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Reference and Contemporaneity
Introduction

Dietrich Erben and Carsten Ruhl

Contemporary Relevance and Historiological Framework 

Contemporaneity is once again in high demand. Together with its dialectical 
counterpart—reference to the past—it has moved to the center of debates 
that concern both politics and society, as well as historiological theory. Since 
February 2022, the history of Russian expansion has become a prominent 
case study in how ideology shapes historical interpretation.ښ Following the 
occupation of Crimea in 2014 and Russia’s expanded invasion of Ukraine in 
winter 2022, several prominent Eastern European historians and political 
scientists have called for a fundamental reassessment of Russian history. 
They trace todayܼs imperialism back to the Moscow Tsarist /mpire in the 
midܮsiǡteenth century and even further to the Mongol /mpire of the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries. This eǡtensive historical framework, they 
claim, enables us to eǡplain ¦ussiaܼs ܹspecial pathܺ of development. The pres-
ent thus serves as an impulse for reevaluating the past. In opposition to this 
historical reinterpretation is a perspective strictly focused on contemporary 
factors. Advocates of this view argue that when analyzing the Russian in-
vasion, a historical timeframe of merely two to three decades—roughly one 
generationܪis suǲȀcient. They maintain that Putinܼs imperial practices are 
retroactively ŠustiȀed through historical rhetoric that ultimately has a Ȁc-
tional relationship to the past, while being entirely oriented toward present 

1  On the debate see Gerd foenen, Aܹnmerkungen zu Putinܺ, in ðeitschriǼt für Sdeenܮ
geschichte 16, no. 4 (2022), 67–82.
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concerns. They caution against rewriting history without new source mate-
rials to support such revisions.

The history of colonialism and the systems of slavery entwined with it is 
another area where debates about contemporaneity and historical reference 
have intensiȀed in recent years. These discussions eǡtend beyond how we 
understand the past to more complex questions: Do the descendants of those 
who were colonized and enslaved—people who have been or continue to be 
subjugated—have a privileged position in historical discourse today? Fur-
thermore, can these individuals—as people who remain actively or struc-
turally oppressed—access and articulate historical truths that uninvolved 
contemporaries cannot?

There are many eǡamples of such discussions, which concern fundamen-
tal issues and can naturally be applied to architectural history as well.ڛ The 
core question is twofold: On the one hand, should history primarily serve as 
a commemorative political force for identity formation among various social 
groups? Under this view, historical research and criticism should align the 
past with the normative expectations of the present. On the other hand, an 
alternative perspective insists that history, as an enlightening force, should 
primarily illuminate historical contingencies and discontinuities. In this 
case, history should emphasize strangeness and alterity as distinct from the 
present and thereby evade the imperative of relating the past to present-day 
identity politics.

Historian Lynn Hunt has articulated the fundamental question of 
the relationship between normativity rooted in contemporary standards 
and interpretation of the past based on historical distance in these terms: 

 the tendency to interpret the (ڐ) ܋resentism besets us in two diǲferent waysܢPܡܹ
past in presentist termsܗ and (ڑ) the shiǼt of general historical interest toward 
the contemporary period and away from the more distant past.”ڜ Both ap-
proaches involve the opposition of “strangeness” and “sameness”: Does his-

2  FranĞois Hartog, ¦Īgimes dܻhistoricitĪ. PrĪsentisme et eǡpĪriences du temps 
(Paris܋ /ditions du Seuil, ڒڏڏڑ)ܗ Martin Sabrow, ðeitenwenden in der ðeitgeschichte 
(GƆttingen܋ àallstein, ڒڑڏڑ), especially ږڗܫڗږ.

3  Lynn Hunt, “Against Presentism,” in Perspectives On History (ڑڏڏڑ) ڐ, https://www.
historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/may-2002/

against-presentism. See also the further discussion by James H. Sweet, “Is History 

Historyܓ Sdentity Politics and Teleologies of the Present,” in Perspectives On History 
17 (2022), https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-

https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/may-2002/against-presentism
https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/may-2002/against-presentism
https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/may-2002/against-presentism
https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/september-2022/is-history-history-identity-politics-and-teleologies-of-the-present.
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torical analysis still attempt to identify what distinguishes the past from our 
present, allowing the past to retain its foreignness? Or do we appropriate the 
past by aligning it with current normative standards, not only considering 
present-day normative values and ways of thinking in our analysis, but actu-
ally making them the primary focus of historical understanding? To use the 
terminology developed in this volume: Are we engaged in an incessant crit-
ical delegitimization of present-day identity politics through history when 
dealing with systems of historical reference? Or are we conducting an equal-
ly critical examination of the past that is largely committed to contemporary 
norms, but which risks contributing to a presentist erasure of historyܓ Put 
diǲferently, is it possible to make distanced reference to history, or is the past 
only available in the form of a contemporary culture of remembrance?

The essays in this volume demonstrate that, while we cannot escape the 
opposition between reference and contemporaneity, we need not stop at 
merely identifying it. One productive approach lies in making referential 
relationships historically concrete and naming them precisely—or acknowl-
edging the futility of avoiding them. This process always involves interpret-
ing entanglements between diǲferent media. Film and photo historian Sieg-
fried Kracauer, who was also an important critic of architecture, discusses 
an early and remarkably compleǡ eǡample in his Ȁnal book, History: The Last 
Things Before The Last,ڝ published posthumously in ژڕژڐ. There, he eǡplores 
the possible connections between the invention of photography in the ڏڒڗڐs 
and the simultaneous emergence of the ideal of objectivity in the historical 
sciences. The comparison between photography and historiography is only 
possible because both involve media. Moreover, fracauer assigns historiog-
raphy a decidedly ܹ photographicܺ task܋ ܹ The universe of the historian consists 
of the same stuǲf as our everyday world.ܺ History is about life in the sense of 
every-day experience: “the life that lies on the path of our everyday experi-
ence.” Kracauer reports that many historians of the mid and late nineteenth 
century were aware of the parallels and diǲferences between their work and 

history/september-2022/is-history-history-identity-politics-and-teleologies-of-the-
present.

4  Siegfried fracauer, History܋ The hast Things �efore The hast (ܗژڕژڐ repr., Princeton܋ 
Markus àiener Publishers, ܗ(ڔژژڐ the following ơuotations and paraphrases are from 
pages ڗړܫڔړ. On fracauer as an architecture critic, see Carsten ¦uhl, fracauerܼs 
Architecture܋ The Ornamental tature of the tew Capitalist Order (àeimar܋ M �ooks, 
2022).

https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/september-2022/is-history-history-identity-politics-and-teleologies-of-the-present.
https://www.historians.org/research-and-publications/perspectives-on-history/september-2022/is-history-history-identity-politics-and-teleologies-of-the-present.
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that of photographers. Heinrich Heine already referred to his Paris reports, 
published in ړڔڗڐ under the title Lutezia, as a “history book like a daguerreo-
type, in which each day captures its own image.” It was a commonly ex-
pressed idea that both photography and historiography were concerned with 
capturing reality, be it contemporary reality or a distant past no longer di-
rectly observable but only imaginable through visual or written sources. His-
torians, however, saw diǲferences between their methods of representation 
and those of photography. Johann Gustav Droysen dismissed the notion of 
turning historians into “cameramen”; rather, he saw them as narrators of the 
past. hewis tamier saw the historian not as a photographer, but as a painter܋ 
it was important to compose and emphasize what was signiȀcant, not ܹto 
reproduce everything that the eye captures.”

The comparison between historiography and photographyܪwhich 
has been familiar since the middle of the nineteenth century and to which 
Kracauer draws attention—once again poses the question of reference and 
contemporaneity. For one thing, the then-modern medium of photography 
became a media reference that reshaped the prevailing understanding of 
the traditionܮladen discipline of historiography. Moreover, the obŠects of the 
past that were referenced were themselves modernized within that contem-
porary conteǡt by being subŠected to new scientiȀc standards of obŠectivity 
and reality.

Methodical Considerations Concerning Reference and 
Contemporaneity in Architecture

As we can see, the relationship between reference and contemporaneity is 
inherently challenging. This applies to history in general and conseơuently 
to the history of architecture as well. The concept for this volume and the 
conference on which it is basedڞ thus begins with a working hypothesis: there 
exists a fundamental tension between these two concepts in the production 
of architecture.

5  ܹ ¦eferenz und ðeitgenossenschaǼt ܘ ¦eference and Contemporaneity,ܺ  conference in 
Frankfurt am Main, Goethe Universität, ڒڑڏڑ.ڔڏ.ڒڐܫڐڐ. Organized by Dietrich /rben 
(TU München) und Carsten ¦uhl (Goethe Universität Frankfurt am Main).
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Just as thinking in general relies on “varieties of reference,”ڟ architec-
tural reǴ lection depends on a variety of referential constructions܋ referenc-
es are, we might say, a cognitive inevitability in both domains. The concept 
of similarity, which has been discussed across various disciplines in recent 
years,ڠ oǲfers a particular way of understanding reference. Seen from a con-
temporary political perspective, this discussion stems partly from the search 
for a compromise-oriented path through today’s intensifying identity pol-
itics. The concept of similarity responds to the relentless confrontational 
emphasis on diǲferences, the mutual boundaryܮdrawing between identity 
groups, and action within strictly binary frameworks by oǲfering a ܹ bothܮandܺ 
alternative܋ ܹThe focus on similarity and its associated concepts of cohesion 
and contiguity attempts to account for instances of interconnection, overlap, 
and gradation in cultural contexts. Similarity is an intentionally imprecise 
concept, a relational concept.”ڡ Moreover, the references established through 
similarity are not necessarily historical, but can equally signal strong con-
nections to the present and what is currently relevant.

