Miliari 1977, 24-25], but clearly stated4 that, after fifty years, 
the only possible way to define a sort of participative process in the elaboration of the 
plan was to spend whole evenings in the popular assemblies explaining the plan advan-
tages and, in many articles participation was quoted but the contribution of the citizens 
not described [Cervellati 1973].
Dealing with photography in Bologna is not possible without referring to Paolo Monti’s 
well known census, its aims and method: the goal was obtaining a 

photographic survey as complete as possible and in the best environmental conditions, 
therefore in the absence of parked or passing cars and with the minimum of road signs 
visible in the foreground. 

Particular necessities of the survey were to have as wider views of the urban streets as 
possible including monuments, buildings, gardens and courtyards to obtain a complete 

2	 “Agreement” structure example: Comune di Bologna – Assessorato all’edilizia pubblica, La convenzione 
per il risanamento dei cinque comparti PEEP Centro Storico, report and attachments, 1975, DAA.

3	 Interview to Cervellati by Ilaria Cattabriga and Gianmarco Gardini (Bologna, July 5, 2022).
4	 Interview to Cervellati by Cattabriga and Gardini.
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documentation of the historical city, document architectural details, floors, materials, 
their state of conservation, street furniture and even minimal urban planning solutions, 
after the resumption of urban traffic in order to be able to compare them with traffic-free 
photographs. It was also necessary to provide documentary evidence of the environ-
ment deterioration in the historic center caused by parking spaces, billboards, signs, 
shops, non-original flooring used to facilitate traffic flow, and, finally, to take views of 
staircases, hallways, arcades. [Comune di Bologna 1970, 53; Monti 1979; Istituto beni 
artistici, culturali e naturali 1983, 128].
The traffic and its elimination led Monti’s work to portrait Bologna and regulated his 
activity quickness itself because the work had to be carried out exhaustively in a short 
time, in order to justify the traffic blocking costs incurred by the municipality. In addi-
tion, the most important principles implying the relation of the bodies in the city were 
the «organicity in the survey work in order to make visible the human path of the city 
and its possible pedestrian enjoyment», realized by means of a plenty of shutter clicks 
from the inside and the outside of the typical arcades, «multiplicity of points of view and 
shots, near and far, and various perspective effects» simulating a walking that catches 
long perspectives of entire streets as well as architectural details. The set of photographs 
«had to convey the idea of ​an ideal wandering along the streets on various urban itiner-
aries, with stops in the courtyards and up the stairs, walks in the gardens» [Comune di 
Bologna 1970, 53-56].
Monti’s work leads to the third fundamental vector to let the plan be exported and tak-
en as reference for further interventions in Italy and abroad: traffic avoidance. It also 
introduces the plan’s two different attitudes towards the concept of “exportability” itself: 
on one side, precisely thanks to this perceptual and participative approach, the plan was 
used as model to be exported and reached a huge consensus and admiration abroad. On 
the other side, throughout the 1970s, the antagonistic criticism of the PEEP Plan for the 
historic center of Bologna contested its possible “exportability”, declaring the impossi-
bility of applying the “Bolognese model” to other realities.
On the first point, the treatise of the plan in the book For Pedestrians Only: Planning, 
Design, and Management of Traffic-Free Zones by Alberto Brambilla and Gianni Longo 
[Brambilla, Longo 1977, 90-94] groupes the different reasons and goals of pedestri-
an zoning under four major headings: Traffic Management, Economic Revitalization, 
Environmental Improvements, Social Benefits, and uses Bologna as a term of compar-
ison for each analysis theme purposed. [Brambilla, Longo 1977, 14-27]. Bologna was 
considered a master example for its traffic-free zones, which implied interventions on 
the physical structure in an overall effort both to revitalize the historic core and con-
trol the city’s territorial growth and find a new modern image of the city [Comune di 
Bologna 1970, 198-206], while the social structure and its humanistic and cultural ben-
efits, was implemented with the pedestrian district [Martino March 1972, 4-6; Martino 
July 1972, 4-5]. Historic zones or neighborhood areas were taken from the form of pri-
vate property of the parkings and given back to human life, to human experience and 
knowledge to fight the spread isolation caused by the presence of traffic. This was also 
evidenced in the Catalogue of the 1970 exhibition Bologna Centro Storico, in which 
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Monti’s pictures of the same areas with and without cars were placed side by side to 
compare the “garage city” pictures where the attention was driven to the cars hiding part 
of the buildings and public spaces, and the pictures of the “empty city” reclaiming the 
public space [Comune di Bologna 1970, 189-197].
By preserving the guiding concept of “comprehensive conservation” of the physical and 
social fabric of the center, the pedestrians’ streets, squares and the relevant social life 
were planned in the center with free theater and concerts enthusiastically received by the 
residents, which also helped the increase of the shop sales. If the city had grown beyond 
the limits, the town center could have not given to all citizens the same opportunity to 
participate in politics, and cultural activities. The plan foresaw to restore major unused 
or underused historical buildings to turn them into schools, social centers, community 
meeting rooms and theaters eliminating private speculation and the creation of higher 
income enclaves. Facilities and public spaces were considered by the plan as extensions 
of the private residential, having the two the same importance.
In addition, traffic avoidance helped the urban historic architecture to be protected by 
emissions and vibrations of automobiles. On September 16th 1968 the city council had 
approved the creation of a pedestrian zone and Piazza Maggiore and Piazza del Nettuno 
were permanently closed to vehicular traffic. Therefore, the social and cultural poles of 

