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Figure 1, Exibition Roma Interrotta, 1978.
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Editorial

This is the fifth issue of Seminarch, a magazine produced 
by students participating in seminars in the Masters Track 
Architecture of the Faculty for the Built Environment of 
the University of Technology in Eindhoven. The aim of 
a seminar is to develop discursive skills in architectural 
research. 
This issue of Seminarch is devoted to the seminar Urban 
Objects at the Campo Marzio, a Thing Theory for the 
urban landscape, supervised by Gijs Wallis de Vries and 
Karel Wuytack. Based on ‘thing theory’ this seminar 
continues an exciting approach developed in a previous 
seminar devoted to the EXPO 58 in Brussels. We hope 
the reader will share this pleasure while discovering the 
insights in the character of objects as emotional things, as 
gathering places and as matters of concern. 
Thing Theory leads to a novel experience of the city, to 
an unusual look at architecture, and to fresh insights in 
public space. Beyond an understanding of how user’s 
desires are gratified, the critical question is how design 
is involved and to what extent architectural thought is 
able to understand and criticize the manipulation of the 
concerns of the citizen. In the actual context of having to 
reuse the existing city rather than to expand it, a vision that 
awakens the slumbering potentials of material culture in 
general and of architectural objects in particular is more 
than welcome. 
Two famous maps of Rome form the central topic of this 
seminar: that of G.B. Nolli (1748) and that of Piranesi 
(1763). Rome has been called the orphan of modern 
architecture and the cradle of post-modernism. In 1978 
it was the theoretical venue for the state of the art of the 
input of context in architectural design. The twelve sectors 
of Nolli’s map were allotted to twelve famous architects 

who ‘rewrote’ the plan, some subtly, others radically. 
Michael Graves, guest-editor of the AD profile issue 
devoted to Roma Interrotta, defended the ‘speculative 
nature of urban interventions’ as a reflection on the ‘value 
of the figure made in the voids of the urban landscape.’ In 
Nolli’s plan this ‘figural void’ is architecturally rendered 
and either public (streets and squares) or semi-public 
(religious and civic buildings with public rooms); the 
rest is ‘urban poché’ (housing and commercial stock 
rendered in black). What matters is the legibility of public 
enclosure. Graves also defended the choice to give each 
design team a sector, which, with its arbitrary boundaries, 
runs the risk of fragmentation. Graves believes in 
‘mutually adjusted fragments, or adjacencies, modified to 
fit context’ – in the spirit of Nolli. He distinguished this 
position from the one taken by Piranesi in his Campo 
Marzio, a speculative reconstruction of imperial Rome. 
There, he saw the mutual adjustment of ‘set pieces’, figures 
without a common ground. Today, 250 years after Piranesi 
drew this map, we will ask whether this is really true, and 
we will look for traces of urban history and everyday life 
in it. Besides, we will use the ‘Piranesi Variations’ of the 
architecture Biennale in Venice, made by students guided 
by Eisenman, Aureli and Kipnis, as magnifying glasses to 
examine the palimpsest of Rome: the repeated rewriting 
that interprets existing and hidden traces.
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‘The beauty of Rome exists in its being a messed up city patched 
up a countless number of times.’

Giulio Carlo Argan
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Things resist theory. If such a thing as Thing Theory 
exists, it must deal with a paradox: to be abstract 
about concreteness and concrete about abstraction. 
The whole thing is tied up with language, grammar 
(langue) and speech (parole). In the English language 
there is a conspiracy of things with nothing, everything, 
something and anything. In German there is, apart from 
the formidable ‘Kant-connection’ of Das Ding an sich, 
the logical knot of ‘bedingt’ (relative) and ‘unbedingt’ 
(absolute). The answer of thing theory is that the relation 
itself is absolute: because (a word that in European 
languages predicates both reason (causa), thing (cosa) 
and speech (causer), because a thing is a gathering, a 
place to meet and discuss matters of concern. Without a 
gathering of people and a spatial position there is no such 
thing as a thing. There would be nothing. 