Following this paradigm, architectural references can only be under-
stood through relationships of similarity. References do not stand in a rela-
tionship of identity with their models, but one of resemblance. Unlike copies, 
quotations, and mimetic adaptations of source material, references are not 
true to detail; rather, they modernize their source material and adapt it to 
contemporary contexts. Sociologist Gabriel Tarde recognized this as early as 
1890 in Les lois de l’imitation, identifying similarity relationships as a logical 
principle of cultural evolution. For Tarde, the reference frame of his era was, 

6  Gareth /vans, The ßarieties of ¦eference, ed. dohn McDowell (tew æork܋ Oǡford 
University Press, ڑڗژڐ).

7  On the approach see Gerald Funk, Gert Mattenklott, Michael Pauen, eds., Symbole 
und Signaturen. Charakteristik und Geschichte des Ähnlichkeitsdenkens, Ästhetik 
des �hnlichen. ður Poetik und funstphilosophie der Moderne (Frankfurt am 
Main܋ Suhrkamp, ڐڏڏڑ), as well as the research report for a fonstanz proŠect 
and the publications of the project participants: Anil Bhatti, Dorothee Kimmich, 
Albrecht foschorke, ¦udolf SchlƆgl, dürgen àertheimer, eds., �ܹhnlichkeit. /in 
kulturtheoretisches Paradigma,ܺ  in Snternationales Archiv für Sozialgeschichte der 
deutschen hiteratur ږړܫڒڒڑ ,(ڐڐڏڑ) ڕڒ, httpsܘܘ܋doi.orgܘڔڐڔڐ.ڏڐܘiasl.ڗڐڏ.ڐڐڏڑ; Anil Bhatti 
and Dorothee fimmich, eds., �hnlichkeit. /in theoretisches Paradigma (fonstanz, 
 ܋Dorothee fimmich, Sns Ungefähre. �hnlichkeit und Moderne (fonstanz ܗ(ڔڐڏڑ
fonstanz University Press, ږڐڏڑ).

8  �hatti et al., �ܹhnlichkeit,ܺ .ڔړڑ 

https://doi.org/10.1515/iasl.2011.018
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of course, historicism, which continuously invoked various historical styles. 
æet even within historicism, he claimed, evolution occurred not through rep-
etition but through variation܋ ܹàe do not demand the eǡpression of Ǵ leet-
ing impressions from architecture or music, impressions that are borrowed 
from foreign or from dead and artiȀcially restored civilisationsܗ we demand 
from them a vivid expression and reproduction of the impressions that are 
wrought into our life.”ڢ Tarde distinguishes between “fashion” and “custom”: 
while fashion displays little formal variation because it relies on established, 
proven functional solutions, custom exhibits continual variation and accel-
erates formal change. Even fashions, however, involve reference-making 
and create similarities. According to Tarde, the Renaissance was a special 
form of “re-birth”: “Greek and Latin antiquity was strongly Italianised. Be-
sides, this innovation was only a fashion following, like any other, in the tail 
of certain discoveries, namely, the archaeological discoveries resulting from 
the diggings in the sacred soil of antique Rome or in the libraries of the mon-
asteries.”ڙښ

The concept of referenceܪunderstood broadly as ways of invoking oth-
er thingsܪproves robust and readily applicable. The contributions collected 
here examine a broad spectrum of intermedial, interdisciplinary, and inter-
cultural references, conȀrming both the cognitive necessity of references 
and referencing’s status as a ubiquitous cultural technique.ښښ The reference 
system of language generally operates through a triad of word-object-mean-
ing: a word refers to other words, establishes a relationship to an object it 
denotes, and ultimately points to a concept it represents. The word ܹhouseܺ 
denotes the physical reality of a house and conveys its meaning as a place of 
human habitation. Beyond this, references as cognitive phenomena can be 
categorized as temporal, spatial, obŠectܮbased, or eventܮbased. Possible ref-

9  Gabriel Tarde, hes lois de lܼimitation. /tude sociologiơue (Paris܋ FĪliǡ Alcan, ڏژڗڐ)ܗ 
Gabriel Tarde, The haws of Smitation (ܗڒڏژڐ repr., Gloucester, MA܋ Peter Smith, ڑڕژڐ), 
.ړڔڒ

10  Tarde, The haws, ڒڕڒ.
11  From the interdisciplinary (and therefore diǲȀcult to survey) literature, see, from a 

linguistic perspective, Mark Teǡtor, ed., teue Theorien der ¦eferenz (Paderborn܋ 
�rill, ړڏڏڑ) and, more generally, Philipp àolf, entry on ܹ¦eferenzܺ in Metzler heǡikon 
hiteraturܮ und fulturtheorie܋ Ansätze ܫ Personen ܫ Grundbegriǲfe (ڗژژڐ), ed. 
Ansgar tünning, ڔth ed. (Stuttgart܋ Metzler, ڒڐڏڑ), ڒړܫڑړڕ, which includes a further 
bibliography.
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erence objects can also include mental models, conceptual images, or theo-
ries. These classiȀcations reơuire further speciȀcation in particular conteǡts. 
For instance, when discussing the “Gothic cathedral in France,” time, place, 
object, and model are invoked in equal measure. Similarly, characterizing a 
building as ܹfunctionalܺ oǼten references scientiȀc ideals such as obŠectivity, 
rationality, and progress. The linguistic reference system becomes particu-
larly compleǡ with metaphors. St is even possible for a speciȀc meaning to be 
obscured or undermined by the linguistic term used to express it, as studies 
of metaphor have demonstrated.ڛښ At the same time, however, metaphors—
like references in general—can serve to legitimize concepts and confer au-
thority.

Unlike the concept of reference, the concept of contemporaneity, as far as 
we can see, has yet to be methodologically clariȀed. àe will therefore outline 
some considerations regarding its theoretical scope based on individual ex-
amples. Firstly, contemporaneity should be distinguished from the concepts 
of modernity and actuality (Aktualität—which can be understood as rele-
vance in the immediate present). According to its conceptual history, which 
reaches back to antiquity, modernity refers to the relationship between old 
and modern (antiơuusܘmodernus). This distinction continued for centuries 
until ܹmodernܺ itself Ȁnally became an attribute of the modern epoch.ڜښ Ac-
tuality, by contrast, refers to the relevance of a phenomenon primarily in its 
temporal dimension. In art history, the concept has been viewed ambiva-
lently. From the perspective of the philosophy of art, George Kubler observes: 

ܹæet the instant of actuality is all we ever can know directly. The rest of time 
emerges only in signals relayed to us at this instant by innumerable stages 
and by unexpected bearers.”ڝښ Carl Einstein, on the other hand, commenting 

12  Petra Gehring, ܹ/rkenntnis durch Metaphernܓ Methodische �emerkungen zur 
Metaphernforschung,ܺ  in Metaphern in àissenskulturen, ed. Matthias dunge 
(àiesbaden܋ Springer, ژڏڏڑ), ڏڑܫڒڏڑ, and more generally Hans �lumenberg, 
Paradigmen zu einer Metaphorologie, commentary by Anselm Haverkamp (Frankfurt 
am Main܋ Suhrkamp, ڒڐڏڑ). See also܋ ¦uhl ڑڑڏڑ, chapter ܹMetaphors and Territories,ܺ  
 ܋orree et al., Metaphorical Practices in Architecture (hondon� and Sarah ,ڔڔܫڔړ
¦outledge, ڒڑڏڑ).

13  Cornelia flinger, ܹModernܘModerneܘModernismus,ܺ  in �sthetische Grundbegriǲfe. 
Studienausgabe, ed. farlheinz �arck et al., vol. ړ (Stuttgart܋ Metzler, ڏڐڏڑ), ږڕܫڐڑڐ.

14  George fubler, The Shape of Time܋ ¦emarks on the History of Things (tew Haven܋ æale 
University Press, ږڐ ,(ڑڕژڐ.
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in the context of his materialistic and socially committed art historiography, 
views actuality as a problem of entangled interests: “It is understandable 
that the modernists do not represent actuality broadly; for such an under-
taking would in itself have limited & refuted their unrestrained individual-
ism. – Actuality is collaboration; for the present consists of manifold elements 
and forces.”ڞښ

The ơuestion of positioning oneself within oneܼs own present also relates 
to the concept of contemporaneity. The word initially refers to the simple 
fact that contemporaries, as members of a speciȀc group, live at the same 
time. They share a common biographical horizon of years they eǡperience 
together.ڟښ This biographical connection allows a contemporary to declare 
about certain historical events, “and you can say you were there”—as Goethe 
famously put it in the context of the Franco–German wars during the Can-
nonade of ßalmy on September ڠښ.ڑژږڐ ,ڏڑ Like the concept of Zeitgeist, the 
German terms Zeitgenosse/Zeitgenossenschaf t (contemporary/contemporane-
ity) also trace back to the transitional period of the Enlightenment and the 
historical acceleration following the revolutionary era aǼter ژڗږڐ. Heinrich 
Heine, for example, used the term “poetic contemporaneity” (poetische Zeit-
genossenschaf t) in the early nineteenth century to characterize the literary 
ambition of combining poetry with political commitment and an explicit ad-
dress to a contemporary audience.ڡښ

By the mid-nineteenth century, critique of the present had established it-
self as the primary goal of art. This applied eơually to realism and historicism. 
The phrase ܹil faut Įtre de son tempsܺ originated in French romanticism, but 

15  Carl /instein, àerke. �erliner Ausgabe, vol. ܋ړ Teǡte aus dem tachlass vol. ڐ, ed. 
Hermann Haarmann and flaus Siebenhaar (�erlin܋ Fannei und àalz, ڗژژڐ), ڒړڑ. See 
also the commentary by Olga Martynova, ܹÉber die Dummheit der Stunde,ܺ  in Éber 
die Dummheit der Stunde. Essays (Berlin: Fischer, 2018), 108–14, and the discussion in 
àolfgang fnƆbl, ܹ �eobachtungen zum �egriǲf der Moderne,ܺ  in Snternationales Archiv 
für Sozialgeschichte der deutschen hiteratur ږږܫڒڕ ܋(ڑڐڏڑ) ږڒ, httpsܘܘ܋doi.orgܘڔڐڔڐ.ڏڐܘ
iasl-2012-0004.

16  The catchy title of Peter ¦ühmkorf ܼs autobiography captures this sense܋ ܹThe years you 
know.ܺ  See Die dahre die Shr kennt. Anfälle und /rinnerungen (¦einbek܋ ¦owohlt, ڑږژڐ).