1: Cover of the local journal «Bologna. Notizie del Comune», n. 1 and main page of the article by Pierluigi 
Cervellati, Necessaria la partecipazione dei cittadini per la realizzazione del piano per il centro storico, in 
«Bologna. Notizie del Comune», n. 1, p. 2.
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3: Representative pictures published in Borgo, quartiere, città. Indagine socio-antropologica sul quartiere di 
San Carlo nel centro storico di Bologna of the different dimensions considered in the sociological analysis 
carried in the San Carlo neighborhood. In order of appearance they represent the neighborhood; the family; 
the characters and neighborhood relations; the work; free time; the connection between the old and the new.

Bologna which saw in history religious and civil ceremonies or festivals were open only 
to pedestrians; Via D’Azeglio, Archiginnasio and Via Pignatari were closed to the traffic, 
definitely rearranged to permit special lanes for taxis and buses and two large restricted 
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parking areas were created. Simple flower planters at each intersection were implied to 
close the streets surrounding the major plazas and

in accord with a 16th-century engraving, Piazza Maggiore was repaved in brick to con-
form with surrounding buildings. This simple procedure restored the unity which had 
been lost in the 1930s when curbs and asphalt paving were installed in the plaza. […] 
Encouraged by a positive citizen response, […] the streets around Bologna’s characteristic 
commercial blocks were permanently closed to traffic in 1973 [Brambilla, Longo 1977, 94].

3: Cover of the book by Alberto Brambilla and Gianni Longo, For Pedestrians Only: Planning, Design, and 
Management of Traffic-Free Zones, New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1977.
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The citizens were involved in the decision making and in housing policies, and during 
the restoration process, were moved to empty neighborhood buildings not to disrupt 
their social habits. To Brambilla and Longo, after having created the so-called “pedestri-
an island”, the possibility to clear streets and plazas from cars became a new tool to im-
prove urban life and, as organizations and citizen committees in various neighborhoods 
became more efficient, pedestrian streets could begin to emerge in residential districts. 
The most relevant aspect to be considered was that «the power to evaluate whether or 
not a pedestrian street extends[ed] the functions and services of each neighborhood, and 
fully develop[ped] its social life [was] in citizens’ hands» [Brambilla, Longo 1977, 94].

Conclusions: the success of the plan
The “exportability” of the plan was possible as the management team of the Municipality 
described in its different phases and sites by city newspapers, brochures, and national 
magazines, how the methodology used in Bologna could be translated into new effec-
tive plans in the country and abroad by reviewing the issue of private property, decisive 

