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Technically, modern architecture is in part the result of the contribution of Northern
countries. But spiritually, it is the style of Mediterranean architecture that influences
the new architecture. Modern architecture is a return to the pure and traditional
forms of the Mediterranean. It is the victory of the Latin sea!1

The complex relationship between Modern Architecture and the Mediter 
ranean, a “meeting place” in the words of Fernand Braudel, of diverse cultural,
economic, and social realities, is the common theme of the essays in this
collection.2 A fountainhead of classical and vernacular traditions, the Mediter 
ranean basin not only inspired native artists and architects of this southern
region to delve into its visual, spatial, and material history for creative renewal,
it also attracted individuals from northern countries who traveled to its shores
in pursuit of education and recreational escape. As Barry Bergdoll outlines in
the Foreword, this North–South relationship that brought northern artists,
architects, and intellectuals to the “land where the lemon trees bloom” (as
Wolfgang von Goethe described it) in search of classical proportions and new
experiences began to change with the radical social and economic paradigm
shifts that came with urbanization and industrialization of the northern
countries. A growing belief that cultural and material progress was dependent

1 Josep Lluís Sert, “Raices Mediter
ráneas de la arquitectura moderna,”
AC 18 (1935), pp. 31–33. Republished
in Antonio Pizza (ed.), J. LL. Sert and
Mediterranean Culture, Barcelona,
Colegio de Arquitectos de Cataluña,
1997, pp. 217–219.
2 Fernand Braudel, The Mediter
ranean and the Mediterranean World
in the Age of Philip II, London, Collins,
1972–73, p. 231.

0.1 (Far left) Curzio
Malaparte (with
Adalberto Libera).
Rooftop terrace of Casa
Malaparte, with painting
installation by Petra
LieblOsborne, Fixierte
Orte [Fixes Sites], 
1994–99.

Source: Photo Petra Liebl
Osborne, MunichMiami.

0.2 (Left) Tony Garnier.
Residential quarter,
perspective drawing,
Une cité industrielle,
1918.

Source: Tony Garnier, Une cité
industrielle: étude pour la
construction des villes, Paris,
1918.
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3 Hermann Muthesius, StyleArchi
tecture and BuildingArt: Trans
formations of Architecture in the Nine
teenth Century and its  Present
Condition, Santa Monica, CA, The
Getty Center for the History of Art
and the Humanities, 1994.
4 Hermann Muthesius, The English
House, Dennis Sharp (ed.), New York,
Rizzoli, 1987. Originally published in
three volumes as Hermann Muthe
sius, Das englische Haus: Entwicklung,
Bedingungen, Anlage, Aufbau, Ein
richtung und Innenraum, Berlin, E.
Wasmuth, 1904–05.
5 Hermann Muthesius, The English
House, pp. 15–16.
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on technology began to upset the balance between humanist inquiry and
science that had traditionally played an important role in art of architecture
from the Renaissance onward.

Many of the critics and commentators from the North who wrote about the
rise of modernism and its expression as the New Architecture (Neues Bauen)
defined it as a movement based upon a break with academic culture and
historicist design prevalent in the nineteenth century. Ethnographers 
and geographers who drew public attention to vernacular architecture and
shared vernacular traditions among agrarian cultures during the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries furthered the ideologically driven pursuit of
national identity. Their activity played a leading role in the transformation of
architectural practice at precisely the moment when industrialization began to
radically alter relationships between countryside and city.

The German architect and writer Hermann Muthesius distinguished between
“StyleArchitecture” and “BuildingArt” as early as 1902.3 Muthesius’s study,
Das englische Haus (1904–05), made the new spirit explicit.4 Describing the
English house and its functionalist design inspired by farmhouses and other
English vernacular elements, he wrote:

In England too vernacular architecture had been disregarded and scorned, just
as Gothic churches had been dismissed during the period of Italian domination.
But the inherent artistic charm of these buildings was now recognised and
with it the qualities they had to offer as prototypes for the smaller modern
house. They possessed everything that had been sought and desired: simplicity
of feeling, structural suitability, natural forms instead of adaptations from the
architecture of the past, rational and practical design, rooms of agreeable
shape, colour and the harmonious effect that had in former times resulted
spontaneously from an organic development based on local conditions.5

0.3 André Lurçat. Hotel
NordSud (Hotel North
South), Calvi, 1931.

Source: Fonds André Lurçat,
Institut Français
d’Architecture.



 

6 Walter Gropius, “Programme of
the Staatliches Bauhaus in Weimar,”
in Ulrich Conrads (ed.), Programs and
Manifestoes on 20thCentury Archi
tecture, Cambridge, MA, The MIT
Press, 2002, pp. 49–53.
7 Nikolaus Pevsner, Pioneers of the
Modern Movement from William Mor
ris to Walter Gropius, London, Faber
& Faber, 1936.
8 Maiken Umbach and Bernd Hüp
pauf (eds.), Vernacular Modernism:
Heimat, Globalization, and the Built
Environment, Stanford, CA, Stanford
University Press, 2005, pp. 13–14.
9 Guido Beltramini (ed.), Palladio 
nel Nord Europa: Libri, Viaggiatori,
Architetti, Milan, Skira, 1999. Also
see Fabio Mangone, Viaggi a sud: gli
architetti nordici e l’Italia, 1850–1925,
Napoli, Electa Napoli, 2002.
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Renewed interest in the vernacular and its role in undermining the dichotomy
between “cultivated” and “spontaneous” art forms originated in England during
the nineteenth century. The first Industrial Revolution had a traumatic impact
on the development and quality of life of cities and on the conditions of workers’
housing, thus engaging architects, social scientists and artists in attempting a
return to the sources. In England, and later in France, the medieval Gothic
vernacular and the structural principles of Gothic construction became the
sources of inspiration for a new architecture that defined itself in opposition to
the neoPalladian (Italian and Mediterranean) principles that dominated much
of the eighteenth and the first decades of the nineteenth centuries. John Ruskin
and William Morris were the proponents of the Arts and Craft Movement and
the spiritual fathers of the Garden City, two deeply interconnected movements
that relied upon the vernacular as catalyst and which were to spread across
Europe and the United States in the first decades of the twentieth century.

The German–English axis initiated by Muthesius resurfaced in the program of
the Staatliches Bauhaus, which opened in Weimar in 1919. It relied on two
apparently contradictory tendencies: that of the preWorld War I Deutscher
Werkbund (with Muthesius as one of its founders) and the “organic”
Expressionist medievalism epitomized by Bruno Taut, Erich Mendelsohn, and
Hans Poelzig. Both approaches were partially in thrall to the concept of
vernacular. Within the Werkbund, Muthesius hinted early at the idea of
standardized machinemade production, whereas Gropius’s medievalism akin
to the Arts and Crafts was unequivocally suggested in the program for the
Bauhaus: “Architects, sculptors, painters, we all must return to the crafts!”6

During the tenure of Walter Gropius, Hannes Meyer, and Ludwig Mies van der
Rohe at the helm of the Bauhaus in Dessau, the postwar craftoriented approach
gave way to machineoriented design practices and to the agenda of
industrialization understood as the necessary form of modernday vernacular.

Nikolaus Pevsner’s influential Pioneers of the Modern Movement, published in
1936, acknowledged and emphasized the contribution of vernacular traditions
of the English countryside to the reformist program of William Morris’s Arts and
Crafts Movement and, ultimately, the development of the modern movement.7

Yet, as Maiken Umbach and Bernd Hüppauf point out in their introduction to
Vernacular Modernism, if traditional scholars such as Pevsner and others “helped
wipe away the aesthetic ‘clutter’ of historicist revival styles of the nineteenth
century, and thus prepared the ground for modern func tionalism . . . [t]hey
reduced the role of the vernacular in modernism to a purely transitory 
one, which ceased to be relevant as soon as high modernism developed.”8

As a result, such interpretations overlooked both sociopolitical context and a
“sense of place” in favor of a purely formal interpretation that led to the
schematic tendencies of modern abstraction. Mechanization Takes Command
(to use the title of Sigfried Giedion’s book of 1948) became the mantra of
modernist architects who believed in combining anonymity and industrialization
to erase artistic individuality in order to promote a collective identity. At that
time, the resolutely anticlassical stance and overwhelming influence of Pevsner
and Giedion, both northernbased historians and critics, interrupted and
potentially inverted the plurisecular exchange between North and South that
flourished from the Renaissance until the beginning of the twentieth century in
the form of the Grand Tour.9 Only grudgingly did Sigfried Giedion make a small
concession to the classical tradition:

Tony Garnier felt an attraction to the classical, as the modeling of his
buildings shows. He broke through this attachment, however, in many



 

details of his Cité Industrielle. Its houses, with its terraces and the gardens
on their flat roofs are a sound combination of modern construction and the
old tradition of the Mediterranean culture.10

With the exception of Bruno Zevi’s Storia dell’architettura moderna (1950), until
well into the 1960s, most major surveys of modern architecture were written
by German, British, Swiss or American scholars who showed little if any interest
in the Mediterranean basin as a locus of modern architecture.11 Even though
they recognized the value of Northern vernaculars, they ignored those of the
South and made little if any reference to the experiences of Josef Hoffmann
and Adolf Loos, both of whom studied the vernaculars of the Mediterranean
basin.12 Likewise they ignored the leaders of the rising trend of “Mediterranean
modernism” such as Josep Lluís Sert, Adalberto Libera, Giuseppe Terragni, and
Dimitris Pikionis. One of the primary reasons for suspicion of a Mediterranean
modernism is that it often flourished in countries that were under rightwing
dictatorships, which outside observers tended to condemn, even if the archi 
tects were engaged in designing social housing, as they often were. Moreover,
Mediterranean vernacular buildings were often based upon a tectonics of
stereotomic solid walls that echoed the sculptural qualities of reinforced
concrete whereas Northern vernaculars were associated with the framed
systems of construction that could be extrapolated to concrete and steel.

Mediterranean modernism was eclipsed not only in Pevsner’s Pioneers, which
barely acknowledged Le Corbusier, but in other influential narratives of the
1930s as well. Philip Johnson and HenryRussell Hitchcock’s 1932 exhibition
and supporting publication The International Style: Architecture since 1922 is a
case in point. Although the authors published André Lurçat’s evocatively named
Hotel NordSud completed in 1931 in Calvi on the island of Corsica, they failed
to acknowledge the architect’s explicit engagement with a Mediterranean
vernacular tradition characterized by smooth whitewashed surfaces,
unadorned, simple volumes and flat roofs.13 Contrast this attitude with the
“Southern” commentator, Italian architect and designer Gio Ponti, who was
quick to notice the “perfect Mediterranean character” of Lurçat’s hotel.14 In
Ponti’s estimation, engaging context and culture was not at odds with the
“straightforward modern style” of the work. Likewise, built on the French
shores of the Mediterranean only three years after Villa Savoye, Le Corbusier’s
Mandrot villa of 1931 challenged militant critics who sought to undermine the
complexity of Le Corbusier’s modernity by reducing it to his “Five Points.” In
place of the pilotis that lifted the Villa Savoye above the ground, the villa at 
Le Pradet was anchored to its site by rubble stone walls typical of the
Mediterranean region, serving as a reminder of the role that nature and 
the vernacular could play in an organic modernism.15 In lieu of the Villa Savoye’s
smooth surfaces and ribbon windows, the Mandrot villa introduced the
“primitive” texture of the Provençal genius loci.16 Following the example of 
Le Corbusier, Adalberto Libera and Curzio Malaparte would rely on the expertise
of stonemasons to design the modernist masterpiece in Capri, the Villa
Malaparte, completed between 1938 and 1942 (plates 1, 2 and 3). Even though
Johnson and Hitchcock included the Mandrot villa in their publication, their
omission about the Mediterraneanness of these buildings is not surprising in
light of the fact that they were not really interested in recognizing the regional
or national iterations of modernity, because it did not reinforce their curatorial
argument that modern architecture constituted an international style. What
they failed to acknowledge is how the shared heritage of the vernacular helped
Mediterranean modernists identify with a collective ethos without necessarily
forgoing national or panregional identities.
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10 Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time and
Architecture – The Growth of a New
Tradition, Cambridge, Harvard Uni
versity Press, 1941, p. 693.
11 Panayotis Tournikiotis, The His
toriography of Modern Architecture,
Cambridge, MA, The MIT Press, 1999;
Maria Luisa Scalvini and Maria Grazia
Sandri, L’immagine storiografica del
l’architettura contemporanea da Platz
a Giedion, Rome, Officina, 1984.
12 Maiken Umbach and Bernd
 Hüppauf (eds.), pp. 1–23.
13 See JeanLouis Cohen, André
Lurçat: 1894–1970: Autocritique d’un
moderne, Liège, Mardaga, 1995, 
pp. 110–120.
14 Gio Ponti, “Esempi da fuori per le
case della Riviera – una interessante
costruzione mediterranea a Calvi in
Corsica,” in Domus, November 1932,
pp. 654–655.
15 The Hungarian émigré architect
Marcel Breuer also employed rubble
stone walls as his trademark in 
many of his postwar domestic
designs in America. See Barry
Bergdoll, “Encountering America:
Marcel Breuer and the Discourses
of the Vernacular from Budapest to
Boston,” in Alexander von Vegesack
and Mathias Remmele (eds), Marcel
Breuer: Design and Architecture, Weil
am Rhein, Vitra Design Shiftung,
2003, pp. 260–307.
16 Bruno Reichlin, “‘Cette belle pierre
de Provence’ La Villa De  Mandrot,”
in Le Corbusier et la Méditerranée,
Marseilles, Parenthèses, 1987, 
pp. 131–136. On Corbusier and the
vernacular see Gérard Monnier, “L’ar
chitecture  vernaculaire, Le Corbusier
et les autres,” in La Méditerranée de
Le Corbusier, AixenProvence, Pub
lications de l’Université de Provence,
1991, pp. 139–155.
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17 Josep Lluís Sert, “Arquitectura
sense ‘estil’ i sense ‘arquitecte,’” D’Ací
i d’Allà 179, December 1934.