Let us leave the domain of language and turn to more 
tangible regions. A building isn’t just anything, and a 
city is really quite something. Take Rome! Peruse this 
journal and you will know... But you’ll have to change 
your perception. In the name of objectivity science rejects 
a perception of the world as populated by things. Either 
they’re objects with a certain size, function, material, 
and form; or subjects, who handle, touch, perceive, and 
name them. Science legitimizes us, the subjects, to treat 
objects at will. However, if objects are useless, if they 
look at us, if we enter them, or if - and that is more than 
a figure of speech - they enter us, are existence is made 
relative (‘bedingt’) by the things that surround us. Their 
obscure or shiny appearance, their smooth comfort or 
their intractability, these and other qualities make things 
both everyday and stunning. Aren’t we all things, you 
and I, body and soul, entity and environment? Heidegger 
would agree, the philosopher who thought that thinking 
was acting, and that a thing must be encountered as the 

Quite Something
Gijs Wallis de Vries

Figure 1,  Aldo Rossi, La Città analoga ,Trienalle di Milano, 1976, details. 
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Rome has perhaps the richest cartography and 
iconography of the world, and Giambattista Nolli 
and Giambattista Piranesi are its most outstanding 
representatives. Their maps and views still fascinate us. 
The participants in this seminar studied their modern 
avatars (see (Un)eternal Rome by Karel Wuytack). I will 
now briefly go into the so called small map that Nolli 
made to reduce the twelve sections of the big map to 
one (Fig. 2). He invited Piranesi, who had collaborated 
in the map of the course of the Tiber four years before, 
to design the cartouche with allegorical figures and 
topographical views. Two things strike the observer: 
first the contemporary city, baroque and late baroque 
(at the time the depicted Trevi Fountain was still under 
construction), and second the antique fragments, their 
erosion lovingly rendered. Another thing is remarkable: 
the two putti (angels) that hold up the map for the viewer 
who is thus drawn into an imaginary space. For Piranesi 
a map is a visual space, it is drawn, it is material, it is full 
of things. Aldo Rossi was familiar with Piranesi and his 
conception of maps and views: in the Città Analoga he 
included a fragment of the Campo Marzio (top right) and 
of the Carceri (lower left) (Fig. 1).

horizon of an action. To avoid the habitual dichotomy of 
object and subject the only thing to do is to conceive and 
construct their correlation. Something can be both object 
and subject, now inert and lifeless, then mobile and 
animated. It does not matter if we attribute objectivity or 
subjectivity to things, or if they possess these qualities, 
because we are part of the same relativity, the absolute 
immanence of the world of things.

So things speak. What is the interest of thing theory? 
What is the urban interest? And why does Rome matter? 
The problems addressed by this Seminarch are in the 
realm of public space. We tend to conceive public space as 
a container that we can adapt to all the things we want to 
do or store there. However, history and topography resist 
arbitrary manipulation. Rome presents a case of unique 
resistance. In the ‘eternal city’ every change, designed or 
not, testifies to the permanence of the already existing 
space. The movement and erection of obelisks to mark 
axes and adorn places is such a case.

Figure 2,  Nuova Pianta di Roma data in luce da Giambattista Nolli l’anno 1748.
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Piranesi’s methods may have looked archeological, but 
his aim was to challenge contemporary architects: not 
to ‘copy’ antiquity (of which he denied it possessed a 
standard) but to ‘emulate’ it, to match its audacity and 
the public space it served. Under the invented view of a 
‘large and magnificent port’ he wrote that this ‘ancient’ 
architecture was intended ‘to excite glorious emulation’  
(Fig. 3).

Figure 3, Giambattista Piranesi, Parte di Ampio Magnifico Porto, Opere Varie, 
1750.

Figure 4, G.B. Piranesi, Il Campo Marzio dell’antica Roma, 1762. Detail of plate 
V of the large map.

In 1762 Piranesi published the Campo Marzio, a 
speculative reconstruction of the ancient city. It was 
dedicated to the British architect Robert Adam. (Fig. 4) 
Adam would emulate it in the Adelphi Terrace, which he 
realized with his brother James on the Thames. Referring 

to Strabo, a Roman writer, who mentioned the huge sewers 
that channeled the water brought to the city by aqueducts, 
Piranesi had called the Campo Marzio a hanging city, città 
pensile, which could be navigated underneath, Although 
he did not elaborate a theory for the design of cities, he 
made it clear that it would deviate from Vitruvius and 
the standards derived from it. The main idea is a radical 
separation of infrastructure (underground or above it) 
and architecture.  It explains the seemingly disconnected 
archipelago of architectural ensembles. Independent of 
roads, and liberated from any orthogonal or concentric 
system, the buildings are singular things. As we can see 
on the maps and the views, the architecture evokes the 
history, celebrates the topography, and expresses the 
cosmic space that is the city. If Nolli’s map played a role 
in postmodern reflection on the state of architecture, in 
particular concerning the question of historical urban 
tissue, Piranesi’s map of the Campo Marzio influences 
current architectural culture, especially with respect to 
its ‘field condition’. Both questions are discussed in depth 
and with elaborate detail in this Seminarch. The research 
conducted by the students taught me a lot, refreshed my 
perception of Rome and challenged my interpretation of 
Piranesi. I wish the reader a similar experience.
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‘ L’objet fut, proprement, le génie de Rome.’ 
Michel Serres 
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(Un)eternal Rome
Karel Wuytack