4: The “Pedestrian island” of Piazza Maggiore, image published in Brambilla A. and Longo G. (1977), For 
Pedestrians Only: Planning, Design, and Management of Traffic-Free Zones, New York: Whitney Library of 
Design, p. 94.
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in creating both new possibilities for the historical center life and tensions and in the 
public opinion. The communication of the plan was arranged by means of the exhibi-
tions organized in Bologna in 1970 and 1974, essential tools to arouse the interest in the 
population of Bologna (1970) and driving force to focus the attention of Europe and the 
world on the Municipality of Bologna (1974).
The success of the communicative structure was verified in the years following 1975, 
when Carlo De Angelis worked in the operative unit for the urban recovery of the mu-
nicipality of Bologna and was responsible to take care of the many representative groups 
willing to visit the building sites in the center. The architect provided the research group 
working on the research project “Bologna 1969: la storia diventa politica. Il PEEP per il 
Centro Storico” a collection of letters covering the period between 1975 and 2000, and 
documents unveiling this undoubted interest in the will to export the plan for Bologna 
showed all over the world after the European Architectural Heritage Year conference5, 
occasion that also enhanced the promotion of the plan on TV programs that permitted 
the knowledge of the plan abroad at all levels.
The attention drawn onto the plan by architects, sociologists, students, institutions6, and 
teachers, was centered on the three vectors described: participation, photography and 
traffic avoidance, and on related themes, which constituted the sector policies of the 
main “comprehensive preservation” aim, such as housing policies, facilities, renewal of 
the university buildings, transports, assistance policy for the elderly and students, poli-
cy of decentralization of management activities, the ways adopted to integrate contem-
porary architecture and the site as well as the rural and the urban areas [Cervellati, De 
Angelis, Scannavini 1977, 69]. The visiting representatives’ interests were also centered 
on the role and responsibility of the local collectivity and administration, the role of 
the university and of the architects at all reflexion levels, the conciousness of the public 
opinion of the problems related to the city, thus their possible actions7, and the intersec-
tion of the regional and local dimensions8.
In 1978 the representatives from the “Buro Oosting” from the Nederlands asked a meet-
ing with the Foreign Office to discuss about the renewal of the public transport solu-
tions, of the traffic and of the pedestrian areas, and about the urban restoration, and 
with the Building Firms to discuss about the constructive solutions adopted9. 
In the Eighties a Japanese resercher Yoshifumi Muneta arranged a publication on the 
case study of Bologna with his professor Myiamoto from the University of Kanazawa 
and many other researchers and scholars studied Bologna to set architectural exercices 

5	 The letters came from France, Turkey, Switzerland, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Spain, Corse, Nederlands, 
Scotland, Japan, United States, South Africa, Brazil, Australia. DAA.

6	 For example the Deutsche Museum representatives in May 1990, letter from Giorgio Dragoni to Carlo 
De Angelis, May 29 1990. DAA.

7	 Letter by the architects Dominique Gojon and Xavier Luccioni (Corse) to Carlo De Angelis, September 
6 1978.

8	 Letter by the Japanese architect Toru Nukui to Roberto Scannavini, July 5, 1999, DAA.
9	 Letter by the “Buro Oosting” to Carlo De Angelis dated April 7/8 1978, DAA.
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and laboratories or to arrange exhibitions about the plan for Bologna as the two in 
Scotland set up in 198310. From September 10 to September 22 1983, site inspections in 
the rehabilitated sectors were organized for the congressmen of the “Corso internazion-
ale di perfezionamento  sui problemi di recupero, conservazione e trasformazione delle 
città” on the theme “Centri Storici: approcci metodologici e prassi operative - teorie e 
confronti”: the plan for Bologna was then one of the case studies object of a thematic 
exhibition at the Istituto San Carlo in Modena showing the national and internation-
al experiences in urban renewal11. In 1989 the corporate planning department of the 
centralized organization of the union of Swedish municipalities organized a study visit 
on the treatment of traffic, and, most interesting, the relationship of the Municipality 
of Bologna with the elderly, mental health, the handicapped, kindergarten project and 
nursery schools, ecological issues on water treatment and the environment.
If, on the one hand, at the end of the 1970s, the interest in continuing with the construc-
tion sites of the PEEP became less active, when the public opinion and the participative 
processes affected the end of the physical structure experience of the PEEP in Bologna, 
on the other hand, in the years following 1975 its social strengthened structure and 
teaching power became evident, precisely thanks to the attention to the bodies related 
to the city the plan had been facing though participative processes, photography and 
traffic avoidance. The social and the physical structures, therefore, continued to be in-
terconnected and self-nourishing in the years following the end of the plan.
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