More than any other modernist interested in the Mediterranean classical 
and vernacular environment, Le Corbusier’s complex positioning posed 
serious challenges to the AngloGerman axis. Le Corbusier’s epistemological
shift from an arts and crafts exordium in La ChauxdeFonds and his machine
oriented modernism of the mid1920s (Plan Voisin, 1925) to a southern version
where the vernacular was substituted for the discursive role performed by 
the machine was also a direct response to a series of events, both personal 
and global, that put Le Corbusier’s original position into crisis: the Great
Depression and the critique of industrial capitalism in the 1930s, the rise of
German rightwing parties and the ascent of National Socialism, which made
northernbased modernist arguments dangerously ambiguous, and finally the
intellectual consequences of his loss at the Palais des Nations competition 
in Geneva. The impact of these events coincided with Le Corbusier’s first
encounter with Josep Lluís Sert in Barcelona and the subsequent journey 
aboard the ship Patris II from Marseilles to Athens as part of the fourth CIAM
meeting at which German architects were noticeably absent. Sert’s writings
regarding the vernacular and modernity made this global positioning of the
Mediterranean clear:

Every country has a timeless architecture which is generally termed
vernacular, not in the sense as understood in architecture schools, 
which means regional, but rather vernacular of the lowest class, classified
according to the economic means at their disposal. (. . .) The pure
functionalism of the “machine à habiter” is dead. (. . .) Architects and
theorists, above all Germanic, carried functionalist experiments to absurd
extremes.17

Le Corbusier’s famous letter to the mayor of Algiers, published in The Radiant
City, summarized the international and political context of his perspective in
the 1930s:

0.4 Le Corbusier. Villa
Mandrot in Le Pradet,
France, 1931.

Source: HenryRussell
Hitchcock and Philip Johnson,
The International Style, 
New York, 1966.



 

The economy of the world is upset; it is dominated by the incoherence of
arbitrary and harmful groups. New groupings, and regroupings, new units
of importance must come into being which will give the world an
arrangement that is less arbitrary and less dangerous. The Mediterranean
will form the link of one of these groupings, whose creation is imminent.
Races, tongues, a culture reaching back a thousand years – truly a whole.
An impartial research group has already, this year, through the organ Prélude,
shown the principle of one of these new units. It is summed up in four
letters, laid out like the cardinal points: Paris, Barcelona, Rome, Algiers.18

Within these new geographical coordinates the Northern axis between Berlin
and London was marginalized, as was the important role of function in
modernism typically associated with Nordic modernism.19 Interestingly, it is
around the end of the 1920s that Herman Sorgel’s technicalarchitectural utopia
– Atlantropa – of lowering the level of the Mediterranean Sea came to the fore.
In 1932, Erich Mendelsohn, one of the German architects involved in the project
along with Peter Behrens and Hans Poelzig, argued in a speech in Zürich that
in order to establish a peaceful coexistence between the nations a supranational
New Deal had to be established, which was able to combine the European
nations to “productive technical world tasks.” Atlantropa, the huge hydro
electrical project to connect Europe and Africa would have created a North–
South SuperContinent as dominant a power as America and Asia.20

PostWorld War II historiography – the book and its structure

Modern Architecture and the Mediterranean aims to bring to light the creative
debt that twentiethcentury modernist architecture owes to extant vernacular
traditions of the Mediterranean region. By exploring the impact of the
vernacular buildings of stonemasons and craftspeople on the rise and diffusion
of modernism, the twelve essays in this collection take a novel look at the
moment when professionally trained architects began to project modern values
onto anonymous building traditions that had flourished for millennia among
the preindustrial cultures of the Mediterranean basin. During the first three
quarters of the twentieth century, architects in the North and the South deeply
engaged elements of the context – climate, geography, materials, and culture
– in the search for solutions to contemporary problems of housing and urban
planning.

Although a number of the architects featured in this collection have been the
subject of indepth analysis, there has been no overview of the overlaps
between the strategies of protagonists practicing throughout different
countries of the Mediterranean and their potential interaction. Modern
Architecture and the Mediterranean is the first book to study the work of these
architects as part of the collective phenomenon of what we have defined as
“Mediterranean modernism” – modern architecture that responds to program
with cues derived from vernacular buildings so as to infuse spatial and material
concerns with context and culture.

The first group of essays, titled “South,” discusses architects who lived and
worked in Mediterranean countries; it examines how they and their designs
addressed and negotiated complex politics of identity as a constituent of a
multilateral vision of modernity against the prevailing “machine age” discourse
that informed canonical modernism at the time. The second group of essays,
titled “North,” maps the contributions of architects from nonMediterranean
countries who traveled and occasionally practiced in Mediterranean countries.

18 Cited in Mary McLeod, “Le
 Corbusier and Algiers,” in Oppositions
19–20, Winter/Spring 1980, pp. 55–
85; idem, “Le Corbusier – L’appel de
la Méditerranée,” in Jacques Lucan
(ed.), Le Corbusier: une Encyclopédie,
Paris, Éditions du Centre Pompidou/
CCI, 1987, pp. 26–31. The periodical
Plans campaigned for a new Euro
pean order. The old continent was
to be divided into three vertical
north–south sections: West = Latin
federation; Center = Mittel Europa/
Germans; East = Russians and Slavs.
19 On the debate over function see
Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings –
A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture,
London, Thames & Hudson, 2000,
pp. 174–195.
20 Wolfgang Voigt, Atlantropa –
 Weltbauen am Mittelmeer: ein
Architektentraum der Moderne,
 Hamburg, Dölling und Galitz, 1998.
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21 Luigi Figini, “Architettura naturale
a Ibiza,” Comunità 8, May–June 1950,
pp. 40–43.
22 Eric Mumford, Defining Urban
Design – CIAM Architects and the For
mation of a Discipline, 1937–69, New
Haven, CT, London, Yale University
Press, 2009; see also, Eric Mumford,
The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism,
1928–1960, Cambridge, MA, The MIT
Press, 2000.
23 Alberto Sartoris, Encyclopédie de
l’Architecture Nouvelle. Vol. 1, Ordre
et climat méditerranéens, Milan, Ulrico
Hoepli, 1948; Vol. 2., Ordre et climat
nordiques, 1957; Vol. 3, Ordre et climat
américains, 1954. The quote is taken
from Vol. 2, p. 4 (our translation).
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What distinguishes the two groups is the different ways in which each
negotiated issues of cultural identity and professional demands. If the first
group of essays discusses architects who engaged with traditions that were
familiar insofar as they were part of their own national or panregional cultures
(i.e., the Mediterranean Sea), the second group of architects were “outsiders”
who appropriated a tradition that, although foreign, resonated within them.
This Mediterranean modernism debate involved the architects Sedad Eldem,
Erich Mendelsohn, Bernard Rudofsky, Bruno Taut and Aldo van Eyck, as well as
Sert, Aldo Rossi and several others. Whatever the point of view, national or
transnational, insider or outsider, these different psychological and cultural
perspectives weighed on personal experiences of discovery and appropriation
of vernacular traditions.

The continuity in the approaches of Mediterranean modernist architects who
reassessed the importance of the vernacular during the interwar years 
and pursued their interests after World War II is particularly significant for the
historiography of twentiethcentury architecture and urbanism. Although 
the exploitation of classicism in the volatile relationship between nationalism
and architecture has been closely studied, the panregional, transnational
“progressive” phenomenon of Mediterranean modernism has been neglected
in most monographic studies of individual architects as well as comprehensive
surveys of twentiethcentury architecture and urbanism. A number of indi 
viduals tried to react to this status quo. For example, the Italian architect Luigi
Figini, a founding member of the Italian Gruppo Sette, wrote an essay on the
architecture of Ibiza (1950) in which he complained that Giedion’s Space, Time
and Architecture, attributed far too much importance to the machineage and
abstraction as the primary source of modern architecture. Figini vindicated the
equally important contribution of the whitewashed walls of Mediterranean
vernacular buildings to the development of modern architecture.21 The fact
that he did not praise Italian but Spanish and Mediterranean vernacular
architecture is indicative of the panregionalist approach to a phenomenon
that many critics overlooked. Significantly, Figini was a longtime member of
the Italian delegation to the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne
(CIAM), and in that capacity was able to witness the tensions over the definition
of modern architecture and urbanism that surfaced among its northern and
southern members during the 1930s and continued to exist well into the 1950s.22

A “tipping point,” to use Malcolm Blackwell’s metaphor, was the ItaloSwiss
Rationalist architect and critic Alberto Sartoris’s Encyclopédie de l’architecture
nouvelle (1948–57). His threevolume overview, in which climate and geography
were the framework for presenting the development of the New Architecture,
distinguished between the “Mediterranean climate and order” (vol. 1), that of
the Northern countries (vol. 2), and that of the Americas (vol. 3) (plate 19):

The inevitable differences that are indeed justified, between city and
countryside, mountains and plains, the North and the South, never 
fade, even in architecture whose style has crossed all boundaries and
consequently penetrates everywhere.23

Hubert De Cronin Hastings, who also wrote under the name Ivor de Wolfe,
contributed to the growing awareness of the Mediterranean and “vernacular
modernism” during the critical years of postWorld War II reconstruction. This
was made possible thanks to his development of the concept of “townscape,”
which Gordon Cullen popularized in his book Townscape of 1961 interpreting
Hastings’s ideas through his talent as an inspired draughtsman. Two years



 

0.5 Le Corbusier. Cardinal Points, 1933.
Source: Le Corbusier, La Ville radieuse (The Radiant City), Paris, 1933.

24 See M. Christine Boyer, “An
Encounter with History: the Post 
war Debate between the English
Journals of Architectural Review and
Architectural Design (1945–1960),”
pp. 136–163, accessed on the Internet
at: www.team10online.org/research/
papers/delft2/boyer.pdf.
25 Kenneth Frampton (ed.), World
Architecture 1900–2000: A Critical
Mosaic, Vienna, New York, Springer,
1999–2000, and in particular, Vittorio
Magnago Lampugnani (ed.), Mediter
ranean Basin, vol. 4.
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later, in 1963, Hastings/de Wolfe published Italian Townscape, a study of Italian
medieval cities observed through the prism of the picturesque. Hastings did
not advocate imitation of vernacular towns and building types but rather their
use as models of collective form for contemporary reconstruction and urban
design. A similar interest developed in Italy with Ernesto Rogers’s discussion
on “continuity” and Giancarlo De Carlo’s concept of the “hill town reconsidered,”
with the city of Urbino as his paradigm. In De Wolfe’s Italian Townscape, North
and South meet to some extent through a modern reinterpretation of Uvedale
Price’s original foray into the question of the picturesque.24

A significant impetus to changing perceptions in nonMediterranean countries
after World War II about the constructive role that vernacular buildings of the
South could play in shaping postwar modernism was Bernard Rudofsky’s 1964
exhibition and publication Architecture Without Architects at the Museum of
Modern Art and Myron Goldfinger’s 1969 book Villages in the Sun: Mediterranean
Community Architecture, both of which stressed how Mediterranean vernacular
builders prefigured industrially produced housing while still engaging with
context and culture. The issue of “repetition without monotony,” implying type
and serial production in the studies of Goldfinger and Rudofsky, was key to
designers whose identity was heavily invested in Mediterranean modernism.