17  On this connection see hucian HƆlscher, Sn ðeitgärten. ðeitȀguren in der Geschichte 
der teuzeit (GƆttingen܋ àallstein, ڏڑڏڑ), ژڑܫړڑڑ.

18  ¦enate Stauf, Poetische ðeitgenossenschaǼt. HeineܮStudien (Heidelberg܋ àinter, 
.(ڔڐڏڑ

https://doi.org/10.1515/iasl-2012-0004
https://doi.org/10.1515/iasl-2012-0004
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it was only during realism that it became a demand.ڢښ The graphic artist and 
caricaturist Honoré Daumier used the formula as his artistic motto. For the 
philosopher, historian, and art critic Hippolyte-Adolphe Taine, the demand 
for contemporaneity was already tautological, as he considered it both in-
evitable and self-evident. In his Philosophie de l’art, published ژڕڗڐܫڔڕڗڐ, he 
viewed the development of art through his milieu theory as determined by 
both historical and contemporary conditions. For Taine, a work of art be-
comes more meaningful the more fully it embodies the character of the era 
in which it was created.ڙڛ

Within the history and theory of architecture, the Revue générale d’archi-
tecture et des travaux publics, published between 1840 and 1888 and edited by 
the architect CĪsar Daly, eǡempliȀes this ܹrealisticܺ agenda. The monthly 
Šournalܼs obŠectives are eǡplained by its editor in the Ȁrst issue.ښڛAt the very 
beginning of the introduction, architecture is deȀned as a ܹconstructionܺ 
that serves to accommodate people in dwellings, animals in stables, and 
plants in greenhouses; architects and engineers are further responsible for 
erecting factories and manufacturing buildings and planning infrastruc-
ture for cities and the countryside. For Daly, architecture is always situated 
in the tension between tradition and innovation; on the one hand, it is al-
ways based on the “expérience des choses faites,” while on the other, its aim 
is the “possibilité d’applications nouvelles.” In terms of the journal’s content, 
its structure includes ܹHistoireܺ as well as ܹThĪorieܺ and ܹPratiơue,ܺ and it is 
aimed squarely at the country’s administrative and property-owning elites: 

C’est donc une Revue que nous voulons fonder, une Revue générale de 
lܼArchitecture et des Travauǡ Publics, ơui sܼadressera, par son obŠet, Đ la 

19  George �oas is still a bedrock of this conceptual history܋ see ܹ Sl faut Įtre de son temps,ܺ  
in dournal of Aesthetics ڔڕܫڑڔ ,(ڐړژڐ) ڐ. See also hinda tochlin, ¦ealism (ܗڐږژڐ hondon܋ 
Penguin, ڏژژڐ), especially ړܫڒڏڐ, and for the broader conteǡt Michael �riǡ and Monika 
Steinhauser, eds., Geschichte allein ist zeitgemäƶ. Historismus in Deutschland 
(Gieƶen܋ Anabas, ڗږژڐ), as well as Helmut Pfeiǲfer, Hans ¦obert dauƶ, and FranĞoise 
Gaillard, eds., Art social und art industriel. Funktionen der funst im ðeitalter des 
Sndustrialismus (Munich܋ àilhelm Fink, ږڗژڐ).

20  HippolyteܮAdolphe Taine, Philosophie de lܼart, ڔ vols. (Paris, ژڕܫڔڕڗڐ), new ed.܋ 
Philosophie de lAܼrt, ed. deanܮFranĞois ¦evel (Paris܋ Hachette, ژڏڏڑ).

21  For what follows, see César Daly, “Introduction,” in Revue générale d’architecture et 
des travaux publics 1 (1840), cols. 1–7.
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fois auǡ A¦CHST/CT/S, auǡ StG0tS/U¦S, auǡ A¦CH0OhOGU/S, auǡ 
StDUST¦S/hS, auǡ P¦OP¦S0TAS¦/S, et enȀn auǡ GOUß/¦t/M/tTS, 
dont lܼintĪrĮt et le devoir sont de veiller en mĮme temps sur la prospĪritĪ, 
le bienܮĮtre et la gloire des pays ơuܼils administrent.

The Revue générale d’architecture et des travaux publics is dedicated to the needs 
and interests of the present. If at the same time it remains linked to histori-
cal references, this is due to its instrumental relationship to history as a re-
pository of experiences useful for the present. Here, at the early historical 
hour of the mid-nineteenth century, we see both a departure from idealistic 
aesthetics and a turning toward a “realistic” understanding of architecture. 
Both of these tendencies would later be further developed and radicalized in 
the modernist movements under the auspices of functionalism.

Looking back at what was likely the decisive formation of the idea of con-
temporaneity during the nineteenth century, it becomes clear that the term 
does not merely—and certainly not primarily—denote belonging to one’s 
own time and observing it. ¦ather, it signiȀes active participation in the 
present and interest-driven involvement. Understood in this way, contem-
poraneity is not Šust a biographical state, but an agenda. This point is also 
explicitly addressed by the contributions presented here.

Architecture’s Reference System: The Subject and Theses of 
this Volume

Following these methodological considerations, architecture can be de-
scribed as a reference system based on allusions and similarities. This ap-
plies both to the fundamental concept of architecture itself and to its media 
(including the actual buildings constructed), as well as to the conception of 
the architectural subject in modernism.ڛڛ

22  Here we take the liberty of referring to texts by the editors of this volume: Dietrich Erben 
and Tobias ðervosen, eds., Das eigene heben als �sthetische Fiktion. Autobiographie 
und Professionsgeschichte (�ielefeld܋ transcript, ڗڐڏڑ)ܗ Carsten ¦uhl, ܹThe Art of the 
Deal. Architektur im ðeitalter neoliberaler Selbstentwürfe,ܺ  in Selbstentwurf. Das 
Architektenhaus von der Renaissance bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Dietrich Boschung 
and dulian dachmann (Paderborn܋ àilhelm Fink, ڗڐڏڑ), ܗڒڕܫڔڒڑ ¦uhl, fracauerܻs 
Architecture (2022), 11–19.
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Architecture is generally conceived under conditions that are not its own 
and presupposes references to things outside itself.ڜڛ These include basic eǡ-
ternal purposes like usability, construction, cost eǲfectiveness, and aesthet-
ics. More speciȀcally, as discussed above, buildings double as references to 
places, obŠects, epochs, or events. These can be classes of structural elements 
(e.g. wall, roof, door, window), building typologies (e.g. oǲȀce building, 
point tower), cultural topographies (e.g. Roman palace), architectural styles 
(e.g. the Gothic cathedral, tew ObŠectivity). The symptoms of a conǴ lict be-
tween style and form can be seen as early as the nineteenth century in the 
expression “stylistic shell and core” (Joseph Bayer, 1886), which, in distin-
guishing between formal appearance and construction, also identiȀes the 
diǲference between contemporary formal adaptations and physical building 
constraints.ڝڛ Later, these symptoms manifested in the increasingly em-
phasized opposition between ornamental façades with relational qualities 
and the non-relational construction methods of mass production, as well as 
the functionalist programming of spaces.ڞڛ Special buildings are almost al-
ways placed in a conscious relation to other buildings—for example, being 
particularly exposed in the competitive mechanism of “building and coun-
ter-building.”ڟڛ Furthermore, fundamental concepts of architectural theory 
(planning, function, design, order, etc.), which have gradually been import-
ed into architectural terminology from other cultural techniques, have by no 
means lost their original meanings, and have in some cases been re-imported 
back into other disciplines as metaphors. This occurs in politics, for eǡample, 
when people talk about the “European security architecture” or the “Com-

23  Umberto /co, ha struttura assente (Milan܋ ha nave di Teseo editore, ڗڕژڐ) (German܋ 
/inführung in die Semiotik, ږth ed. ܡMunich܋ Hanser, ܢڐژژڐ). The work appears not to 
have been translated into English.

24  àerner Oechslin, Stilhülse und fern. Otto àagner, Adolf hoos und der evolutionäre 
àeg zur modernen Architektur (ðurich܋ gta ßerlag, ړژژڐ). 

25  AnnaܮMarie Sankovitch, ܹStructureܘOrnament and the Modern Figuration of 
Architecture,ܺ  in The Art �ulletin ܗږڐږܫږڗڕ ,(ڗژژڐ) ڏڗ David heatherbarrow and Mohsen 
Mostafavi, Surface Architecture (Cambridge, MA܋ MST Press, ڑڏڏڑ)ܗ Antoine Picon, 
Ornament܋ The Politics of Architecture and SubŠectivity, AD Primer (ڒڐڏڑ).