Recent overviews of world architecture have taken up where authors like
Sartoris left off to explore how geography shaped twentiethcentury
architecture and urbanism.25 A number of publications have increasingly
become more explicit about the interplay of architecture, modernity, and



 

26 See for instance Thomas Da Costa
Kaufmann, Toward a Geography of
Art, Chicago, IL, Chicago University
Press, 2004, and EevaLiisa Pelkonen,
Alvar Aalto: Architecture, Modernity,
and Geopolitics, New Haven, CT,
 London, Yale University Press, 2009.
27 On Fernand Braudel’s notion of
“many voices” see Iain Chambers,
Mediterranean Crossings – The Politics
of an Interrupted Modernity, Durham,
NC, London, Duke University Press,
2008, pp. 1–22.
28 See for instance JeanLouis Cohen
and Monique Eleb, Casa blanca: Colo
nial Myths and Architectural Ventures,
New York, Monacelli Press, 2002;
Benedetto Gravagnuolo, Le Corbusier
e l’antico: Viaggi nel mediterraneo,
Napoli, Electa Napoli, 1997; Vittorio
Magnago Lampugnani, Die Architek
tur, die Tradition und der Ort –
Regionalismen in der europäischen
Stadt, Stuttgart, München, Deutsche
VerlagsAnstalt, 2000; Vojtech Jirat
Wasiutynski and Anne Dymond
(eds.), Modern Art and the Idea of
the Mediterranean, Toronto, Buffalo,
The University of Toronto Press,
2007; Jan. K. Birksted, Modernism
and the Mediterranean: The Maeght
Foundation, Aldershot, Burlington,
Ashgate, 2004.
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geopolitics.26 Yet, for the most part, these studies stand as isolated instances.
While surveys of twentiethcentury architecture tend to address nationalism,
they rarely deal with the transnational phenomenon of Mediterranean
modernism that existed within, rather than in opposition to, modernism.
Modern Architecture and the Mediterranean sets out to redress this gap in the
literature and to contribute to the “many voices” of a multilateral and
multifaceted modernity.27

It is precisely this multiplicity, and the tensions that this approach generates,
that the subtitle of the book suggests. Dialogues about the vernacular and
contested identities were instrumental in shaping Mediterranean modernism.
They were at the centre of debates between critics and historians who disagreed
about the role that nationalism and regionalism should play in the emergence
of an international, even universal, language of modernism that could unite
rather than divide. Building upon what architectural and cultural historians
such as JeanLouis Cohen, Benedetto Gravagnuolo, Vittorio Magnago Lampugnani,
Vojtech JiratWasiutynski, and Jan Birksted have already accomplished, this
book explores the fascination modern architects and urban planners had with
Mediterranean traditions.28 The authors’ contributions take into account a
number of different methodological perspectives. Some frame their research
with the help of theories of translation, while others opt to use architectural
type as a basis for analysis. Others explore the impact of literary debates on
architectural and artistic culture. What all of the essays share in common is
their investigation of the impact of the natural and built environment of the

0.6 Herman Sörgel. “New
Geography for the
Middle Section of the
Mediterranean. Italy
connected with Sicily
and filling up of the
Adriatic. Railroad
connection from Middle
Europe to Capetown.”
Collage, c. 1931.

Source: From Herman Sörgel,
Verirrungen und
Merkwürdigkeiten im Bauen
und Wohnen, Leipzig, 1929.



 

0.8 José Luis Sert. Perspective, Fondation Maeght, StPauldeVence, France, 1958.
Source: The Josep Lluis Sert Collection, Francis Loeb Library Special Collections, Graduate School of Design, Harvard University.
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Mediterranean basin upon the interwar (1920–1940) and postwar (1945–1970s)
experiences of architects working in a number of different countries.

Not all the architects who participated in this broad phenomenon have been
included in this collection of essays nor have we endeavored to address the
phenomenon as it resurfaced in other parts of the world. Opportunities for
further studies in Europe, in Africa, the United States and Latin America abound.
In the 1960s Yona Friedman collaged one of his urban megastructures on top
of a photograph of a vernacular village published in Rudofsky’s Architecture
without Architects (see illustration 12.7). Hassan Fathy, a major advocate of the

0.7 José Luis Fernández del
Amo (I.N.C.). Houses in
Vegaviana, Cáceres,
c.1956.

Source: Fernández Del Amo:
Arquitecturas 1942–1982,
Madrid, 1983. Photo Joaquín
del Palacio “Kindel.”
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use of vernacular traditions in the modern Egyptian town of New Gourna
completed in 1948, collaborated with Constantinos Doxiadis, who fueled his
creative practice by way of lifelong interest in Mediterranean vernacular. The
domestic architecture of Irving Gill in California during the 1910s and 1920s
paralleled some of the concerns of Josef Hoffmann and Adolf Loos in Austria.
Likewise, it would be difficult not to see how Mediterranean modernism –
through the influence of Italian Rationalism and the analogies between the
Mare Nostrum and the Atlantic coast of South America – helped shape the
Brazilian architectures of Lucio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer. During those same
years Louis I. Kahn traveled to southern Europe and produced a series of
masterful sketches of Capri, Positano and the Amalfi coast (plate 4). Vincent
Scully has explained the importance of Kahn’s drawings:

Kahn broke the hold of the International Style on modern architecture and
opened the way for the revival of the vernacular and classical traditions of
architecture which has been going on during the past generation and was
initiated by Robert Venturi, along with Charles Moore and Aldo Rossi, each
indebted to Kahn in fundamental ways.29

In 1966, not long after Kahn completed his Richards Medical Centre (1961)
which echoed the medieval towers he had studied in Tuscany, Robert Venturi’s
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture and Aldo Rossi’s L’architettura della
città were published on both sides of the Atlantic. Produced under the
patronage of the American Academy and published with the Museum of
Modern Art in New York, Robert Venturi’s “gentle manifesto” became, in Scully’s
analysis, the indispensable complement – and contradictor – of Le Corbusier’s
Toward an Architecture (1923):

The older book demanded a noble purism in architecture, in single buildings
and in the city as a whole; the new book welcomes the contradictions and
complexities of urban experience at all scales.30

0.9 Alvaro Siza. Housing
quarter, Quinta da
Malagueira, Évora,
Portugal, from 1977.

Source: El Croquis, 68–69.
Photo Luis Ferreira Alves.
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For Scully, Venturi’s inspiration did not come from Le Corbusier’s Greek temple,
but from its opposite, “the urban facades of Italy, with their endless adjustments
to the counterrequirements of inside and outside and their inflection with all
the business of everyday life.”31 In Rossi, Peter Eisenman saw “an attempt to
build a different kind of castle from that of the moderns. It is an elaborate
scaffold erected for and by someone who can no longer climb its steps to die
a hero’s death.” Rossi proposed “an other architecture, an other architect, and
most importantly, an other process for their understanding.”32 Critical to Rossi’s
theories were the typological studies of the urban vernacular of Rome and
Venice initiated by his teacher Salvatore Muratori, as well the thesis of Maurice
Halbwachs on “Collective Memory.” Rossi’s interest in extant vernacular archi 
tectures has been discussed in Rafael Moneo’s overview of contemporary
theoretical anxieties and design strategies: the Spanish architect stresses Rossi’s
“nostalgia of the rational construction of vernacular architecture” in relation to
a 1973 project in Borgo Ticino influenced by indigenous lake dwellings. Moneo
goes on to discuss Rossi’s interest in the “anonymous architecture” that led
him to embrace urban spaces, ranging from a courtyard in Seville to houses on
the Po River delta.33 Rossi’s cabanas also reflect his interest in the vernacular
(plate 22).

We hope this book, as incomplete as it may be, will open up new avenues 
of future research. ■
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1.1 (Far left) Karl Friedrich
Schinkel. Farmhouse in
Capri, 1804.
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When we say Mediterranean we mean above all the solar stupor that generates
the panicstricken myth and the metaphysical immobility.1

It is with these words pregnant with esoteric suggestions that Massimo
Bontempelli attempted an acrobatic definition of the “myth of the Mediter 
ranean” – a myth that exercised a notable magnetic force on the artistic,
literary, and architectonic debate in Italy, Spain, and France in the first decades
of the 1900s.2 Carlo Belli, a witness and actor of the period, wrote:

The theme of “Mediterraneanness” and “Greekness” was our navigational
star. We discovered early that a bath in the Mediterranean would have
restored to us many values drowned under gothic superimpositions and
academic fantasies. There is a rich exchange of letters between Pollini,
Figini, Terragni and myself on this subject. There are my articles in various
journals, especially polemical with Piacentini, Calza Bini, Mariani and others
embedded in Roman fascism . . . We studied the houses of Capri: how they
were constructed, why they were made that way. We discovered their
traditional authenticity, and we understood that their perfect rationality
coincided with the optimum of aesthetic values. We discovered that only
in the ambit of geometry could one actuate the perfect gemütlich of
dwelling.3

Without a doubt, mediterraneità – not to be confused with romanità to which
it was often polemically counterpoised – represented an explicit font of
inspiration from which a small circle of initiates, mostly French and Italian,
drew. Yet, before entering into an evaluation of the merit of this ideology – and
analyzing the verbal and visible alchemies of the “disquieting muses” – it may
be useful to pose a few basic questions.4 Does there exist a “Mediterranean
culture of living”? And, if it exists, in what measure is it recognizable as a
historical phenomenon? And lastly, is it possible to reassert it in terms of a
collective design ethos? It is not easy to respond to these questions, but it is
worth reducing the discourse to its schematic essence.

The mare nostrum or Mediterranean has represented for centuries a privileged
cradle of commercial exchange, bellicose conflicts, and cultural transmissions.
On its shores ancient historical civilizations flowered – including Egyptian,
CretanMycenaean, Phoenician, and Greek – and on its waters the first empires
were founded – Carthaginian, Roman, Byzantine, and Islamic. Many affinities
of climate, traditions, topography, and even ethnic traits are visible along 
the coastlines of countries facing the Mediterranean. Among the various
anthropological manifestations, the one that best registers and preserves the
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signs of a transnational civilization is architecture. Not the cultured or high
architecture but rather the vernacular architecture, an expression of
constructive, repetitive, and choral techniques sustained by a collective culture
of living that settled over the course of centuries.

However, once the legitimacy of the “civilization of the Mediterranean” has
been recognized as a subject of historical analysis – particularly in the pioneering
work of Fernand Braudel – it remains to be asked whether and up until what
point does such a civilization demonstrate unifying features?5 For it is clear
that – despite both the presence of a cradle of communal exchange and 
the permanence of techniques and forms tied to a longue durée – the towns
and buildings along the Mediterranean coasts have not only developed in
relation to different local specificities but also have incurred in time many
transformations that cannot be underestimated. Braudel asked the question:

What is the Mediterranean? It is one thousand things at the same time.
Not one landscape but innumerable landscapes. Not a sea, but a succession
of seas. Not a civilization, but civilizations amassed on top of one another.
To travel within the Mediterranean is to encounter the Roman world in
Lebanon, prehistory in Sardinia, the Greek cities in Sicily, the Arab presence
in Spain, Turkish Islam in Yugoslavia. It is to plunge deeply into the centuries,
down to the megalithic constructions of Malta or the pyramids of Egypt. It
is to meet very old things, still alive, that rub elbows with ultramodern
ones: beside Venice, falsely motionless, the heavy industrial agglomeration
of Mestre; beside the boat of the fisherman, which is still that of Ulysses,
the dragger devastating the seabed, or the huge supertankers. It is at the
same time to immerse oneself in the archaism of insular worlds and to
marvel in front of the extreme youth of very old cities, open to all the winds
of culture and profit, and which, since centuries, watch over and devour
the sea.6

This plurality of cultures, languages, and ethnicities – woven into tight and
complex knots – can then be disentangled in a historical setting. But in the field
of design, mediterraneità can only be reproposed – or, at least, it has always
been reproposed that way – through a mythopoetic transfiguration and an
acknowledged invention. Massimo Bontempelli clarified this mechanism in his
typical Machiavellian mysticism:

It is necessary to invent. The ancient Greeks invented beautiful myths and
fables that humanity has used for several centuries. Then Christianity
invented other myths. Today we are at the threshold of a third epoch of
civil humanity. And we must learn the art of inventing new myths and new
fables.7

The deceit that the Mediterranean myth dispenses is, in fact, the transhistorical
representation of the past as present. It insinuates the elegant assumption of
the eternal, beyond the cyclical mutation of the seasons, beyond the perennial
alternating of day and night, and the infinite forms across which time shows
itself, almost as if the art of each epoch were measured with a unique theme:
the desire for harmony. And it is exactly as myth, as a desire for simple and
harmonious construction, as a simulacrum of absences of decorum and pure
Euclidean volumes, as symbolic expression of the arithmetic canons of “divine
proportion,” as a shade of Apollonian beauty and as an echo of sirens
transmitted on the waves of the sea, that the concept of mediterraneità can
and must be evaluated beyond its objective verifiability.
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In European culture this myth has exercised an extraordinary evocative force
on some of the theories of “rational” architecture, beginning with the
eighteenthcentury rediscovery of the goût grec.8 It is often said that it was the
discovery of a statue of Hercules by the Austrian prince d’Elboeuf in the year
1711 at Herculaneum that the enthusiastic reevaluation of the “noble simplicity
and calm greatness” of the classical ancient civilization of the Mediterranean
began.9 Besides, we know that Anton Raphael Mengs, who jokingly passed 
off a false representation of Giove e Ganimede (Jupiter and Ganymede) as 
a Herculaneum original, was responsible for one of Johann Joachim
Winckelmann’s most passionate pages on the sublime and sensual beauty of
ancient art.10 Anecdotes aside, it is certain that, from the early 1700s, the best
part of Europe turned its historic gaze to the south.

The voyage to Italy became one of the obligatory stops in the cultural formation
of young French, English, and German people. Montesquieu went as far south
as Naples in 1729.11 Twenty years later de Vandières arrived and established 
the rules of the grand tour.12 They were followed by the architect Soufflot, the
future author of the Pantheon of Paris, the draftsman Cochin, and later 
the abbot of SaintNon – who would engrave his romantic transfiguration 
in the Voyage picturesque – and many others, including the “sublime marquis”
de Sade.13 Around the Academy of France in Rome, a genuine group of artists
gathered – including LouisJoseph Le Lorrain, JosephMarie Vien, and others.
They established tight relations with Giovanni Battista Piranesi, whose incisions
of the ruins that survived the shipwreck of the classical world were largely
known in Parisian intellectual circles.14 Moreover, it should be remembered
that in the formation of that movement of taste, socalled “revolutionary” but
codified afterwards in the revisionist Empire style, the thirtyfour plates
engraved by Piranesi and dedicated to the minute representation of objects of
daily life in Pompeii and in Herculaneum played a primary role. The companion
volume of Antiquités d’Ercolanum, of 1780, richly illustrated with graphic
reproductions of antique house furnishings in the style of David, was equally
influential.15

On the other side of the channel, the same mystic infatuation with the ancient
culture of the south was crucial in the formation of the English neoclassical
architects: in particular, the brothers Adam, with Robert coming to Italy in
1764, and George Dance the Younger following ten years later.16 There again,
it is above all in the intérieur of the private homes that the echo of a faraway
nostalgia resonated. One thinks of the house of Sir John Soane, built on Lincoln’s
Inn Fields in London (1792–1824). It provides exemplary proof of the importation
to northern Europe of typological, compositional, and decorative norms of the
Latin domus – with sunlight raining from above in a vestibule reminiscent of
the ancient impluvium, the Pompeian frescoes of the dining room, and the
great gallery on three floors crowded with heroes, gods, and every sort of
marble findings from the great classical ruins.17

How can we forget the Neapolitan salon of Sir William Hamilton where 
Lady Emma, in the presence of illustrious guests from every part of Europe,
displayed herself in seductive tableaux vivants inspired by the Herculaneum
paintings? Wolfgang Goethe was among the many who went there, and with
his enthusiastic graphic and verbal descriptions of his voyage to Italy, exported
to Germany the Mediterranean cult of Apollonian serenity. In a letter from
Rome to his friend Humboldt, Goethe confessed that the desire to contemplate
the solar quiet of the Italian countryside had become for him a “malady from
which I could recover only with admiration.”18 It is the same “incurable” illness
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that would compel the painters Koch and Carstens to never abandon Rome
and that would lead many young German architects to elect Italy to the
promised land of Art.19

For Karl Friedrich Schinkel (who made his grand tour from 1803 to 1805 as 
well as for Gottfried Semper (who arrived thirty years later) the voyage to 
Italy was above all a voyage into the classical.20 Yet Schinkel did not limit 
himself to drawing and reinventing the ruins of Roman magnificence. His gaze
also stopped on the anonymous Mediterranean vernacular of the south,
investigating its logic and its constructive systems. In 1823, when he received
from Friedrich III the task of redesigning an existing pavilion in the royal park
of Charlottenburg, he carried out a virtual “transplant” of a Neapolitan
architectonic typology, importing into the cold Berlin climate its balconies,
louvers, flat roofs, white plaster walls, and overall cubic massing.21 Even more
emblematic of Schinkel’s fascination for the simplicity of the minor rural
buildings were his drawings of the farmhouses of the Roman countryside or
the island of Capri. His sketches showed a minute attention to the constructive
details, the relationship with the countryside, and the compositional game of
pure Euclidean volumes.22 It is thus Schinkel who rigorously occasioned the
first European reevaluation of the most ancient, authentic, and elementary
Mediterranean culture of vernacular building, distinct in many aspects from
the more academic and monumental culture of Roman grandeur (plate 7).
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However, it is important to clarify that the relation initiated by Schinkel was
deeply idealized, imaginative, and mythopoetic, impregnated by a romantic
culture that had already wrapped in its cloak the writings of Goethe, Schiller,
or Hölderlin, as well as the timeless landscapes of Caspar David Friedrich. In
Schinkel’s projects, the classical and Gothic worlds, the solar muses from the
Olympian Mediterranean and the lunar fates of the forests of the Nibelungen,
as well as the reason of Eupalinos and the soul of Faust, coexist eclectically. It
is an evocative architecture, complex, polyphonic, constantly tuned to the
sublime, much like the music of Richard Wagner (plate 7).

In contrast, the studies of Gottfried Semper were marked by an analytic
detachment and a rigorous and severe historical selectivity. For his generation,
GrecoRoman antiquity was no longer an object of ecstasy but rather of
philological and scientifically founded research. Semper explored the
excavations of Pompeii and the Sicilian valleys to find confirmation for his
thesis on the importance of polychrome coverings in the dwellings and temples
of Magna Grecia. He put forth his polemic theory in his essay Vorläufige
Bemerkungen über bemalte Architektur und Plastik bei den Alten (1834) and then
in his fundamental text Der Stil in den technischen und tectonischen Künsten
(1860).23 In this later volume, Semper developed a “theory for architectonic
invention,” which moved away from a logicalphilosophical standpoint of a
positivist nature. The basic principles were the investigation of the evolution of
the architectonic typologies (Typenlehre), as well as those needs and reasons
of use that determine such evolution. From here, he derived the centrality of
the problem of “technique,” “competence,” and “knowhow” (Können).24

In 1896 Joseph Hoffmann returned in Schinkel’s and Semper’s footsteps,
pursuing an itinerary analogous to that completed two years earlier by his
friend and teacher, Joseph Maria Olbrich.25 Two years earlier, Olbrich had sent
a letter to his young friend in Vienna, in which he extolled the lessons of the
“old ruins.” Hoffmann’s beautiful watercolor drawing of the Forum of Pompeii
(plate 5), which “transfigured” the two columns framing the scene in pure
white cylinders on red bases silhouetted against the blue of the sky, is testimony
of his emotional voyage into antiquity. However, more than the archeology
and the classical monuments – obligatory stops on the grand tour – it is, above
all, the anonymous Mediterranean architecture of the islands and the southern
coast that attracted, like Schinkel, the attention of the young Viennese architect.
Hoffmann did not limit himself to an attentive analysis of the compositional
interplay of the pure volumes (which he fixed in around two hundred drawings),
but published upon his return a significant piece on the architecture of the
island of Capri in the pages of Der Architekt.26 There is one drawing in particular
that is symptomatic of the design process that leads from the analysis to the
project: it is a sketch of a terraced house in Pozzuoli which has in the lower 
left corner the rough drawing of a villa of his invention. This “bath in the
Mediterranean” – to use Hoffmann’s language – may possibly have spawned
the process of architectonic simplification that would reach its apex in the pure
stereometry of the Purkersdorf Sanatorium in Vienna (1903–08). Conventionally
read as “the anticipation of rationalism” this work revealed many features that
recall the graphic elaboration of the voyage to Italy. An indirect confirmation
of the decisive role played by the Italienische Reise in the formation of Hoffmann
comes from the brief but dense article that Adolf Loos dedicated to his
contemporary on the pages of Dekorative Kunst in 1898:

It is difficult for me to write about Josef Hoffmann. I am in stark opposition
to that tendency that is represented, not only in Vienna, by the young



 

1.3 Top: Josef Hoffmann.
House in Capri,
preliminary drawing for
Der Architekt, 1898.
Bottom: House in
Pozzuoli and sketch for a
villa inspired by it
(bottom left).

Source: Eduard Sekler, Josef
Hoffmann: The Architectural
Work, Princeton, 1985.



 

artists. For me tradition is everything; the free work of fantasy comes only
second in line. But in this case we are dealing with an artist who, from the
space of his exuberant imagination, brought to life ancient traditions.27

Loos had already, and polemically, moved away from the free “imagination”
so dear to Art Nouveau, in two articles significantly published in July of 1898 in
Ver Sacrum, the mouthpiece of the Viennese Secession.28 However, the few
elective affinities (unconfessed but unequivocal) that he shared with Hoffmann
can be found in their common admiration for the simple and anonymous
architecture of the South. Here again, the common source was Schinkel,
recognized in the various writings by Loos as his chosen mentor.

Loos completed his first voyage to Italy in January of 1906, traveling to Massa
Carrara in search of marble for his Kärntner Bar in Vienna.29 In 1910, the manifesto
essay Architektur made explicit his ties with the territories of classicism:

From the moment that mankind has understood the grandeur of classical
antiquity, a sole thought unites the great architects among themselves.
They think: like I build, the Ancients would have built as well.30
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ber 1898.
28 Adolf Loos, “Unsere jungen
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Stadt,” in Ver Sacrum 7, July 1898.
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 Carrara, under a mass of marble of
Carrara. Everything is Carrara here.
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30 In English in Adolf Loos, Spoken
in the Void: Collected Essays, 1897–
1900, Cambridge, The MIT Press,
1982. For more on the theme of clas
sicità in the works of Loos, see
Benedetto Gravagnuolo, Adolf Loos,
New York, Rizzoli, 1988.

1.4 Adolf Loos. Elevations and section, Project for a Villa for Alexander Moissi, Lido di Venezia, 1923.
Source: © Albertina, Architektur Sammlung, Vienna, ALA 207.



 

31 Among his other trips, Loos’s
sojourn in Venice in April 1913 along
with Karl Kraus and Peter Altenberg
was particularly important. A little
later, his wife Bessie and the poet
Georg Trakl joined him. See Hans
Joachim Malberg, Winderhall des
Herzens, Münich, 1961, p. 116.
32 Cristina Nuzzi (ed.), Arnold Böcklin
e la cultura artistica in Toscana, Roma,
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The same year he returned to Italy, staying in Naples upon his return 
from the Greek island of Skyros, where he had gone to choose the stone 
block for the cladding of his Goldman and Salatsch store on the Michaelerplatz 
in Vienna. Subsequently, his “Italian voyages” became more frequent, until 
the last one, taken in 1930 as a guest of his student and friend Giuseppe 
De Finetti.31

Beyond the biographical data, the sequel of these experiences can be traced
in Loos’s projects on the Mediterranean shores: the Villa Verdier at Le Lavandou
near Toulon (1923), the nucleus of the “twenty Villas with terraces” on the Côte
d’Azur (1923), the Villa Moissi on the Lido of Venice (1923), and the Villa
Fleischner in Haifa, Israel (1931). Among these, the work most emblematic of
the dialectic tradition versus innovation that distinguishes the entire parabola
of Loos’s architecture is the unrealized project for the Venetian home of the
actor Alexander Moissi. At first sight, the model appears to reveal an almost
“vernacular” declination of the Mediterranean culture of building, with its
unequivocal open staircase leading to a terrace covered by a pergola placed on
simple pilasters with square bases, and around which the rooms of the house
rotate, similar to an ancient impluvium. Yet, a more detailed examination reveals
that the line incisions in the compact white walls precisely follow a sophisticated
regulating pattern founded on the “golden rectangle.” The design of the façades
is in fact not casual: it is the nature of the place that dictates the rules of the
game. The light and the sea are the primary elements of composition. The
terrace is dislocated in the southeastern corner, in front of the lagoon, in order
to take in the rising sun. To the south, where the rays are warmer, the openings
have minimal dimensions. They are wider on the eastern and western sides in
order to follow the solar cycle until sunset. Small apertures, placed high on the
northern side, guarantee a perfect and natural ventilation. But the most
suggestive innovation is in the interior, where the complex articulation of the
Raumplan is illuminated by a radiant light, which penetrates from an oblique
aperture placed at the floor level of the terracesolarium. Like a leitmotiv, the
theme of “the terrace with pergola” dominates, in fact, Loos’s entire work,
from his first building – the Villa Karma on Lake Geneva in Switzerland 
(1904–06), inspired by Schinkel’s villa built for Wilhelm von Humboldt at Tegel
(1820–24) in the surroundings of Berlin – to one of his last works, Villa Fleischner
on the Israeli coast. For Loos as for Schinkel, the geraniums and the white
volumes did not have climatic or regional limits, but rather represented the
“modern” epiphany of the eternal present of the classical.

At this stage, and before we enter into the Corbusian labyrinth, it is worth
tracing the Ariadnean thread of a line of pictorial elaboration with noteworthy
historical importance – one nourished by the socalled “aesthetic circle” of
Florence, formed by nineteenthcentury German artists and art theoreticians
of the stature of Hans von Marées, Adolf von Hildebrand, Theodor Heyse, or
Konrad Fiedler.32 The theoretical connection that bound them was a common
reflection on the immutable laws of art, beyond changeable manifestations
over the centuries. Central to sculptor von Hildebrand’s thinking was the
concept of form, which starts from reality but simplifies it. Like Fiedler he
assumed that chaos preceded form, which explains his rejection of Impres 
sionism as “apparent chaos.”33 Accordingly, the group demonstrated an
ostensible alienation from the movements of the first avantgarde. Instead,
they kept an eye on a historical, immobile space that was in ceaseless
movement, like the waves of the Mediterranean that Böcklin observed for
hours and hours while sitting on a parapet of Castel dell’Ovo in Naples, not to
paint but only to understand the laws and the meaning of it.