26  Martin àarnke, ܹ�au und Gegenbau,ܺ  in Architektur als politische fultur. Philosophia 
practica, ed. Hermann Hipp and Ernst Seidel (Berlin: Reimer, 1996), 11–18; on referential 
“counter-concepts” see also Reinhart Koselleck and Carl Schmitt, Der Briefwechsel 
 ,(ژڐڏڑ ,Suhrkamp ܋erlin�) und weitere Materialien, ed. dan /ike Dunkhase ڒڗژڐܫڒڔژڐ
268–69.
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mon European Home.” Last but not least, buildings that have been destroyed 
or modiȀed can continue to eǡist as references if the meaning oǲfered by the 
earlier building is deliberately rejected through the “acts of negation accom-
plished by demolition or conversion.”ڠڛ

When we speak of the “production” of architecture, we don’t mean mere-
ly the material construction of buildings, but also dominant historiographi-
cal, discursive, disciplinary, habitual, and institutional narratives. In a com-
prehensive sense, architectural production also encompasses the cultural 
post-production of architecture both in its use and criticism. It cannot exist 
without the two dimensions of reference and contemporaneity—and their 
dialectical relationship. How, then, do references—whether functioning as 
determinants or as opportunities for free choice—relate to contemporary 
demands for originality and innovationܓ Methodologically, reference and 
contemporaneity are introduced as two normative, contrasting concepts that 
can be related to each other from a critical distance: references only become 
problematic when they are orientated toward contemporary relevance, while 
contemporaneity comes into conǴ lict with references that necessarily draw 
upon conventions and canonized knowledge. These concepts oǼten evade a 
true dialectic in favor of radical opposition: while reference largely points to 
relationships with the past, contemporaneity primarily aims at the present 
and future values of originality, actuality, innovation, and problem-solving. 
�oth concepts are embedded in ŠustiȀcatory frameworks with diǲferent ra-
tionales of narrative and legitimation. ¦eferentiality, for eǡample, oǲfers the 
possibility of deriving design solutions from normative models, autobio-
graphical references, or analysis of the genius loci. Contemporaneity, on the 
other hand, oǼten serves to legitimize aesthetic preferences that themselves 
have no concrete function by appealing to nonܮreferential, scientiȀc, or pur-
posefully rational obŠectivity. The French philosopher, literary theorist, and 
critic Roland Barthes explored this connection vividly in his essay on the 
/iǲfel Tower. For �arthes, this spectacular building was the ơuintessential 

27  doachim Fischer, ܹDie �edeutung der Philosophischen Anthropologie für 
die Architektursoziologie,” in Soziale Ungleichheit, kulturelle Unterschiede: 
ßerhandlungen des ڑڒ. fongresses der Deutschen GesellschaǼt für Soziologie in 
München, ed. farlܮSiegbert ¦ehberg (Frankfurt am Main܋ Campus, ڕڏڏڑ), ܫږڐړڒ
 .cf. Dietrich /rben, Aܹrchitektur in TransformationsgesellschaǼten ܗڔڑړڒ here ,ڗڑ
Éberlegungen zur Theorie des Umbaus,ܹ  in archݯ, special issue܋ ܹUmbau. Ansätze der 
Transformation,ܺ  no. ژڐܫڏڐ ,(ړڑڏڑ) ړڔڑ.
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eǡample of a uselessness that had been rationally ŠustiȀed܋ ܹThese uses are 
doubtless incontestable, but they seem quite ridiculous alongside the over-
whelming myth of the Tower, of the human meaning which it has assumed 
throughout the world. This is because here the utilitarian eǡcuses, however 
ennobled they may be by the myth of Science, are nothing in comparison to 
the great imaginary function which enables men to be strictly human. æet, 
as always, the gratuitous meaning of the work is never avowed directly: it is 
rationalized under the rubric of use.”ڡڛ

When discussing this dialectic in the present volume, we must ask 
whether we recognize in it a fundamental theoretical paradox, an ultimately 
unavoidable tension, or even a desirable compromise in a conǴ lict of norms. 
A central starting point in thinking about this problem is the question of how 
references are selected based on interest—and thus ideologically construct-
ed—to meet contemporary social demands on architecture. In architectur-
al theory, we might consider modernism’s referential relationship between 
buildings and machines as an example. For architectural history, we should 
examine the role of canon formation, historiographical narratives, “regimes 
of truth,”ڢڛ archives, museums, and exhibitions. For the history of architec-
tural theory, it can be shown that every teǡt refers to a speciȀc typology of 
genres (treatise, manifesto, essay, exhibition catalog, etc.)—an institution-
alized form of textual communication.ڙڜ  

The inevitability of reference, however, seems to be a blind spot in archi-
tectural discourse. To put it more precisely: although references are frequent-
ly mentioned in practice, their systematic signiȀcance in the design process 
has not yet been described in detail. While in other cultural practices the 
idea of authorship has long been questioned and ideologically scrutinized, 
with discourse around intertextuality now commonplace, both architects’ 
self-perception and their public image, as well as the mode of architectural 

28  ¦oland �arthes, ܹThe /iǲfel Tower,ܺ  in The /iǲfel Tower, and Other Mythologies, trans. 
¦ichard Howard (tew æork܋ Hill and àang, ژږژڐ), ږڐܫڒ, here ڕ. The French original was 
Ȁrst published in ړڕژڐ with photographs by AndrĪ Martin܋ ¦oland �arthes, ha Tour 
/iǲfel (Paris, ړڕژڐ).

29  Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” in Archival Science 
2 (2002), 87–109.

30  Dietrich Erben, Architekturtheorie. Eine Geschichte von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart 
(Munich܋ C.H. �eck, ږڐڏڑ)ܗ /rben, ed., Das �uch als /ntwurf. Teǡtgattungen in der 
Geschichte der Architekturtheorie. /in Handbuch (Paderborn܋ àilhelm Fink, ژڐڏڑ).
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historiography, largely assume that a design is the achievement of an indi-
vidual. The Šargon term ܹdesign approachܺ (Haltung)—which appears on the 
homepages of numerous Ȁrms as a form of selfܮpromotionܪperhaps most 
clearly expresses this gesture of asserting the isolated, individual, or even 
ingenious achievement of architects.ښڜ Rehearsals for this role begin as early 
as an architect’s student days.ڛڜ

Current architectural discourse even plays with the possibility of 
“non-referential architecture.”ڜڜ However, it is possible that the alternative—
the referential use of models—not only calls into question the idea of autho-
rial design, but in fact reinforces it. This occurs when authorship is gloriȀed 
through rhetorical references to canonized sources such as the ancient archi-
tectural theorist ßitruviusڝڜ or Andrea Palladio.

Throughout the history of architecture, diǲferent weightings and evalua-
tions have been given to the dialectic of allusions to tradition and the outside 
world (reference) and innovative achievements supposedly unencumbered 
by such allusions (contemporaneity). Even Renaissance culture exhibited 
an imperative of innovation that, somewhat paradoxically and with con-
siderable tension, derived from another imperative of continuity primarily 
oriented toward antiquity.ڞڜ Explicit references to style carried this dialectic 
forward through the Renaissance, classicism, and historicism—and it ap-
parently became questionable only when modernism asserted an equally 
explicit autonomy of style. Beginning with modernism, the relationship be-
tween continuity and innovation has been radicalized into a contradiction 
between past and present, with autonomy, self-referentiality, and contem-

31  Dietrich /rben, ܹܻHaltungܼ܋ ðu farriere und fritik eines �egriǲfs in der 
Architekturspracheܺ (ړڐڏڑ), in Humanität und gebaute Umwelt܋ /ssays und Studien 
zur Architekturgeschichte (�ielefeld܋ transcript, ڒڑڏڑ), ژڒܫږڑڐ.

32  See Christina Schumacher and Marie Antoinette Glaser, ܹfreativität in der 
Architekturausbildung܋ /rkundungen zu einem disziplinären Mythos,ܺ  in ðff 
ðeitschriǼt für fulturwissenschaǼt, no. ڐ (�ielefeld܋ transcript, ڗڏڏڑ), ڏڒܫڒڐ.

33  ßalerio Olgiati and Markus �reitschmid, tonܮ¦eferential Architecture (ðurich܋ Park 
Books, 2018). See also the contribution by Ole W. Fischer in the present volume.

34  AndrĪ Tavares, ßitruvius àithout Teǡt܋ The �iography of a �ook (ðurich܋ gta ßerlag, 
2022).

35  Odo Marơuard, ܹSnnovationskultur als fontinuitätskultur. Éberlegungen zur 
¦enaissanceܺ (ڕژژڐ), in Skepsis in der Moderne. Philosophische Studien (Stuttgart܋ 
¦eclam, ڑژܫڒڗ ,(ږڏڏڑ.
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poraneity being the key concepts. Since then, diǲferent modes of temporal 
consciousness have stood in conǴ lict in architectural production܋ a histori-
cist consciousness centered on reference, and a modern consciousness that 
understands itself as a logic of problem-solving and design that is active in 
the present.

For architecture, this relationship of conǴ lict can be concretized on var-
ious levels. At the theoretical level, it concerns the understanding of “con-
temporary architecture” and of “contemporary” in contrast to other cultural 
techniques like the visual arts.ڟڜ At the level of ethics, it involves the social 
responsibility of architects with regard to current problems and courses of 
action for the future.ڠڜ At the level of aesthetics, the focus is on concepts of 
architecture that are decidedly non-historicizing and aesthetically autono-
mous.

Such a discussion of referentiality, developed from its conceptual antith-
esis of contemporaneity, should make it possible to examine architectural 
practices grounded in these two concepts more precisely than was previously 
feasible across the various Ȁelds of architectural theory, history, criticism, 
education, and design. In all these areas—and this is the basic idea of this 
volume—the dialectic of reference operates both as a system for creating 
models and as a claim to contemporaneity in the sense of engagement with 
the present. The aim of the volume is to discuss this issue by integrating as-
pects of theory, history, and architectural practice. First of all, the project 
takes a critical distance from existing texts on explicitly referential the-
ories of design. These legitimize referencing as a design techniơue while 
simultaneously leaving the procedure entirely obscure in terms of its aes-
thetic design intentions, the mechanisms by which mostly canonical refer-
ences are selected, and, in particular, the interests involved in positioning 

36  Hal Foster, The ArtܮArchitecture Compleǡ (hondon܋ ßerso, ڒڐڏڑ)ܗ FrĪdĪric DƆhl 
et al., eds., ðitieren, appropriieren, sampeln. ¦eferenzielle ßerfahren in den 
Gegenwartskünsten (�ielefeld܋ transcript, ڒڐڏڑ)ܗ duliane ¦ebentisch, ܹThe 
Contemporaneity of Contemporary Art,ܺ  in tew German Critiơue ڑړ, no. ړڑڐ (February 
 Annika Haas et al., eds., How to relate. àissen, fünste, Praktiken ܗږڒܫڒڑڑ ,(ڔڐڏڑ
(Bielefeld: transcript, 2021).

37  Jens Balzer, Die Ethik der Appropriation (Berlin: Wagenbach, 2022).
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architectural projects in the market.ڡڜ While recent research has provided 
relatively general information about the concepts of contemporaneityڢڜ and 
imitation-based referentiality, a systematic and critically distanced engage-
ment with these concepts is still lacking for architecture. Referentiality in 
architecture seems to have been discussed as a necessary preliminary in 
numerous studies on historicism, modernity, and, more recently, the basis 
of mimetic design processesڙڝ—primarily in a variety of individual observa-
tions regarding the ơuestion of ܹmodelsܺ and ܹinǴ luences.  However, such ښڝܺ
a methodical emphasis on references to the past is opposed by the factual 
primacy of contemporaneity, which aims functionally at the relevance of the 
built environment, aesthetically at the self-referentiality of architecture, and 
socially at the habitus of architects. This manifests in a concept of autonomy 
that encompasses the design as well as the creativity of authorship, the claim 
to innovation in the built environment, and the idea of direct participation 
in the present.