 

Architecture was a topos of their collaboration in Italy. In 1873, Hans von Marées
was commissioned by the German zoologist Anton Dohrn to decorate the
newly established Zoological Station in Naples (plate 8). Marées collaborated
on the project with Hildebrand, who designed and painted the trompe l’oeils
of the architectural decoration, while Marées himself contributed five large
scenes, showing the life of the fishermen in the Bay of Naples, groups of male
and female figures in the orange groves of Sorrento, and the selfportrait of
the artist with his friends Dohrn and Hildebrand seated beneath a trellis (Scena
di pesca). Such scenes were intended by Marées to serve as exemplary images
of human life conducted in a world of perfect economic, social, and emotional
relations. One year later von Hildebrand was able to buy and install his studio
and family in the former monastery of San Francesco di Paola near Florence,
where von Marées worked as well until 1875. Here, the deceiving song of the
sirens, which promises a happy homecoming to a past without crises, still
seems to resonate in the rooms. The photos as tableaux vivants of the artist’s
daughters who pose for their father, covered by a few white cloths and some
acanthus leaves, against a background of a neoclassical fireplace, recount it to
us – even better than the basrelief of Dionysus, which closes the quiet
perspective sequence from the entrance.34

In 1883 Max Klinger was commissioned to decorate the Villa Albers in Steglitz
Berlin. There, his admiration for the Impressionists and the work of Arnold
Böcklin (whom he met in 1887) is especially clear. On the walls of the villa, he
realized his ideas of Raumkunst, derived from Pompeian mural art and iconically
inspired by Böcklin’s mythological scenes. In 1894 Böcklin himself acquired the
Villa Bellagio in San Domenico near Fiesole, where he also carried out wall
decorations in the Pompeian style. Likewise, when he enrolled, in 1907, at the
Akademie der Bildenden Künste in Munich, the young De Chirico (who departed
from Greece one year earlier) became fascinated by the uncanny narratives of
Klinger’s prints, such as The Glove Cycle that anticipated Surrealism in its
combination of reality and dream, while reflecting the contemporary
beginnings of psychoanalysis. De Chirico’s early work, however, owed most to
the mythological and symbolic paintings of Böcklin.

And so it is that the works of von Hildebrand, von Marées, and Böcklin are tied
together by a thin thread of poetic evocation, to those following shortly by
Max Klinger. And with the last rings of this visual chain – Giorgio de Chirico and
Alberto Savinio – we reach our time.

Magical Realisms

In the Italian and French cultures of the 1930s – or rather in a small refined and
elite part of it – we discover again, distilled and mixed together, suggestions of
both a pictorial thread and an architectonic seam to the Mediterranean.
Directed by Jolanda and Mario Pelegatti from 1933 to 1936 and from 1939 to
1943, the Rivista bimestrale d’arte, letteratura e musica was specifically dedicated
to “Mediterranean Art,” as were numerous pages of the magazine Colonna,
directed and published in Milan by Alberto Savinio in 1933–34.35 Likewise,
among others, Gio Ponti wrote many articles, including a pamphlet of 1941
titled “Architettura mediterranea.” 36The seeds of this Mediterranean flowering
had been sown in the first years of the 1920s by the magazine Valori Plastici.
Thanks to the mediation of its main instigator and extraordinary ambassador
of Italian art to Paris, Gino Severini, the magazine, from the very first issue,
featured interventions of Jean Cocteau, Paul Dermée, André Breton, and Louis
Aragon, in addition to an essay by Carlo Carrà on Pablo Picasso.37

34 See Christian Lenz, “Hans von
Marées,” Elizabeth Clegg, “Arnold
Böcklin,” Grove Dictionary of Art On
Line, Internet resource. Christiane
Groeber, The Naples Zoological
 Station at the Time of Anton Dohrn,
Naples, The Station, 1975.
35 The Rivista bimestrale was pub
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1939 and 1943. Only five issues of
the periodical Colonna, Periodico 
di civiltà italiana were published
between 1933 and 1934. The main
collaborators were Carlo Carrà, Libero
De Libero, Gino Levi Montalcini,
Leonardo Sinisgalli, and others. In
issue no. 1 of 1934, one can find a
reproduction of the Pompeian paint
ing Ulysses and Penelope, with a
significant declaration of “affinità”
by Alberto Savinio, painter and writer
of great talent, and brother of Giorgio
de Chirico.
36 Giò Ponti, “Architettura mediter
ranea.” Stile 7, July 1941, p. 1.
37 Valori Plastici: Rassegna d’arte was
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of the early 1920s. It was published
monthly from 1918 to 1922. Collab
orators included Theo van Doesburg,
Giorgio de Chirico, Filippo De Pisis,
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Quadriennale di Roma, Valori Plastici,
Roma, Skira, 1999. Among the many
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and his oeuvre to the historical culture
of the mare nostrum, the visit which
Picasso made, with Sergej Djaghilev,
to Naples and Pompeii is said to
have arguably played a significant
role in the pictorial rethinking that
led him to a return to classical fig 
uration. See Picasso e il Mediterraneo,
Roma, Villa Medici, 1983.
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38 Gino Severini, Du Cubisme au
 Classicisme, Paris, 1921, republished
in Piero Pacini (ed.), Gino Severini:
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d’oro, Firenze, Marchi and Bertolli,
1972.
39 Alberto Savinio, Scatola Sonora,
Torino, Einaudi, 1977. See also Carlo
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in Renato Barilli (ed.), Gino Severini,
Firenze, Electa Firenze, 1983.
40 Gino Severini, Tutta la vita di 
un pittore, Milano, Garzanti, 1983,
p. 278.

1.5 Giorgio de Chirico.
Mythologie, 1934. 
These two drawings 
are part of a series 
of ten lithographs
accompanied by a text
of Jean Cocteau.

Source: Giorgio de Chirico 
and Jean Cocteau, Mythologie,
1934, Paris, Editions des
Quatre Chemins, author’s
collection.

In his own way, Gino Severini made himself the interpreter of the new course
with the pamphlet Du Cubisme au Classicisme, published by Povolozky in Paris
in 1921.38 Here is not the place to analyze the theoretical themes generated
from this important text. Its words cross in Pindaric flight the blue skies of
aspiration to harmony, skipping the conventional rails of chronology without
ever hiding the sources. On the contrary, the author enumerates them with
infantile enthusiasm for discovery – from Plato to Leon Battista Alberti, Luca
Pacioli, Leonardo da Vinci and Albrecht Dürer to JulesHenry Poincaré and
HenriLouis Bergson. It is also important to remember that those reflections on
the “aesthetics of the number and of the compass” were translated into pictorial
forms in Severini’s Affreschi con maschere, a cycle of frescoes realized in 1921–22
for Sir George Sitwell in the medieval castle of Montegufoni near Florence.
Painted in accordance with mathematical calculations of harmonic rapports,
these scenes from the Commedia dell’arte – “between the human and the
abstract, between the real thing and the invented one” – transformed those
simple rooms into camere sonore (sound chambers) – to use Savinio’s words.39

In any case it is undeniable that Severini’s little volume exercised a major
influence on the Parisian intellectual culture of the time and, in particular, on
Amédée Ozenfant and Le Corbusier. As Severini himself recalled, an initial
encounter with the “Dioscuri of Purism” took place in 1921 through the
mediation of their mutual friend, Paul Dermée:

We talked a lot about the relationships of harmony, geometry, and
mathematics applied in general to the arts. And hearing that I had given a
book to Povlozky on this subject, they seemed afflicted. They wanted me
to take it back to publish it in L’Esprit nouveau, but I refused absolutely.40



 

A relationship of reciprocal esteem – which gave way to the collaboration of
the Tuscan artist in the pages of L’Esprit nouveau – degenerated later 
into open confrontation. Le Corbusier and Ozenfant accused Severini of
surrendering to a “damaging mystical spirit” and of having excessive faith “in
the ecstasy of virtues of the golden section.”41 Paradoxically, from that moment
on, the same magazine dedicated much attention to the tracés régulateurs and
the arithmetic canons of harmony – whether in painting or in architecture.
Severini had anticipated the thematic that Matila C. Ghyka stirred up later in
his Esthétique des proportions dans la nature et dans les arts (1927) and then in
the more fortunate volume Le nombre d’or (1931), introduced by Paul Valéry.
Of particular interest is the third chapter of Le nombre d’or, titled “Le canon
géométrique dans l’art méditerranéen.”42 It is also noteworthy that Ghyka did
not mention Severini’s volume in the ample bibliography, which stretched from
ancient time to the modern age. Neither does he name it in the generous
acknowledgments that range from Eupalinos ou l’Architecte and L’Âme et la
Danse by Valéry to Vers une architecture by Le Corbusier.43

In its turn, Valéry’s language was a beacon of orientation for the dangerous
course of thought across the Mediterranean. From his early essay Introduction
à la méthode de Léonard de Vinci (1894), Valéry discovered an esoteric
fascination with mathematics that would lead him to submit the irrational to
the metric and phonetic rules of the “difficult poetic game.”44 Then came the
masterpieces La jeune Parque (1917), Album de vers anciens (1920), and 

THE MYTH OF THE MEDITERRANEAN 25

41 On this theme, read the corres 
pondence between Ozenfant, Le
Corbusier, and Severini, conserved
in the Severini Archives and published
in L’Esprit Nouveau 17, 1922.
42 M. C. Ghyka, Esthétique des
 proportions dans la nature et dans
les arts, Paris, Gallimard, 1927, and
Le nombre d’or; rites et rythmes
pythagoriciens dans le développement
de la civilisation occidentale, Paris,
Gallimard, 1931.
43 See Paul Valéry, Eupalinos ou
 l’Architecte, Paris, Gallimard, 1921,
and idem L’Âme et la Danse, Paris,
 Gallimard, 1921. In English, Eupalinos
or the Architect, London, Oxford
 University Press, 1932.
44 Paul Valéry, Introduction to the
Method of Leonardo da Vinci, London,
Rodker, 1929.

1.6 Left: Matila C. Ghyka.
Pythagorean intervals.
Right: Le Corbusier.
Regulating lines of Villa
Garches, 1927.

Source: Matila C. Ghyka, 
Le nombre d’or; rites et
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la civilisation occidentale,
Paris, 1931.
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Le Cimetière marin (1922). “Art” – wrote Valéry – “is a language that has music
on one side and algebra on the other.”45 Walter Benjamin echoed him when he
affirmed, in his splendid essay dedicated to the French poet:

The sea and mathematics: they appear in one of the most beautiful things
that [Valéry] wrote, in the episode of Socrates who tells Fedro what he
found on the seashore, with a chain of fascinating ideas. It is an uncertain
object – ivory or marble or even a bone of an animal – that the surf tossed
on the shore and that appears almost as a head with the features of Apollo.
And Socrates wonders if it is a work of the waves or of the artist. He reflects,
‘How much time does the ocean need before among millions of forms
chance will produce another like this, how much time would the artist
need?’ And he can well say that an artist is worth a thousand centuries or
one hundred thousand or even many more than that. This becomes a
particular criterion for gauging works of art.46

And Benjamin continued:

If we wanted to surprise the author of this grandiose work, Eupalinos, or the
Architect, for his sixtieth birthday, giving him as a gift an ex libris, it would
represent a potent compass with one leg planted at the bottom of the
ocean and the other stretched far on the horizon.47

It is not – it cannot be – happenstance that at the threshold of the 1920s
different minds met in a common reflection on the meaning of “order,” in the
search for “rules,” and on the magic of the “number.” There is a kind of historical
determination in this return to the “soul,” to the eurythmics of an Apollonian
dance after the inebriation of the Dionysian orgy. In 1918, the musician Erik
Satie, friend of Picasso and of Djaghilev, wrote a “symphonic drama for five
sopranos and orchestra” – with the significant title, Socrates – attuned to the
“total renunciation of every subjective connotation in favor of an absolute and
almost ascetic formal rigor.” For Satie, it was a mark of “that intellectual
objectivism which would characterize, later on, the neoclassicism of Stravinsky
and of the musicians who would move in his orbit.”48

Even with the few allusions made up to this point, it is not difficult to intuit the
substantial “elective affinity” and reciprocal osmosis between French
investigations and the contemporary artistic and literary elaborations of the
Italian circle of intellectuals gathered around the magazines Valori Plastici, La
Raccolta, La Ronda, and other minor publications. The voyage in search of a
poetic dimension that is chemically “pure” led almost naturally to the mythical
shores of the ancient Hellas, chosen as a symbol of the West’s infancy.

“All of Greece is in the shape of a shell,” observed Alberto Savinio. As an ancient
theater with “its back to the West and the mouth introducing the scene of the
East,” Greece seems to gather the marine breezes and transmit the echo.49

“We believe in the order of Greece,” writes Fausto Melotti in his turn.50 And
Massimo Bontempelli suggests music as the language most suitable for arriving
at the absolute harmony of the Apollonian, remembering a passage in which
Nietzsche exalts the solar and the “Mediterranean” music of Georges Bizet’s
Carmen, contrasting it to the “undone and corrupting” Wagnerian drama.51

De Chirico wrote in Valori Plastici (plate 9):

In the construction of the city, in the architectural forms of the houses, of
the piazzas, of the gardens, of the public walkways, of the doorways, of the



 

56 Interestingly, the first reference
to Le Corbusier in Italy was made by
Marcello Piacentini in “Notiziario di
arte moderna,” Architettura e Arti
decorative 2, 1921. Yet, it was the
architects of the Il Gruppo 7 (founded
in Milan in October 1926) who literally
exalted the Swiss maestro as “one
of the most remarkable initiators 
of a rational architecture”: in 
English translation, Il Gruppo 7,
“Architecture”; “Architecture (II): 
The Foreigners” in Oppositions 6,
September 1976, 89–102. On the
relationship with Le Corbusier, see
the entry “Italie,” in Le Corbusier: une
encyclopédie, Paris, Centre Georges
Pompidou, 1987, pp. 206–209. Also
see Michelangelo Sabatino’s essay
in this book.
57 Luigi Figini and Giorgio Pollini,
“Villastudio per un artista,” Catalogo
della V Triennale di Milano, Milano,
1933, also in Vittorio Savi, p. 12.
58 The MIAR (Movimento Italiano
per l’Architettura Razionale) was
founded in 1928. See Michele
 Cennamo (ed.), Materiali per l’analisi
dell’architettura moderna, il MIAR,
Napoli, Società editrice napoletana,
1977. The first exhibition was held in
Rome in April 1928, with the support
of the Sindacato Nazionale Fascista
Architetti. The second exhibition
took place in the gallery of Pietro
Maria Bardi in Via Veneto. It had a
stronger polemical character, with
a direct attack to the architecture
of Armando Brasini, Gustavo Gio
vannoni, and Piacentini expressed
in the famous photomontage “Tavolo
degli orrori”. In the Presentazione to
the second exhibition: “It is overall
correct to recognize that this char
acter of ‘latinità’ – which had allowed
this architecture to be defined as
Mediterranean – is becoming more
and more accentuated”: see Casabella
40, April 1931.
59 See Carlo Enrico Rava, Nove anni
di architettura vissuta, op. cit.
60 Carlo Enrico Rava, “Dell’europe 
ismo in Architettura,” in Rassegna
Italiana, December 1927, also in
Luciano Patetta, L’architettura 
in Italia, p. 146.
61 Ibid., pp. 147–148.

THE MYTH OF THE MEDITERRANEAN 27

train stations, etc. . . . are the primary fundamentals of a great metaphysical
aesthetic. The Greeks had a certain scruple in such constructions, guided
by their aestheticphilosophic sense: the porticoes, the shaded promenades,
the terraces were built like stages in front of the great spectacles of nature.52

In the 1930s the studies of the golden section, the “cubic laws,” and other neo
Pythagorean canons on proportionality became the latent trait d’union between
the Italian pictorial and architectonic experiments. A kind of “mystic halo”
seems to wrap in a single cloak the abstract archipitture of Licini, the “musical”
sculptures of Melotti, the “magical realism” of Carrà, the melancholic Italian
piazzas of De Chirico, and the “rational” constructions of Terragni, Figini, Pollini,
Sartoris, Banfi, Belgioioso, Peressutti, Rogers, Albini, Libera, Bottoni, Cosenza,
Pagano, and Nizzoli.53

Let us start with two “supreme” examples of this relation: the Mediter ranean
aura that insinuates itself in the harmonic lines regulating the perforations of
the four walls of Terragni’s Casa del Fascio, and the unsurpassed, abstract
game of geometrical planes, levels, floors, and bundles of sunlight in the patio
of Figini and Pollini’s villastudio for an artist (plate 16, figure 2.1).54 In that
spirit, Carlo Belli regarded the Casa del Fascio (1932–36) as the extreme point
of arrival of the rational attitude, derived from “Greece, Mediterranean, Magna
Grecia,” while Luigi Figini extolled the “Mediterranean”, “solar,” and “serene”
character of an earlier work by Terragni in Como: the Novocomum of 1927–29.55

In relation to their own villastudio for an artist at the V Triennale of Milan of
1933, Figini and Pollini spoke unequivocally of the patio as a “Pompeian
impluvium.”56 Likewise, in the descriptive summary of the project, one reads
that rhythm is determined by constant intervals – that is by the numbers.57

In fact, it should be remembered that, in the Italian architectonic debate of the
interwar period, the theme of mediterraneità was developed with explicit
theoretical awareness. Following the seminal text of Presentazione at the
second Exposition of the MIAR (Movimento Italiano per l’Architettura Razionale,
1931), the rationalist architects elected the “Mediterranean tendency” as a
Trojan horse for the victory of modernity against the tinsel of equivocal
historicist academic culture.58 As it is noted, Carlo Enrico Rava, who in the first
years had represented in a certain sense the theoretical soul of Gruppo 7, did
not participate in this Second Exposition. But the divergences of opinion did
not regard the concept of mediterraneità of which, on the contrary, Rava was
the most obstinate observer.59 Already in an essay of 1927, he had defended
rational Italian architecture from the “accusation of imitation of foreigners,”
underscoring how “the natural propensity towards a balance of planes and
towards the relaxed symmetry of volumes, a quality of our race . . . profoundly
distinguishes us from other nations.”60 This very same essay argued for a return
to the “complete relaxation of forms” and to the “happy creation, that is the
heritage completely classical and ours,” in polemic contrast with various
attempts to elect copies of Roman architecture as expressions of the “spirit of
Imperial Italy.”61

The calls for the “Hellenic spirit” assumed, moreover, a desire for simplicity,
harmony, and an equilibrium of Euclidean, archaic, and primordial volumes. In
short, there was no lack in these assertions of chauvinistic motives, but these
were not to be confused with the historicism of the Italian academic architects.
One could argue that these positions were nothing but subtle differences
within a common conservative culture, but on these differences played a battle
of language that often assumed the violent tones of an ideological conflict,
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and at times was more than verbal. According to his own declarations, the
reasons that led Rava to dissociate himself from the Gruppo 7 and to adhere –
along with his friend Sebastiano Larco – to RAMI (Raggrupamento Architetti
Moderni Italiani), founded by the Sindacato degli Architteti in 1931) are to be
sought in the critique leveled at the errors and the dangers of a rationalism too
often reduced to a sterile dogma.62

The divisiveness of this critique is obvious. Beyond verbal enunciations, it is
Rava’s own architectonic production that demonstrates how his poetic,
originally based on an intransigent purism, evolved towards the “search for a
modern colonial setting,” elaborated on “an antiNovecento base of Mediter 
ranean rationalism and therefore essentially Italic.” Interesting examples of
this position can be seen in Rava’s projects for the Church at Suani BenAdem
(1930), Tripoli’s Arch of Triumph (1931), or the Pavilion of Eritrea and Somalia
(1933–34), all done in collaboration with Sebastiano Larco. These projects not
only prefigured the “colonial architecture” exported from Italy into the North
African countries and some Greek islands like Rhodes, but also represented –
as Giorgio Ciucci recalls – an original architectonic research on the theme of
mediterraneità.63This experiment became even more evident in the construction
of the hotel at the archeological site of Leptis Magna near Tripoli (1933) and in
the hotel in Mogadishu (1935).64

Clearly, the Mediterranean theme was not the exclusive perquisite of this or
that architecture, but rather the object of a collective reflection on the part of
the rationalist movement. The “Programma di Architettura,” published in the
first issue of the magazine Quadrante of May 1933, articulated the following
sixth theorem:

Clarification of the characteristics of the Italian rationalist tendency.
Affirmation of classicism and of Mediterraneanness – understood in the
spirit and not in the forms and in the folklore – in contrast with Nordism,
with Baroqueism, or with the romantic arbitrariness of a part of the new
European architecture.65

Among the signatories we read the names of Bottoni, Figini, Pollini, Lingeri,
the members of the BBPR group, and others. In the same issue of Quadrante,
the Hellenic spirit was reevoked by Alberto Sartoris in his essay “Avvenire del
funzionialismo,” in which he maintained that:

The Greeks employed in their architectonic and plastic modulations, based
on the movement and on the stasis of dynamic rectangles, geometrical
markings rigorously exact and in some sense identical to those that inform
the compositions of the rationalist Europeans and the characteristic
proportions revealed by the framework of their works. [. . .] These
postulates on the new architecture also derive from antique notions that
had, particularly in Mediterranean art, an imprint of imperative origin.
These organic structures show up in the famous golden number, which was
indispensable at that time for anyone wanting to create and establish in
the work plastic forms that were consonant with the sensibility and spirit
of the period. This kind of harmonious growth in space and dynamic
succession in time have been transmitted down to us and today, more than
ever, modernist architects have been won over by a plastic beauty, that
cannot be a mirage, but is perhaps the eternal possibility of developing a
work of art into absolute perfection, into a higher serenity, into something
never thought of.66



 

1.7 Le Corbusier. A Stamboul
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greenery,” 1911.
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Concordant to these considerations, Alberto Sartoris, who had in 1925 re
evoked antiquity with his Theater Gualino in Turin, proposed in the pages of La
Casa Bella his intent to pursue “beauty and solemnity” and – this should not be
a surprise – classical art in his project for a house/studio for the painter Jean
Saladin van Berchen in Paris. He elaborated on this aim in the second version
of the house for the winegrower Morand Pasteur in Saillon in Switzerland
(1933), played out on the ample terraces and with evident neoHellenic, rational
purism.67

In the Footsteps of Janus: Le Corbusier’s Mediterranean Odyssey

Le Corbusier’s Oeuvre complète is a genuine encyclopedia – an Encyclopédie.68

The scholarly angle of approach of the – often – contradictory adventure of 
his ideas is thus significant and determinant. As a result, it is not surprising that
the theme of his relationship with the antique has been for a long time the
most neglected. Not that Le Corbusier was ever parsimonious of explicit
declarations. But the evidence was fogged for too long by the smokescreen of
the banalizing interpretations of the modernist vulgate, raised to hide any
interpretative attempt that would put into doubt the absolute coherence of his
“progressive” way of thinking. Few understood the profound value and the
inescapable complexity of a doublesided protective mask, a mask divided
between the joyful crown of the solar rays and the dolorous spiral of the
serpents, between Cartesian order and chaotic emotionality, between the faith
in industrial progress and the melancholy in front of the collapse of the archaic
civilizations, between Apollo and Dionysus, between the Moderns and the
Ancients.69

“From now on, I will speak only with the Ancients; the Ancients respond to
those who know how to question them” – the young CharlesEdouard Jeanneret
wrote emphatically to Charles L’Eplattenier in a letter of 1908.70 The voyage to
Italy, initiated between September and October of the preceding year along an
itinerary established with his master at the Ecole d’Art de la ChauxdeFonds,
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represented in his formation something far beyond the ritual “petitgrand
tour.”71 The attentive visit of the antique monuments, pushed as far as the
tactile observation of the grain and color of the materials in the light of their
natural setting, produced the effect of a cleansing bath that was to purify him
from the late romantic scoria of Ruskin’s teaching, even if the master continued
to guide his footsteps along the “matins de Florence.”72

Even more determinant was the following Voyage d’Orient, launched from
Berlin in May 1911 and that was to lead him to Naples in October of the same
year after having visited the Balkans, Turkey, and Greece.73

I embarked on a great journey, which was to be decisive, through the
countryside and cities of countries still considered unspoilt. From Prague I
went down the Danube, I saw the Serbian Balkans, then Rumania, then the
Bulgarian Balkans, Adrianople, the Sea of Marmara, Istanbul (and
Byzantium), Bursa in Asia.
Then Athos.
Then Greece.
Then the south of Italy and Pompeii.
Rome.
I saw the grand and eternal monuments, glories of the human spirit.
Above all, I succumbed to the irresistible attraction of the Mediter ranean.
And it was high time, after ten years’ work (published in all the reviews) on
German decorative art and architecture.
The Turkey of Adrianople, Byzantium, of Santa Sophia or Salonica, the
Persia of Bursa, the Parthenon, Pompeii, then the Coliseum. Architecture
was revealed to me.
Architecture is the magnificent play of forms under the light.74

According to the letter of this autobiographical confession, the ruins, the only
survivors of the wreckage of classical antiquity, played a decisive role in his
fulgurating intuition of the “jeu magnifique.” The scientific rigor of the
nineteenthcentury travelers gave way to an unequivocally emotional approach
to archeology, quite distant from the romantic contemplation and esthetic of
the ruins.75 In Pompeii, the young Le Corbusier recorded in his carnet the
variations in the composition and organization of the Italian domus.76 His quick
but incisive sketches reveal his fascination for the gardens and the pergolas,
but also his attempt at confronting, in his own way, the technique of the
restauration, which had characterized the envois de Rome at Villa Medici.77

In this spirit, one of the most fascinating examples is the idealized completion
of the colonnade of the Temple of Jupiter in Pompeii, which frames, from the
elevated terrace of the temple, the urban scenario of the Forum and, in 
the background, the green silhouette of the Mount Lattari rhythmically
cadenced by the intercolumniation (plate 10).78The ultimate end of such mental
games was no longer an archeological dispute about polychromy or the
philological precision of the anastylosis, but the discovery of the “eternal laws”
of architecture.79 Le Corbusier wrote in Vers une architecture:

One must go and see Pompeii, which is moving in its rectitude . . . 
Outside of Rome, where there was air, they built Hadrian’s Villa. There you
meditate on Roman grandeur. There they imposed order. It is the first
grand ordonnance of the West . . . But careful, architecture is not just
ordonnance. Ordonnance is one of the fundamental prerogatives of
architecture. To walk about Hadrian’s Villa and say to oneself that the
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modern power of organization that is “Roman” has yet to do anything:
what a torment for a man who feels himself party and accomplice to this
confounding mess!
[. . .] Strength of intention and classification of elements, that is proof of a
turn of mind: strategy, legislation. The architecture is responsive to these
intentions, it renders. The light caresses the pure forms: it renders.80

In the footsteps of Janus, the Mediterranean god with two faces, Le Corbusier
constantly kept the dialectical relationship between the antique and the
modern, between the echo of an ancestral harmony that derives from the
remote classical past and the will to understand and to dominate the new force
of the industrial universe. Paradoxically, Le Corbusier never ceased to repeat
that it was the very antiacademic “rereading” of the antique that revealed to
him the foundational principles of modernity.