Starting from the fundamental premise that references are essential for 
all cultural techniques, including architecture, this volume advances three 
key theses: First, architecture’s distinctive character lies in the particularly 
ambivalent tension between reference and contemporaneity that emerges 
from its resource-intensive and innovation-driven mode of production. Sec-
ond, this previously unexamined ambivalence plays a guiding role in both 
architectural production and discourse. Third, the issues surrounding con-
temporaneity do not pertain to a condition, but to an agenda—one where 
references are selected according to interests and adapted to present needs. 
This perspective enriches eǡisting conceptions of references as tools of de-

38  For eǡample, Astrid Staufer et al., eds., Skonen. Methodische /ǡperimente im Umgang 
mit architektonischen ¦eferenzen (ðurich܋ Park �ooks, ڗڐڏڑ)ܗ Andreas Hild and 
�arbara �rinkmann, ßom Suchen und àiederȀnden. Die Mechanik des /ntwerfens. 
On Seeking and ¦ediscovering. The Mechanics of Architectural Design (�erlin܋ ¦eimer, 
2021). See also the contribution by Dietrich Erben in the present volume.

39  ßerena frieger, ed., funstgeschichte und Gegenwartskunst. ßom tutzen und tachteil 
der ðeitgenossenschaǼt (Cologne܋ �Ɔhlau, ڗڏڏڑ), and the literature cited in note ڕڒ.

40  /va von /ngelbergܮDoĝkal et al., eds., Mimetische Praktiken in der neueren Architektur. 
Prozesse und Formen der �hnlichkeitserzeugung (Cologne܋ arthistoricum.net, ږڐڏڑ).

41  For a recent critical view of the method, see Ulrich PȀsterer and Christine Tauber, eds., 
/inǴluss, StrƆmung, ¥uelle. Aơuatische Metaphern in der funstgeschichte (�ielefeld܋ 
transcript, 2018).
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sign economy, imitation, and historicization by tying them far more explic-
itly to contemporary agendas than has been done before.

Finally, we should note several topics that could not be explicitly ad-
dressed, primarily owing to the scope of this volume and diǲȀculties in Ȁnd-
ing suitable contributors. References to natural-material realities relevant to 
both past and present are a key issue for architecture, as recently explored 
within ܹgeoܮsociologyܺ (encompassing earth territories, Ǵ lora and fauna, at-
mospheric, geological, and hydrological systems, etc.).ڛڝ Other important 
areas include references to general conceptions of space (universal space, 
systemic space, ecological space, lifeworld space, etc.)ڜڝ and references to the 
currently resurgent category of the vernacular.ڝڝ

42  Markus Schroer, Geosoziologie (�erlin܋ Suhrkamp, ڑڑڏڑ).
43  fatrin flingan and Christoph ¦osol, eds., Technosphäre (�erlin܋ Matthes ޣ Seitz, 

2019).
44  See Anita Aigner, ed., ßernakulare Moderne. Grenzüberschreitungen in der Architektur 

um 1900. Das Bauernhaus und seine Aneignung (Bielefeld: transcript, 2011).





Leonardo Benevolo and the Storia 
dell’architettura moderna 
Reference and Contemporaneity in an Architectural History

Matteo Cassani Simonetti

heonardo �enevoloܼs ®toria dell’architettura moderna, published by /ditori ha-
terza in ڏڕژڐ, stands as one of the bestܮknown books on modern architectural 
history to appear in Staly before the ڏږژڐsܪ and likely the most popular both 
within the country and abroad, thanks to its numerous translations and re-
prints.ښ �enevolo (ږڐڏڑܫڒڑژڐ) was simultaneously an architect, historian, and 
urban planner. �eyond the Storiaܼs content, it is precisely this multifaceted 
identity that makes this book distinctive. Unlike many architectural histori-
ans, who may have been trained as architects but were not directly engaged 
in design practice, �enevolo maintained an active design practice throug-
hout his career, convinced that historical study was fundamental to design 
and, conversely, that design informed historical understanding. �y contrast, 
the elder Sigfried Giedion (ڗڕژڐܫڗڗڗڐ) or the younger �runo ðevi (ڏڏڏڑܫڗڐژڐ) 
were both historians directly involved in architecture but as cultural orga-
nisersܗ in the same way, tikolaus Pevsner (ڒڗژڐܫڑڏژڐ) and ¦eyner �anham 
 were primarily art and architecture historians. Put simply, their (ڗڗژڐܫڑڑژڐ)
work was primarily oriented toward the realm of languageܪboth oral and 
writtenܪrather than toward drawing and architectural design. �enevoloܼs 
characteristics, on the other hand, enable us to eǡamine the relationship 

1  This teǡt oǲfers reǴlections on heonardo �enevoloܼs Storia dellܼarchitettura moderna 
that are eǡplored in greater depth in Matteo Cassani Simonetti, ha Storia di heonardo 
�enevolo nella cultura architettonica italiana (ڏڕژڐܮڔړژڐ) (Syracuse܋ hetteraßentidue, 
 to which S also refer for principal bibliographical details. This teǡt is dedicated ,(ڔڑڏڑ
to Mattia ¦avaioli.
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between architectural history and the design process, despite the sometimes 
condescending treatment of his historiographical work by other historians. 
This eǡamination brings together two deȀning traits of the twentiethܮcen-
tury Stalian architect as intellectual, at least according to some historiansڛ܋

the use of language and the practice of architecture conceived as a political 
act (Fig. ڐړ).

Manfredo Tafuri (ړژژڐܫڔڒژڐ) oǲfered a wellܮknown and unǴ lattering as-
sessment of �enevoloܼs volume in his ¼eorie e storia dell’architettura (ڗڕژڐ).ڜ Ta-
furi underlined the failure of Stalian operative criticism, linking both �runo 
ðevi and heonardo �enevolo in this research endeavorܪand in its failure. 
He wrote܋ 

Apparently more obŠective and without deȀnitive Šudgments, �enevoloܼs 
ܻhistoryܼ inserts critical Šudgment into the eǡposition and ܻ montageܼ of the 
facts. Here the deformations are revealed by the ܻforcedܼ attitude with 
which the author chooses or ignores Ȁgures, movements and cycles of 
works. Also, compared to ðeviܼs work, �enevoloܼs ®toria dell’architettura 
moderna is ideologically far more limited. Sn the end both bend history in 
order to demonstrate a priori choices for the future of architecture܋ what 
changes (and completely) is the ơuality of such choices.ڝ

The word ܹơualityܺ implies a veiled or eǡplicitly negative Šudgement by Ta-
furiܗ however, even adopting a less trenchant interpretation, Tafuri appears 
to establish a hierarchy by Ȁnding �enevoloܼs Storia to be ܹideologically far 

2  See deanܮhouis Cohen, ha coupure entre architectes et intellectuels, ou les enseignements 
de lܼitalophilie (ܗړڗژڐ �russels܋ Mardaga, ڔڐڏڑ)ܗ Marco �iraghi, hܼarchitetto come 
intellettuale (Turin܋ /inaudi, ژڐڏڑ).

3  About this assessment in Stalian debate, see, for instance, Paolo Portoghesi, AܹttualitĐ 
della storia dellܼarchitettura,ܺ  in ComunitĐ, no. ڗڗ, year ڔڐ (MarchܫApril ڐڕژڐ), ܗژܫڑږ Aldo 
¦ossi, ܹConsiderazioni sul concorso per la nuova sacca del Tronchetto,ܺ  in Casabellaܮ
ContinuitĐ, no. ڒژڑ (tovember ړڕژڐ), ړܫڑ.

4  Manfredo Tafuri, Theories and History of Architecture, trans. Giorgio ßerrecchia (tew 
æork܋ Harper ޣ ¦ow, ڗڕڐ ,(ڏڗژڐ.
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more limitedܺ than ðeviܼs book on modern architectural history, published a 
decade earlier in ڞ.ڏڔژڐ

�eyond whatever value we might attribute to �enevoloܼs book, the Sto-
riaܪeven without counting its numerous translationsܪwas the most widely 
circulated teǡt on modern architectural history in Staly until the ڏږژڐs and, 
conseơuently, may have eǡerted the greatest inǴ luence on the education of 
generations of architects. St contributed to consolidating the myth of the 
Modern Movement during its crystallisation into the Snternational Style and 
helped perpetuate this tradition until the end of the twentieth century. To 
understand the bookܼs characterܪand both to refute and conȀrm some of 
the critiơues leveled against itܪit is necessary to trace its genesis and the 
conteǡt in which it was conceived.