Furthermore, it would be easy to retrace the network of fine threads that
linked the observation upon the ruins to the very conception of his projects. It
is enough to think about the pergolas of the Casa Sallustio, photographed and
drawn in October 1911 in Pompeii, then reproposed (the year after), almost
faithfully – as Gresleri noted – in the garden of the Jeanneret House in La
ChauxdeFonds.81 Equally convincing is the analogy – signaled by Kurt Forster
– between the composition of the Maison La Roche Jeanneret and the sketches
for the Casa del Poeta Tragica, also in Pompeii.82 It is in the same way that the
memory of the white volumes of rural architecture would return in the projects
of the “purist” phase of the 1920s, giving even more credence to the
individuation of a genealogical ascendancy of an esthetic abstracted from the
“Mediterranean myth.” Yet, what matters most is the visual legacy of the
travels, which remained engraved in the deepest of his memory and kept
resurfacing, as a karstic river, throughout the entire adventure of his ideas.83

Likewise, one must start from Le Corbusier’s expressed doubts, from his
disquieting interrogation about what we call “progress,” to understand the
authentic meaning of his “modernity” and the challenge launched by a David
against the gigantic forces of the machinist civilization in order to submit them
to a cultural project. In 1911 he wrote in Pompeii:

Why is our progress so ugly?
Why is it that those who still have a virgin blood like to take the worst from
us? Does one have taste in art? Isn’t it dry Theory than to do more of it? Will
one ever do Harmony again? [. . .] We have sanctuaries left to go and cry
and doubt forever. There, one knows nothing of today, one lives in the old
days; there the tragic comes close to exultant joy; one is completely shaken
because the isolation is complete . . . It is on the Acropolis, on the steps of
the Parthenon, it is in Pompeii, along its streets.84

His passion for the archaic civilizations never fell into a regressive nostalgia, or,
worse, into the mimesis of the past that often ends in parody. Even more
interesting was the conceptual distance that separated the “modern” vision of
Le Corbusier from the visceral “antipast” attitude of the most radical avant
garde. From the same Venice that Marinetti had earlier described, without
periphrasis, as the “cloaca massima del passatismo“ (great sewer of
traditionalism), Le Corbusier extracted in the summer of 1923 an extraordinary
lesson on the “visible,” or, as Stanislaus von Moos demonstrated, on the
relationship between the perception of the architectural form and the hourly
variation of the solar intensity.85
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In fact, the juvenile “vibrations” of the Voyage d’Orient had already been 
fixed on the four hundred photographic plates made with his rudimentary
camera Cupido 80, and in the drawings and writings of his Carnets, later re
elaborated upon his return to Switzerland.86 In April of 1912, CharlesEdouard
Jeanneret exhibited in Neuchâtel a series of watercolors, grouped under 
the title Language des Pierres, and partly represented the year after in the
prestigious exhibition of the Salon d’Automne in Paris,87 five years before 
he painted La cheminée (1918) in a celebrated episode of the purist period. 
It was the first exhibition where he declared his passion for painting – a never
appeased passion that would develop during his entire life.88 The osmosis
between these two forms of “visible thinking” was so continuous along his
career that Theodor Fontane’s metaphor about Karl Friedrich Schinkel seems
entirely appropriate to Le Corbusier’s own career: “he painted as an architect,
and he built as a painter.”89

This sensibility to color induced the young Jeanneret to put the constructions
of architecture in close relationship with the chromatic context of their locus.
As a result, the landscape, the intensity of light and the climatic temperature,
along with the colors of the stones, the trees, the skies and other natural
elements, became decisive corollaries of the beauty of architecture beyond
the measurable proportions of the academic tradition. Yet it would be eminently
reductive to interpret these works as simple analytical exercises about the
relationship between architectonic text and landscape context. The pictorial
research surged with a relative formal autonomy from the repre sentative
content, delivering in the figuration of the landscapes along the “road to
Eleusis” genuine summits of absolute lyricism. Leaning even more toward new
emotional horizons is the transfiguration of the hills of Pera and Istanbul into
mauve or rottengreen blemishes that detach themselves from the backdrop
of the Sea of Marmara. In the memory of the painter, the drawings of the
things observed merge with the things imagined, and they acquire the taints
of dreamy colors, fresh and “fauve”: they vibrate from the blood red to 
the cobalt blue in the celebrated variations on the oblique views of the
Parthenon (plate 12). The stones of architecture seem to speak the Homerlike
language of the trees, within the metaphysical immobility of the “unspeakable
space.” Everything is improbable and, at the same time, deeply real, as a
journey in time, replete with colored spectra and, further inside, with the
darkest ink which frequently dominates the serene and blue scintillation of 
the Mediterranean waters.

The journey faraway is by definition the movement of the self toward an
elsewhere, toward another locus far from one’s homeland and cultural traditions.
The photographs, the drawings, the annotations, and sketches of the Carnets
reveal the interest of the young Jeanneret, not only for the sacred precincts of
architecture but also for the handcrafted objects, for the country vases, for the
clothes, faces, and bodies of the peoples; in other words, for the anthropological
culture in its largest sense. Suffice to allude to the drawings View of the seraglio
from the Bosphorus, with its depiction of colored sails caught in the wind; or
Garden of an interior courtyard, which shows rural artifacts in the surroundings
of Kazanlak; or the photographs Fountain of Istanbul, with woman, child and
dog, theTomb cippus with character seen from behind at Eyüp, or Cart pulled by
ox showing hieratic monks with their large black tunics, immobile in the silence
of Mount Athos.

Before becoming notorious under the pseudonym of Le Corbusier, the young
student interpreted, with “eyes that know how to see” the latent correlation
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between the culture de l’habiter (culture of living) and the culture du construire
(culture of building). This association surfaced with “magisterial simplicity”
during the four months spent in the Orient – in the West, it was being lost
under the Babellike blanket of styles, packed one on top of the other or
confused together in “dubious, horrendous and disgusting conglomerates.”90

This notwithstanding, this aptitude to “know how to see” beyond architecture
always remained the tenuous yet traceable thread that interconnects his
“mental journeys” into the labyrinth of heterogeneous civilizations, even after
his decision to abandon the camera for the pencil, more adept at forcing the
mind to interpret the visible than the mechanical shutter. Les femmes d’Alger,
sketched with all the sensual fascination of their “abundant curves” suggests
one source of inspiration for the fluidity of the Plan Obus.91 Likewise, the great
gestures at the regional scale for Montevideo, Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and
Rio de Janeiro derived unequivocally from the “view from above” that 
he experienced from the aircrafts of Mermoz and SaintExupéry.92 As for the
hybris of the Chandigarh Capitol, it cannot be understood without recalling 
Le Corbusier’s discussion of the rediscovery, amidst the faraway terres d’Orient,
of “the fundamental human activities, linked to cosmic elements like the sun,
the moon, the waters, the seeds, the fructification.”93 That the Mediterranean
represented a polar star in the design journey of Le Corbusier is thus undeniable.
A further proof can be found in the autobiographical notes written in the
cabanon during the month of July 1965, a couple of days before the fatal
drowning in the waters of CapMartin:

Along those years I have become a man of everywhere. I have traveled
across the continents. Yet, I have only one deep attachment: the
Mediterranean. I am a Mediterranean, strongly . . . Mediterranean, Queen
of form and light. Light and space. . . . My recreations, my roots, they must
be found in the sea that I have never ceased to like. . . . The sea is
movement, and endless horizon.94

What thus is the legacy of these reiterated odysseys in the Mediterranean? The
key of the enigma can very probably be found in the prologue, apparently out
of context, that Le Corbusier pronounced in Athens on August 3, 1933, in front
of the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) members:

I have attempted to act and create a work of harmony and humanity. I
have done it with the Acropolis deep inside me, in the stomach. My work
has been honest, loyal, obstinate, sincere. It is the essential truth that
made me a challenger, somebody who proposes something else . . . One
has accused me of being a revolutionary . . . It is the Acropolis, which made
me a rebel . . . The Greek spirit has remained the symbol of control:
mathematical rigor and law of numbers bring us harmony . . . And now, 
to get it over with the Acropolis, in the name of harmony, we must in 
the whole world, without weakness and with a valiant soul, create 
harmony. The word truly expresses the raison d’être of the present times.
In the name of the Acropolis, a strong harmony, triumphant, unfailing,
invulnerable.95

Harmony and not symmetry: the word has a wide significance, irreducible to
the banal academic exercises of bilateral and axial symmetry. The rediscovery
of the esprit grec was to become an initiation voyage across the secrets of the
numbers that explain the beauty of the visible forms. Major steps in this
pilgrimage will be the neoPythagorean principles of the tracés régulateurs, the
esoteric fascination for the golden section, and their extreme logical conclusion:



 

96 Le Corbusier, The Modulor: A Har
monious Measure to the Human Scale,
Universally Applicable to Architecture
and Mechanics, Cambridge, The MIT
Press, 1968 [1954]. Also see the dis
cussion about Severini, Ghyka, and
Valéry in the section Magical Realisms
of this essay.
97 Le Corbusier, Sur les quatre routes,

Paris, Gallimard, 1941.
98 The drawing is from Auguste

Choisy, Histoire de l’architecture, Paris,
GauthierVillars, 1899, p. 415.
99 Auguste Choisy, p. 419.

100 Gino Pollini, “Il IV CIAM,” in Para
metro, no. 52, December 1976. On
the congress, see TexnikaXeonika,
op. cit.; Quadrante 5, September
1933, and Quadrante 13, May 1934.
101 Gino Pollini, “Cronache del quarto
Congresso Internazionale di Architet
tura Moderna e delle vicende relative
alla sua organizzazione,” in Parametro
52, December 1976, pp. 19–21.

34 BENEDETTO GRAVAGNUOLO

the theory of the Modulor.96 Yet, the extraordinary pages that Auguste Choisy
dedicated to the Acropolis may very well have been the true catalyst for 
Le Corbusier’s reassessment of the complex game of calibrated “asymmetries.”
Every architecture is rational and symmetrical, but their disposition on the
ground, out of axis and in apparent autonomy, can be read in a “picturesque”
manner as one proceeds along the emotional sequence of perspectival
stations.97 In 1922 he had borrowed Choisy’s drawing of the Acropolis as the
frontispiece of his “third advertisement to the architects.”98 The parallelism of
thought between the architect and the historian can be read in Choisy’s
following lines:

And so behaves nature: the leaves of a plant are symmetrical, the tree is a
balanced mass. Symmetry dominates its every part, but the whole merely
follows the laws of harmony, of which the word balance translates both the
image and the physical expression.99

Voyages into Harmony

The Mediterranean echo found further international resonance in the CIAM
congress of 1933, “taking place aboard a beautiful ship, the Patris II, on a cruise
from Marseille to Athens.”100 Not to be underestimated is the symbolic value
of this itinerary in mare nostrum, whose final destination was the mythical
Athens. The voyage started on July 29 at the port of Marseille, wrapped that
day in an exotic halo imprinted on the film shot on board by Laszlo Moholy
Nagy. Gino Pollini remembers:

The meetings took place on the decks, sheltered by the curtains, in a
ventilated atmosphere, full of light and sun, on a calm sea. Gropius, Breuer,
and almost the whole German group were absent . . . On the afternoon of
August 1, we disembarked in Athens; the following day was dedicated to
visiting the city. So we went up to the Acropolis – us, with emotion, as it
was our first time – with Le Corbusier who recalled the twentyone days he
had passed up there many years ago. With this memory, he introduced the
following day his discourse Air, sound, and light [. . .] The Temple to Athena
Nike, the Parthenon, everything appeared regulated by laws not taken for
granted . . . At Cape Sunio, in Delphi, in Epidauro, we were able in the
following days to find an ulterior confirmation . . . Even in the islands,
architecture appeared marked by valid rules, even if not always evident,
deriving from typology and, among other things, the factors of climate
and the ways in which single edifices were grouped and placed in relation
to the site. The Mediterranean population appeared to have expressed in
this way a rapport between their very poverty and an essentially rational
action. The feeling of ancient tradition was certainly in their consciousness,
but it could not blossom on the surface of the Congress’ works. This would
have been, aside from being out of the theme, irreconcilable with a general
diffuse restraint of the time.101

From the direct testimony of a participant, we find confirmed the influence
that an indiscrete fascination with the Hellenic myth exercised, even on this
intransigent Congress, which sanctioned the principles of the “modern
functional city.” Yet that “diffuse restraint” would surrender a little afterwards
to an undisclosed apology of ancient Mediterranean civilization. The animator
of this infatuation was principally Le Corbusier, who was a collaborator in those
years of Plans, an unequivocally “rightist” magazine (1930–33) and of Prélude,
another French organ of “regionalist action” ambiguously placed along a “line



 

of demarcation between fascism and collectivism” (1933–35). And it is precisely
from the cultural alliance between Prélude and the Italian magazine Quadrante
that the idea was born for a “plan d’organisation européenne” among France,
Italy, Spain, and Algeria on the basis of acknowledgment of climatic axes.102

When Le Corbusier was invited to give two lectures at the Roman Circolo delle
Arti e delle Lettere in July 1934, he proclaimed, “Rome is the highest potential
of Latin and GrecoLatin cultures, under the sky of a Mediterranean fatality.”
And he added, “Rome is still today, amidst the universal tumult, at the place
that its authority conquered, an authority that is capable of claiming its message
in the face of the whole world.”103

Yet, one cannot discard a possible premeditation in attempting to capture the
benevolence of Mussolini, a personification of the mythified “authority,” in
order to obtain the commission to design Pontinia, the third new town in the
reclamation program of the Pontine Marshes. In November of the same year
Le Corbusier sent the Duce a dedicated copy of the second volume of the
Oeuvre complète, and two years later he proposed a project of transformation
of Addis Ababa into a large “garden city.”