History of the Storia

The opportunity that allowed �enevolo to write the Storia arose from edito-
rial circumstances. ßito haterza, head of /ditori haterza, sought in the se-
cond half of the ڏڔژڐs to eǡpand his publishing houseܼs catalog by adding ar-
chitecture and other topics to its traditional focus on the philosophical works 
of �enedetto Croce. This choice reǴ lected an eǡpansion of the publishing 
market driven by the economic boom and mass educationܪa demand that 
other publishers were attempting to meet by issuing works, or more rarely 
series, dedicated to architecture and other Ȁelds of study. ¦egarding archi-
tecture, for instance, Giulio /inaudi was pursuing the same strategy aǼter 
the end of àorld àar SS with cultural support from �runo ðevi for a series 
titled  ollana ®torica di Architettura.ڟ St should also be noted that architectural 
publications in Staly during the Ricostruzione were sporadic and mainly ent-

5  �runo ðevi, Storia dellܼarchitettura moderna (Turin܋ /inaudi, ڏڔژڐ). See Panayotis 
Tournikiotis, The Historiography of Modern Architecture (Cambridge, MA܋ MST Press, 
 ,(ڗڏڏڑ ,haterza ܋ome¦) runo ðevi� and ¦oberto Dulio, Sntroduzione a ܗڐڐڐܫڔڗ ,(ژژژڐ
.ړژܫڑڗ

6  See Alessandro and Giuseppe haterza, ܹUn secolo (e oltre) di libri,ܺ  in he edizioni 
haterza܋ Catalogo storico ڏڑڏڑܫڐڏژڐ (¦ome܋ haterza, ڐڑڏڑ), iǡܫǡǡǡivܗ and /lena Formia, 
ܹhܼeditoria in Stalia nel Dopoguerra e la Collana storica di architettura di /inaudi,ܺ  in 
�iagio ¦ossetti secondo �runo ðevi, ed. Matteo Cassani Simonetti, Francesco Ceccarelli, 
and Adachiara ðevi (¦ome܋ ßiella, ڐڑڏڑ), ړڏڐܫڒژ. 
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rusted to minor publishers. àhile monographs on maŠor contemporary ar-
chitects were published, historical studies of the architecture of the previous 
two centuries were almost entirely absent. The ڕڔژڐ reơuest to �enevolo to 
write a ®toria dell’architettura moderna emerged from this conteǡt through the 
intercession of the ¦oman architect Carlo Chiarini, a mutual friend of hater-
za and �enevolo.ڠ Chiarini and �enevolo immediately proposed themselves 
as editors for an architecture book seriesܪnever fully realized, though some 
titles were later published in the �iblioteca di Cultura Modernaܪڡand �e-
nevolo began writing his volume. Meanwhile, before the Storiaܼs publication 
and demonstrating ßito haterzaܼs interest in architecture, haterza published 
Giuseppe SamonĐܼs L’urbanistica e l’avvenire della cittĐ and the Stalian transla-
tion of tikolaus Pevsnerܼs An �utline of /uropean Architecture, both appearing 
in ڢ.ژڔژڐ

The book that �enevolo and haterza envisioned was intended not only for 
specialists but also a wide general public܋ they wanted to create a synthesis, 
a richly illustrated survey of modern architecture from the midܮeighteenth 
century onward that could Ȁll a gap in Stalian publications. The idea was for 
a book that would be concise yet suǲȀciently detailed and comprehensive to 
document the birth and development of modern architecture. The result was 
to be, above all, a wellܮillustrated volume with new photography. The pro-
gram was ambitious for both the authorܪwho would need to write the teǡt 
and create the iconographic materialܪand for the publisher, who was not 
specialized in illustrated books. The outcome was a colossal work in two vo-
lumes totaling a thousand pages, with an eơual number of Ȁgures.ڙښ

�enevoloܼs references for historiographical work on modern architec-
ture were the books by Giedionܪin ڒڔژڐ the translation of ®paceܒ ¼ime and 
Architecture (ڐړژڐ) had Šust been published in Staly by Hoepliܪand those of 
Pevsner, whose Pioneers of the rodern rovement from àilliam rorris to àalter 
Gropius (ڕڒژڐ) had already been translated into Stalian by the small publishing 

 ܋enevolo, ha Ȁne della cittĐ, interview by Francesco /rbani (¦ome� See heonardo  ږ
haterza, ڕړ ,(ڐڐڏڑ.

 Archivio Giuseppe ,ژڔژڐ ,ڗڑ enevolo, October� hetter from ßito haterza to heonardo  ڗ
haterza /ditore, �ari.

.(ژڔژڐ ,haterza ܋ome¦) tikolaus Pevsner, Storia dellܼarchitettura europea  ژ
10  hetter from ßito haterza to heonardo �enevolo, December ڕڔژڐ ,ڔڐ, Archivio Giuseppe 

haterza /ditore, �ari.
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house ¦osa e �allo in ښښ.ڔړژڐ �enevolo gathered the bibliographic sources for 
his book through various means܋ ðeviܼs Storia provided him with an eǡtre-
mely eǡtensive and useful bibliography for outlining the events of the most 
recent periodܗ additionally, he made eǡtensive use of magazines and syn-
thetic works in history, economics, and sociology. As for the illustrations, he 
collected some from eǡisting repertoires, but for those relating to /uropean 
works, most of them came from several trips he made to maŠor cities and 
centers with the eǡplicit aim of creating the volumeܼs iconographic appara-
tus through new photographs taken directly by him.ڛښ

However, the most relevant reference book for �enevolo (according to 
his statements) was 'ie teue Architektur (ژڒژڐ) by Alfred ¦oth (ڗژژڐܫڒڏژڐ), a 
work that is far from a history book. St is composed with carefully selected 
documentation and based on the choice of a few exempla.ڜښ Perhaps the same 
eǡpression that Stanislaus von Moos used for the title of his volume on ¦oth, 
Architecture of  ontinuity, could also describe �enevoloܼs work, underlining 
their shared approach in considering the Modern Movement as a continuous 
and vital eǡperience and, conseơuently, its history as a part of the contem-
porary debate. The identiȀcation of ¦othܼs book as �enevoloܼs main reference 
reveals one of the maŠor ơualities of the Storia܋ Although its title eǡplicitly 
announces its historical interpretative perspective, its contents are more 
comparable to a book eǡpressly addressed to the problems of contempora-
ry design, such as ¦othܼs or SamonĐܼs. The Storia is a book conceived by an 
author who cannot simply be deȀned as an architectural historian, and who-
se genre is suspended between travelogue and encyclopaedia. St is written 
in the heartfelt, participatory tone of someone who, in writing about history, 
attempts to speak eǡplicitly about the present from an operative perspectiveܪ
understood not in a historiographical tradition but in the conteǡt of design 
culture. This diǲferent perspective was probably the outcome of his training 
and activities܋ on the one hand, his work as young professor of architectural 
history at the UniversitĐ di ¦oma, where he dedicated his studies to architec-

11  Sigfried Giedion, Spazio, tempo ed architettura܋ ho sviluppo di una nuova tradizione, 
trans. /nrica and Mario habƊ (ܗڐړژڐ Milan܋ Hoepli, ڒڔژڐ)ܗ tikolaus Pevsner, S pionieri 
del movimento moderno da àilliam Morris a àalter Gropius, trans. Giuliana �aracco 
.(ڔړژڐ ,allo� osa e¦ ܋Milan ܗڕڒژڐ)

12  On �enevolo and photography, see heonardo �enevolo, ܹFotograȀe dܼambiente,ܺ  in 
Centro Sociale, no. ڕܫڔ, year ڔܫڐڔ ,(ڔڔژڐ) ,ڑ.

13  heonardo �enevolo, hܼarchitettura nel nuovo millennio (¦ome܋ haterza, ڕڏڏڑ), viܫvii.
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ture from the ¦enaissance to the �aroơueܗ and, on the other, his Šob as urban 
planner and architect.

Benevolo before the Storia

Sn ڕړژڐ �enevolo graduated in Architecture at the UniversitĐ di ¦oma. He 
lived through the war and Fascism, as he recalls, without forming a precise 
opinion on these events.ڝښ He did not support Fascism, but neither did he 
participate in the Resistenza, and during the war he retreated with his mother 
to the Alps, waiting for the conǴ lict to end while continuing his university 
studies. His situation at the end of the war was therefore, in a certain sense, 
one of transition܋ too young to have had time to participate in Fascism,  then 
repudiate it, and too ineǡperienced to assume a leading position during the 
Ricostruzione.ڞښ This was the traŠectoryof many architects in those years, and 
this diǲȀcult legacy can be understood by reading teǡts by /rnesto tathan 
¦ogers and Giulia ßeronesi, for instance.ڟښ During the Ȁrst postwar years, �e-
nevolo pursued many parallel paths toward professional practice, academic 
activity, and professional associations. He participated in the main archi-
tecture associations established in ¦ome܋ the Associazione per lܼArchitettura 
Organica (APAO), organized by �runo ðevi in ܗړړژڐ the Sstituto tazionale di 
Urbanistica (StU), reܮfounded by Adriano Olivetti aǼter the warܗ the Sstituto 
tazionale di Architettura (StܘA¦CH), again organized by �runo ðevi in ܗژڔژڐ 
and the SocietĐ di Architettura e Urbanistica (SAU), founded in the late ڏڔژڐs. 
All these associations were characterized by a strong antiܮfascist spirit. Si-
multaneously, he maintained his presence at the Faculty of Architecture in 
¦ome, where some of the leading Ȁgures of Fascism, like Marcello Piacentini, 
continued to teach. Finally, �enevolo also worked at the notorious SocietĐ 
Generale Smmobiliare, which was engaged in massive reconstruction and 

14  �enevolo, ha Ȁne della cittĐ, ڏڒ.
15  On the ¦icostruzione, see Manfredo Tafuri, Storia dellܼarchitettura italiana ڔڗژڐܫړړژڐ 

(Turin܋ /inaudi, ڕڗژڐ), ڕړܫڔ.
16  See /rnesto tathan ¦ogers, ܹCatarsi,ܺ  in CostruzioniܮCasabella, nos. (ڕړژڐ) ڗژܫڔڗڐ, 

 ڏړژڐܫڏڑژڐ ,and Giulia ßeronesi, DiǲȀcoltĐ politiche dellܼarchitettura in Stalia ܗڑܫڏړ
(Milan܋ hibreria editrice Politecnica Tamburini, ڒڔژڐ).
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speculative operations, and where he was in charge of eǡecutive and techno-
logical design at the UǲȀcio Progetti.ڠښ

This overview of the cultural spheres freơuented by �enevolo, and their 
clear ideological contradictions, reǴ lects the position of a young architect ea-
ger to engage in the maŠor debates surrounding the ¦icostruzione. Urban 
planning, however, became �enevoloܼs primary focus. As a member of the 
StU, he worked on regional planning in Abruzzo from ڑڔژڐ and participa-
ted in numerous conferences on regional urban planning that emphasized 
comprehensive territorial studies incorporating the sociological and eco-
nomic dimensions of communities.ڡښ His sensitivity to architectureܼs social 
dimension likely developed through his work in Abruzzo at the Centro /du-
cazione Professionale per Assistenti Sociali (C/PAS) with Angela ðucconi 
 ,hudovico ¥uaroni had introduced him to this organization ܗ(ڏڏڏڑܫړڐژڐ)
where he taught statistics rather than architecture or planning. His Abruzzo 
eǡperience also involved highly technical urban planning work, but this ap-
proach to techniơue was grounded in social needs and aimed at improving 
community development and coordination among social workers. This phi-
losophy is evident in  entro ®ociale, a Šournal crucial for understanding the 
connections between architecture, social activities, and practical eǡperience 
that formed the foundation of �enevoloܼs workڢښ (Fig. ڑړ, Fig. ڒړ).

Another area where �enevolo articulated his passion for urban planning 
and his interpretation of architecture as serving social needs was in debates 
and proŠects concerning the preservation of historic centers.ڙڛ He interpre-
ted the ancient city as a place to be safeguarded not so much from a conser-
vation perspective, seeking to preserve its architecture and monuments, but 
in order to maintain the social and artistic unity that it had achieved over 

17  For an overview of �enevoloܼs life, see �enevolo, ha Ȁne della cittĐ.
18  On �enevolo and urban planning, see heonardo �enevolo, he origini dellܼarchitettura 

moderna (¦ome܋ haterza, ڒڕژڐ).
19  See Alice �elotti, ha comunitĐ democratica܋ Partecipazione, educazione e potere 

nel lavoro di comunitĐ di Saul Alinsky e Angela ðucconi (¦ome܋ Fondazione Adriano 
Olivetti, ܗ(ڐڐڏڑ on Centro Sociale, see Michela Maguolo, ܹha comunitĐ e il suo centro܋ 
Una rivista, un tema, un dibattito,ܺ  in /ngramma, no. ڕڕڐ (dune ژڐڏڑ), httpsܘܘ܋www.
engramma.itܘeOSܘindeǡ.phpܓidܚarticoloڗڒڕڒݳ (accessed April ړڑڏڑ ,ڔڐ).

20  For a summary of �enevoloܼs approach, see heonardo �enevolo, ܹha conservazione dei 
centri antichi e del paesaggio come problema urbanistico,ܺ  in Ulisse, vol. ڔ, no. ږڑ, year 
.ڒڔܫڔړړڐ ,(ږڔژڐ àinterܫAutumn) ڐڐ
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time. For him, the historic center was a district of the modern cityܪa district 
with speciȀc needs related to its history, but still a district serving its inhabi-
tants. This position, setting aside its polemical aspects, was similar to those 
of the Šournalist Antonio Cederna (ڕڕژڐܫڐڑژڐ), �enevoloܼs friend and collea-
gue, and of the Stalia tostra association, where he held leading positions.

For �enevolo, the ethical dimension of conserving historic city centers 
was grounded in personal beliefs that involved his faith. More generally, 
his deep knowledge of the doctrine of St. Thomas and his studies of neoܮ
scholastic philosophy during the war led him to interpret architecture as a 
profoundly moral activityܪa morality he recognized as foundational in the 
work of tikolaus Pevsner, a historiographer whose work strongly inǴ luen-
ced �enevolo, and which he also found in the work by àilliam Morris (ܫړڒڗڐ
 known deȀnition of architecture by Morris served as a keyܮA well ښڛ.(ڕژڗڐ
phrase for interpreting the Storia and another book that �enevolo published 
in ڏڕژڐ, Ãna introduzione all’architetturaܪand, more broadly, for understan-
ding his entire body of work (Fig. ړړ)܋

A great subŠect truly, for it embraces the consideration of the whole eǡ-
ternal surroundings of the life of manܗ we cannot escape from it if we would 
so long as we are part of civilisation, for it means the moulding and altering 
to human needs of the very face of the earth itself, eǡcept in the outermost 
desert. teither can we hand over our interests in it to a little band of learned 
men, and bid them seek and discover, and fashion, that we may at last stand 
by and wonder at the work, and learn a little of how ܼtwas all done܋ ܼtis we 
ourselves, each one of us, who must keep watch and ward over the fairness of 
the earth, and each with his own soul and hand do his due share therein, lest 
we deliver to our sons a lesser treasure than our fathers leǼt to us.ڛڛ

�enevolo combined the topic of moralityܪthe foundation of his activi-
tiesܪwith the dominant presence of technology in the modern world and 
structured his interpretation of the Modern Movement, its history, and its 
legacies within this dialectic.  For instance, in ڕړژڐ, while developing one of 
his earliest theoretical teǡts, he wrote܋

21  On this topic, from a critical perspective, see David àatkin, Morality and Architecture 
(Oǡford܋ Oǡford University Press, ږږژڐ).

22  àilliam Morris, ܹThe Prospects of Architecture in Civilization,ܺ  lecture at the hondon 
Snstitution, Finsbury Circus, March ڐڗڗڐ ,ڏڐ, in Hopes and Fears for Art (�oston܋ 
¦oberts �rothers, ڐڗڐ ,(ڑڗڗڐ. 
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The problem ܡof technologyܢ, then, becomes particularly important today. 
This is both because technology has achieved a truly eǡtraordinary de-
velopment on its own, and because architecture for the last thirty years 
has relied precisely on technology to achieve its artistic resultsݑ.ݑ.ݑ.ݑ. Tech-
nology could be interpreted as the continuation that man is called upon 
to give to Godܼs creationܪand man, through technology, becomes in a 
certain sense Godܼs collaborator in continuing the work of creation.ڜڛ

This interpretation of the sacred nature of architecture and the design pro-
cess was not eǡplicitly developed in the Storia, but some of these ideas were 
eǡpressed through a more secular framework that emphasized strong social 
and moral foundations as decisive for the Modern Movement.

The Storia as a Collective Project

As S suggested above, the Storia is distinctive in that it eǡists somewhere bet-
ween historiography and design. Sts second distinctive feature concerns the 
conteǡt in which it was developedܪa conteǡt that involves not only �enevolo 
but also a signiȀcant portion of ¦omeܼs architectural culture, allowing us to 
interpret the book as a collective proŠect. During the second half of the ڏڔژڐs, 
a group of architects founded the SAU to establish a common architectural 
approach rooted in the Modern Movement and focused on architecture and 
planning.ڝڛ

23  My translation. ܹSl problema ܡdella tecnicaܢ, poi, diventa particolarmente importante 
oggi. Sia perchĪ la tecnica ha raggiunto, per conto suo, uno sviluppo veramente 
straordinario, sia perchĪ lܼarchitettura da trentܼanni in ơua si fonda proprio sulla 
tecnica per raggiungere i suoi risultati artisticiݑ.ݑ.ݑ.ݑ. ha tecnica si potrebbe chiamare il 
proseguimento che lܼuomo ĸ chiamato a dare alla creazione di Dioܪe lܼuomo, attraverso 
la tecnica, diventa in un certo senso il collaboratore di Dio per continuare lܼopera della 
creazione.ܺ  heonardo �enevolo, ܹ Teoria dellܼarte, scritti del ڕړژڐ,ܺ  manuscript, Archivio 
heonardo �enevolo, Cellatica, Staly, ܹSchedarioܺ series, folder ܹTeoria dellܼarte.ܺ

24  SAU members included ¦enato Amaturo, huisa Anversa, Carlo Aymonino, Maurizio 
Aymonino, Pietro �arucci, Gabriele �elardelli, heonardo �enevolo, Massimo �oschetti, 
Arnaldo �ruschi, Giuseppe Campos ßenuti, Carlo Chiarini, Fabrizio Cocchia, Adolfo 
DeCarlo, �aldo deܼ ¦ossi, tico Di Cagno, �eata di Gaddo, huciano Giovannini, Marcello 
Girelli, Stalo Snsolera, Aldo hivadiotti, Mario Manieri /lia, tino Manzone, Giuseppina 
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�enevoloܼs Storia was conceived and developed within the SAU. For the asso-
ciationܼs members, the book served as something of a manifestoܪthe foun-
dation of a shared tradition based not on formal values but idealistic princi-
ples܋ trust in humanistic technology, collaborative work, and commitment 
to the Modern Movement, which was undergoing a crisis during these years 
(as seen, for eǡample, with CSAM).ڞڛ The SAU proposed an alternative to the 
formal research that dominated Stalian architectural cultureܪresearch, for 
istance, that had prompted ¦ayner �anham to declare that Staly had with-
drawn from the Modern Movement.ڟڛ �enevoloܼs Storia thus emerged from 
a conteǡt where historical reference and contemporary relevance converged, 
creating a truly operative history for design practice, not one merely operati-
ve in its theoretical declarations, like ðeviܼs perspective.

A brief comparison between ðeviܼs Storia and �enevoloܼs reveals these dif-
ferences܋ both addressed primarily architects and students, and both sought 
to deȀne historyܼs role in design practice. Sn essence, ðevi reinterpreted past 
masters and inserted them into contemporary discourse to eǡtract formal 
principles for developing contemporary architectural eǡpression.ڠڛ �enevolo, 
by contrast, found in social and collective history the the essential spirit of 
the Modern Movementܪa movement that necessarily had heroes of method 
rather than heroes of architectural language. ðeviܼs is a history of masterpieces, 
�enevoloܼs a collective historyܪadmittedly dogmatic and at times moralis-
tic, grounded in a faith that architecture and planning, understood as colla-
borative eǲforts toward social improvement (and, for �enevolo, toward the 
gloriȀcation of God), can transform society. This philosophical diǲference is 
evident in their booksܼ visual approaches. �enevoloܼs Storia combines old and 
contemporary photographs to create a compleǡ representation of architec-

Marcialis, Carlo Melograni, Cleto Morelli, Piero Moroni, Ugo Sacco, Alberto SamonĐ, 
Michele ßalori, /duardo ßittoria, and Marcello ßittorini.

25  /ric Mumford, The CSAM Discourse on Urbanism, ڏڕژڐܫڗڑژڐ (Cambridge, MA܋ MST 
Press, ڕڕܫڗڒڑ ,(ڏڏڏڑ.