Edoardo Persico’s disdain is more than understandable, when in an incisive
essay from 1934 entitled “Punto a capo per l’archittetura,” he expressed a
severe and sarcastic judgment against the equation latinità = mediterraneità –
acted out opportunistically by the Italian rationalists in order to sanction the
cachet of their own “tendency” of “art of the State” – and against the charming
thought of climats and cultures brought up by Le Corbusier.104 His scorn came
undoubtedly from his distinctly “religious” and authentically antifascist point
of view.

It would be mistaken, however, to keep evaluating an “aesthetic” formulation
in “ethical” terms. At least as originally intended, mediterraneità was preva 
lently a poetic game, a literary metaphor, a neoPythagorean allegory of
number and cosmic rhythm, a metaphysical desire to rediscover, through 
the proportional relationships of the golden section, the abstract and
mathematical laws of beauty. It was a fantastic pretext for ungluing from 
the skies Icarus’s wings and replunging them into the Homeric waters of
Ulysses’s peregrination.

It was not by chance that Le Corbusier dedicated some extraordinarily
fascinating watercolors to the illustration of the Iliad in February of 1955 
(plate 11). Recluse in the spiritual cave of the CapMartin cabanon, he applied
sanguine colors to the eighteenthcentury neoclassical designs of John Flaxman
chosen by the publishing house Les Portiques to illustrate the pages of the
Iliad.105 The conflict between the pale serenity of Arcadia and the chromatic
passion of tragedy is unequivocal. The vivifying breath of the fight between
Eros and Thanatos, understood in the Homeric song, is reevoked in unparal 
leled Dionysian inebriation. In these apparently minor drawings, Le Corbusier
revealed symptomatically the most secret aspects of his psyche, perennially
oscillating between extreme poles – a desire for harmony on the one hand and
a phobia of silence on the other. If we ignore this intimate and perennial tension
between order and chaos, sphere and labyrinth, classicism and avantgarde,
we cannot understand the authentic sense of his poetics. “I think that if one
recognizes some meaning in my work as an architect, it is to this secret labor
that one should attribute a profound value” – these were the words suggested
by Le Corbusier to accompany his famous drawing of 1948, which depicts the
timeless mask of solar rays and knots of serpents.106

102 For a further discussion of the
CIAM IV and, in particular, of 
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Collegi d’arquitectes de Catalunya,
1977, pp. 12–45; and in the same
work, Josep Rovira, “Arquitectura:
El Mediterráneo es su cuña,” pp. 46–
79. Also see the monograph by
Rovira, José Luis Sert, 1901–1983.
103 Le Corbusier, “Urbanismo e
architettura secondo Le Corbusier,”
in Quadrante 13, May 1934.
104 Edoardo Persico, “Punto e a capo
per l’architettura,” in Domus, Novem
ber 1934, also in Giulia Veronesi (ed.),
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as a fundamental bibliographical
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et la Méditerranée, pp. 200–209.
106 See Bruno Salvatore Messina, Le
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1987.
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Contemporary Mediterranean mythology does not lack an esoteric tension,
pagan and mystical in its own way, which should not be confused with Christian
spirituality. As Gino Severini clarified:

One can say that there exists a diabolical spirituality as well as a religious
spirituality. The first can be directed towards magic, a sense of the hidden
and the mysterious, the demonic, the sensual. For example, certain Greek
hermaphroditic idols, certain idols and black masks, and numerous cases
in the Italian Renaissance.107

The predilection for the classical narcotic, for Apollonian ecstasy, for the
abandonment to the sensual call of the Mediterranean’s hermaphroditic idols
is a piece of historical fact widespread in the culture of those years. It spread
well beyond the French and Italian boundaries, where it had found fertile
ground from which to draw nourishment. “The European spirit can find
consciousness of its own apostolate only if it can recognize the legitimacy of
its own Hellenic and Latin affiliation” – one reads in an essay by Waldemar
George, which was promptly translated into Italian in 1933 by Ardengo Soffici.108

And Persico, having overcome the contingent motivations of the polemic,
would realize in the Salone d’Onore at the VI Triennale of Milan (in collaboration
with Marcello Nizzoli and Giancarlo Palanti, and with the insertion of figurative
sculpture by Lucio Fontana) an installation that “reexalts, in a new aspect, the
ancient principle of the ‘colonnato’ (colonnade).” In relation to the project, he
added that “the classical taste of the composition is legitimate in its addressing
of the rationalist movement for whom the aspiration for a new European
renaissance has always been alive.”109

It should not be forgotten, however, that the International Exposition of
Architecture of that same VI Triennale of 1936 was dominated by the exhibition
L’architettura rurale nel bacino del Mediterraneo (Rural architecture in the cradle
of the Mediterranean), curated by Guarniero Daniel and Giuseppe Pagano –
the latter was Persico’s significant road companion. The exhibition represented
in a certain sense the synthesis of the studies on the “anonymous” constructions
of vernacular architecture. One reads in the description of the exhibit,

It should not surprise us then if, from the study of the casual rural
Mediterranean and particularly the Italian Mediterranean, some of the
most intelligent architects from northern Europe . . . have discovered the
emotional power of the poet/builder, substituting it to the craft of the
conventional set designer. The flat roof, the pure blocks with a minimum
of decorative objects and accidents, the horizontal window, the non
symmetrical composition, the expressive force of the flat wall, the influence
of the surrounding countryside and above all the unprejudiced functional
coherence and technique are evidently readable in these works of rural
architecture. Functionality has always been the fundamental logic of
architecture. Only the presumption of a society in love with appearances
could forget this law that is both external and human at the same time.
Today this law has been rediscovered and is now defended not only for
aesthetic reasons, but also for the moral necessity of clarity and honesty.110

The cultural priority characterized by “Mediterranean” architecture in
confrontation with European Rationalism for the definition of a purist language
had been alleged in the preceding year by Enrico Peressutti in the pages of
Quadrante and even earlier by Gio Ponti in articles published in Domus and
collected in 1933 in the brief volume La casa all’italiana.111 Ponti would further
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1.8 Luigi Cosenza. Top right:
Patio of Villa Cernia,
Capri, 1966–67. 
Bottom right: Patio of
the Olivetti factory,
Pozzuoli, 1951–54.

Source: Luigi Cosenza. L’opera
completa, Naples, 1987. 
Photo Mimmo Jodice.
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experiment in the villa in Bordighera of 1938 with the operative and anti
picturesque reinterpretation of the canons of traditional construction,
polemically writing in his essay Architettura mediterranea against the mimetic
vulgarity and the false historicalness of the contemporary French productions
in “style provençal.”112 If one considers that Quadrante of Bardi and Bontempelli,
Casabella of Pagano, and Domus of Ponti were the most culturally established
magazines in those years, one can understand the impact that the Mediter 
ranean question had on the Italian architectonic debate, beyond such inevitable
divergences of opinion or maybe because of them.

So many partisans of antinorth provincialism or exalted nationalism would
eventually adhere to such lines of inquiry that they found their ideological
outlet, after the Mussolini proclamation of May 9, 1936, on the conquest of the
“Empire,” in colonial building exported to Libya, Ethiopia, Somalia, and in other
northeastern areas of Africa.113 More than unjust, it would be wrong, however,
to express a liquidating judgment on the entire thematic without deepening
the analysis and making the necessary distinctions between the different and
often hurriedly conflated positions. One thinks, for instance, of the depth of
the architectonic thought of Luigi Cosenza, who knew how to immerse himself
in a profound analysis of the typological characteristics of the vernacular
building of Capri, Ischia, Procida, and the Sorrentian and Amalfitan coast. 
He rediscovered the essentialness of that ancient simplicity, without drowning
in the vulgar copy of local folkloric elements.114 Special mention must be 
made for the Villa Oro (1936–37, designed with Bernard Rudofsky) and, after
the war, for the Villa Cernia in Anacapri (1966–67), where he transformed the
theme of the Pompeian impluvium in a “modern” key.115 Likewise, in the Olivetti
factory at Pozzuoli (1951–54), he used the “Pompeian” courtyard to great effect.

Yet, it is the house of the writer Curzio Malaparte built in Capri between 1937
and 1942 that is without a doubt one of the highest peaks of the constructive
lyricism inspired by mediterraneità. Perhaps it is the exceptional natural scenery
that transcends the inimitable perfection of the “metaphysical” game (plates
1, 3).116 Cavelike with its red mass floating between the gray of Cape Massullo
and the blue of the sky, this “ritratto di me stesso“ which the archItalian
Malaparte wanted to construct, was not by chance the center of international
critical attention.117The thirtythree steps of the staircase, which widens toward
the top as an inclined plane of Pythagorean ascendance, lead with mystical
crescendo to the solarium, which is suspended without protection and
dominated by a hermetic white veil petrified in windless Olympus. As Manfredo
Tafuri noted,

[the] Greek absoluteness of the architecture of Libera [and Malaparte]
becomes a simulacrum of a ratio that has become elliptical, which resolves
perfectly in itself, which has severed every bridge with the world of utility
and action [. . .] A timeless, archaic swimmer that oscillates between
memories of Mediterranean building and games of abstraction, are
paginated on its facades.118

Even in the interior of this home/refuge, allegories weave together in enigmatic
reflections: beginning with the great room, with its floor that evokes the ancient
Appian way, from which rise the false bases of Doric columns supporting singular
wooden tables, and a fireplace that “perforates” the wall in front of the sculpture
of Pericle Fazzini, allowing a view of the distant movement of the sea which
mixes with the flames of fire. Finally, in the studio, with its floor designed by
Alberto Savinio in the form of a lyre, the Roman bath with its tub carved into



 

1.9 Curzio Malaparte.
Rooftop terrace of Casa
Malaparte, Capri.

Source: Photo Petra Lieb
Osborne, MunichMiami.

119 On Libera, see Giulio Carlo Argan,
Adalberto Libera, Roma, Editalia,
1975; Vieri Quilici, Adalberto Libera.
Architettura come ideale, Roma,
 Oficina, 1981; Adalberto Libera. Opera
completa, Milano, Electa, 1989.
120 Alberto Sartoris, Encyclopédie de
l’architecture nouvelle. Ordre et climat
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the marble, and the room of the “favorite,” with tiles and traditional decorations
that climb the walls in order to cover the fireplace corner.119

All of this complex and ambiguous fermentation of ideas found an inevitable
end with the beginning of the war. After the conflict the new ideological winds
of reconstruction definitively swept away the ashes of this esotericism. Only
Giò Ponti and especially Alberto Sartoris would return to the theme in 1948
with Ordre et climat méditerranéens, the first volume of the Encyclopédie de
l’architecture nouvelle (plate 19).120 But the attention of the theoretical debate
was already focused elsewhere.

What remains today of that mythology? Apparently nothing! Even the
postmodern tendencies that are decidedly inspired by the past are inclined to
a spectacular, ironic, and selfpublicizing use of stylistic elements borrowed
from the roof of history, rather than to a search for the magical and rarefied
atmospheres of the neoPythagorism of those years. It is nevertheless not 
to be excluded that the echo soaked in that ancient nostalgia could return to
exercise its magnetic call, because the need for harmony seems to be a kind of
ancestral instinct, stronger than its own functional needs. ■
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