26  See ¦eyner �anham, ܹteoliberty܋ The Stalian ¦etreat from Modern Architecture,ܺ  in 
Architectural ¦eview, no. ڔڗڑ ,(ژڔژڐ) ږړږ. On the debate, see Francesco Cellini, ܹha 
polemica sul teoliberty,ܺ  in Controspazio, nos. ڒܫڑڔ ܋(ږږژڐ) ڔܫړ.

27  On this topic, see Matteo Cassani Simonetti, ܹ �iagio ¦ossetti come pretesto,ܺ  in �iagio 
¦ossetti secondo �runo ðevi, ed. Matteo Cassani Simonetti, Francesco Ceccarelli, and 
Adachiara ðevi (¦ome܋ ßiella, ڐڑڏڑ), ڐژܫڐڕ.
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ture and its transformations while ðeviܼs book uses photographs of recently 
completed works to emphasize formal innovation (Fig. ڔړ).

Sn general, as already noted, �enevoloܼs Storia is essentially a narrative 
without heroes. Sf we must identify a central Ȁgure, it is not Frank hloyd 
àright (as in ðeviܼs account) but àalter Gropius, who represents �enevoloܼs 
ideal of the Modern Movement master. For �enevolo, Gropius embodied the 
socially engaged architect, rather than the creator of formal or spatial mas-
terpieces. àhen writing about Gropius, �enevolo seemed to be drawing a 
selfܮportraitܪone that also reǴ lected the SAUܼs position܋

Gropiusܼs lesson was validated precisely by what happened outside the 
schoolܗ with his eye on method, not on style, he discreetly but irresisti-
bly invited the best architects from the various countries to look deeper 
into the rationale behind their eǡperiments, their heritage. .ܡ .ݑ.ݑFܢormal 
tendencies were manifoldܪeven if certain less distinguished members 
of the younger generation were beginning to talk of an international sty-
leܪbut with a common character that laid them open to comparison, to 
integration and to a shared belief in certain principles܋ respect for the 
human scale, strict technical propriety, continuity between the various 
scales of planning .ܡ .ݑ.ݑ.ݑTܢhe masters of the modern movement worked 
and spoke with a completely diǲferent tone܋ reasonable, modulated and 
concerned with a longܮterm task.ڡڛ

�enevolo even began the conclusion of his Storia with Gropiusܼs words, ơuo-
ting a ڑڔژڐ speech to the Association of American architects. For �enevolo, 
Gropiusܼs emphasis on teamwork oǲfered a methodological model for con-
temporary practice.ڢڛ �enevolo and his colleagues attempted to implement 
this approach through the SAU. /ven if we consider the Storia apart from 
its historiographical framework, we can sense �enevoloܼs determination to 
transform the architectural culture of his time by connecting historical re-
ference with contemporary practiceܪand by removing history from dusty 
library shelves to place it directly at the center of the design process.

28  heonardo �enevolo, History of Modern Architecture, vol. ڑ, The Modern Movement, 
trans. H. d. handry (ܗڏڕژڐ Cambridge, MA܋ MST Press, ڐږژڐ), ڐږړ.

29  �enevolo, History of Modern Architecture, vol. ڕܫڒڗږ ,ڑ.
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For �enevolo, the Modern Movement was an inevitable development 
that remained vital in the ڏڔژڐs, and architecture had to be grounded in 
human eơuality and freedom. This is how his Storia concludesܡܹ ܋Sܢf the mo-
dern movement was to be outgrown, this must be an ܻoutgrowingܼ far more 
radical than any that had hitherto taken place܋ things would have to begin 
again from the beginning, with completely diǲferent aims. The realization 
of the gravity of this dilemma certainly does not help modern architects to 
Ȁnd peace of mind, but it does proŠect duty and hope on to a speciȀc target.ܺڙڜ

Some projects around the Storia

St is possible to draw parallels between proŠects that �enevolo developed in 
the ڏڔژڐs and ڏڕژڐs and the Storia to show how the book was eǡplicitly orien-
ted toward contemporary design practice and, conversely, how his design 
work from those same years reǴ lected the same theoretical principles that 
shaped his historical interpretation. 

This relationship appears, for instance, in the competition proŠect for the 
Torre Spagnola suburb in Matera, designed by �enevolo with Giampaolo ¦ot-
ondi in ڔڔژڐ (Fig. ڕړ). The competition was part of the broader redevelopment 
of Materaܼs Sassi districts, which had produced one of neorealist cultureܼs 
bestܮknown achievements܋ the ha Martella settlement sponsored by Olivetti 
and realized by hudovico ¥uaroni. ¥uaroni had served on the Commissione 
parlamentare di inchiesta sulla miseria in Stalia e sui mezzi per combatterla 
 and (the Parliamentary Commission of Snơuiry on Poverty in Staly ܗڒڔܫڐڔژڐ)
had studied the community of the small village of Grassano. Through C/PAS, 
he introduced �enevolo to issues concerning the ܹsouthern ơuestionܺ (ques-
tione meridionale) and poverty.ښڜ

Sn the Torre Spagnola proŠect, �enevolo and ¦otondi sought to represent 
a community by establishing a civic center as a heart of the village. Their 
focus on creating a focal point for the new rural neighborhoodܪa place of 
identity where a single building would house all public spaces (church, school, 
social centre, etc.)ܪproved particularly signiȀcant. The proŠect was develo-

30  �enevolo, History of Modern Architecture, vol. ږڒڗ ,ڑ. 
31  See Gianluca Fiocco, hܼStalia prima del miracolo economico܋ hܼinchiesta parlamentare 

sulla miseria, ړڔژڐܫڐڔژڐ (Manduria܋ hacaita /ditore, ړڏڏڑ).
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ped more for its planning logic, program, and urban structure than for its 
architectural language܋ the faĞades employed a fairly conventional neorealist 
vocabulary aligned with contemporary debates on ruralism.ڛڜ

Other positions developed in the Storia appear in �enevoloܼs �ologna pro-
Šects. The competition proŠect for �olognaܼs new trade fairܪwon in ڏڕژڐ and 
realized by the Ȁrm �enevolo, Tomaso Giura hongo, and Carlo Melograniܪ
eǡplicitly followed Snternational Style principles and the tradition of maŠor 
eǡhibitions, such as the ږڔژڐ Snterbau ܱ Snternationale Bauausstellung in �erlin, 
which �enevolo had visited during his /uropean travels to take photographs 
for his Storia (Fig. ږړ). àhile the �ologna trade fair proŠect represented this 
modern architectural tradition, the urban planning studies for the cityܼs his-
toric centerܪseemingly distant from typical Modern Movement concernsܪ
reǴ lected the same interpretation of the city. Commissioned by Giuseppe 
Campos ßenuti, �olognaܼs town planning councillor, in ڑڕژڐ, the study was 
guided by the principle that, despite the diǲferences distinguishing each 
part of the city, it nevertheless formed a uniȀed whole at the regional scale.ڜڜ

Technically, �enevolo categorized buildings and established conservation 
guidelines based on a simple concept܋ everything predating the industrial 
revolution should be preservedܗ everything built later could be replaced. This 
reǴ lected both �enevoloܼs observation of poorܮơuality nineteenthܮcentury 
construction and, more importantly, his interpretation of the historic city 
not as a problem of pure preservation but as an urban planning challenge 
based on the social structure of the city and its historic center (Fig. ڗړ).

The Cavedone district in �ologna represents a proŠect that combined les-
sons from the historic city with modern architectural eǡperience. àorking 
within a team coordinated by Federico Gorio (ږڏڏڑܫڔڐژڐ), �enevolo partici-
pated in a proŠect that employed courtyard forms for both settlement and 
social organization while carefully studying every construction detail to 
achieve maǡimum economic eǲȀciency and operational ơuality (Fig. ژړ).

32  See Michelangelo Sabatino, Pride in Modesty܋ Modernist Architecture and the 
ßernacular Tradition in Staly (Toronto܋ University of Toronto Press, ڏڐڏڑ).

33  See Matteo Cassani Simonetti, ܹThe Conservative ¦estoration of the Historic City as 
Social Practice܋ The Study for the Historic Centre of �ologna by heonardo �enevolo 
ܺ,(ڔڕܫڑڕژڐ)  in The Historical City܋ A Critical ¦eference and ¦ole Model for Snnovative 
Urban and Metropolitan Development, ed. Slaria Cattabriga et al. (Cham܋ Springer, 
.ڔڏڑܫڔژڐ ,(ړڑڏڑ
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Sn the Matera and �ologna proŠects, we can see how �enevolo understood 
design as grounded in architectureܼs social dimension and eǡtending beyond 
any speciȀc disciplinary Ȁeld. àhile this approach was strongly linked to the 
tradition of the Modern Movement, it also eǡpressed the theoretical position 
elaborated in the Storiaܪserving simultaneously as historical reference and 
catalyst for contemporary design practice.

Unlike the maŠority of historiography devoted to modern architecture, �e-
nevoloܼs Storia is based on the tension between the eǡpression of what ap-
pears to be a conventional historical approachܪas its title would suggestܪ
and methodological directives that punctuate its pages. The relationship 
between references and contemporaneity centers on the problem of connecting 
history and design practice, avoiding rigid separations between the two whi-
le constructing an approach that treats the Modern Movement tradition as a 
living element of designܪand understanding recent proŠects as the last link 
in a genealogy rooted in the recent past.

�enevoloܼs continuous updating of his volume, even through the early 
 eǡpanding chronology, enablingܮs, allowed the work to cover an everڏڏڏڑ
the Storia to document developments through to the end of the twentieth 
centuryܪup to the chronological boundary established by his subseơuent 
volume, L’architettura nel nuovo millennio (ڕڏڏڑ), written to continue his inter-
pretation of contemporary architecture. However, architectureܼs changing 
framework during the twentieth century weakened the close connection bet-
ween history and design that �enevolo had established as the foundation of 
his book in ڏڕژڐ. The latest editions of the volume might be interpreted not 
primarily as architectural history, but as a testimony to a method and to the 
Ȁgure of the architect as intellectualܪa role that deȀned the profession du-
ring the twentieth century.
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