In the triangle of the three mother cities; Athens, 
Jerusalem and Rome, the last is usually forgotten. One 
does not see Rome outside its walls as Athens was outside 
itself and as Jerusalem has never ceased to be. Rome 
remains obscure. By building the aqueducts Rome gives a 
destiny of earth and stone to the Greek transparency and 
biblical spirituality. Rome is heavy, hard and mute as a 
rock. Jerusalem is light and flexible like a thousand signs 
while  Athens flies around the logos. Rome has invented 
something decisive, something around which our entire 
culture was organized; it invented the ‘object’.  In his book 
‘Rome, The Book of Foundations’ Michel Serres reflects 
on the roman historian Tite-Live (Titus Livius) his ‘Ab 
Urbe Condita Libri’, ‘Books from the Foundation of the 
City of Rome’. He develops the thought that, the enigma 
of Rome and its solution is to understand that what the 
object is to Rome, the subject is to Jerusalem and Athens. 
Rome is not reflective, it is about understanding and 
you need millennia to understand it, while Athens and 
Jerusalem are already understood in their philosophical 
and meditative passion to understand and to explain 
themselves.

In its multiplicity Rome absorbs all the things in a 
perpetual lost and re-definition of its identity throughout 
history. The city itself  becomes the intersection 
between non-reversible and reversible time.  An eternal 
uneternalness. The violence that destroys the object 
allows the collective to divide itself from the disorder 
that characterized it when it was pure multiplicity. Rome 
owns its strength through its ‘composite multiplicity’: 

‘Rome is a fabric of others ... it is an ichnography. Divide it and 
it is still Rome; a mixture can be divided without ceasing to be 
a mixture, and it can grow for the same reason....’

Figure 1, Les decades de Tite-Live, 1700.
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I would like to thank the Eindhoven University of 
Technology for the opportunity they gave me to continue 
to explore, together with professor Gijs Wallis de Vries 
and the students, Thing Theory.  It is not because ‘all 
roads lead to Rome’ that we choose Rome. It was an 
opportunity to explore this city, who according to Michel 
Serres, ‘invented the object’. ‘Rome is a city that was 
initially inhabited by remains, then by ruins, and today 
by rubbish.’ writes Giulio Carlo Argan in his introduction 
on Roma as Mayor of Rome for the Roma Interrotta 
catalogue. Has Thing Theory the potential to make visible 
what usually is forgotten, unseen or absorbed? 

The Piranesi Variations, Roma Interrotta and  Uneternal 
City Urbanism Beyond Rome, have in common there 
focus on maps and mapping of Rome. Not as a question of 
just placing data in relation but as an issue to evoke, smell, 
hear and sense the city and its objects. Like Aaron Betsky 
wrote in the catalogue of the Uneternal city: ‘Rome still 
smells Roman’.

Is the eternal city interrupted because the switchover of 
memory from the past to the future, and of imagination 
from the future to the past was stopped and now poorly 
planned like the hypothesis in 1978, or is Rome uneternal 
and is its sprawling reality impossible to plan. This second 
hypothesis was developed in 2008 through a multiplicity 
of projects that provokes a revelation of what Rome is 
and always has been, and what Rome has become and 
continually is becoming.

I would like to give you some more insights in the content 
of the 8 seminars before I briefly situate the different 
contribu¬tions of the participants for this fifth Seminarch 
magazine.

Figure 2, Federico Fellini his Roma, 1972.
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Next to individual  tutoring, round table discussions 
and presentations by students of their research 
material, there were six lectures, a field trip organized 
by the students and the projection of Fellini’s film 
‘Roma’.

The opening seminar started around a  facsimile 
of the Nolli map in Metaforum, where we gave an 
introductory lecture on the ongoing Digital Forma 
Urbis Romae Project of Stanford University, Roma 
Interrotta (Venice Biennale 1977), Piranesi variations 
(Venice Biennale 2012) and  Uneternal Rome (Venice 
Biennale 2008). First we read the reference text ‘Thing 
Theory’ of Bill Brown where he invites us to look 
through objects, and explains the differ-ence between 
an object and a thing / the thingness of objects. The 

second seminar was a lecture on Thing Theory with a focus 
on Michel Serres’s Book ‘Rome, le livre des fondations’, 
where he explains why Rome is an eternal city. The aim 
of this lecture was to situate the Roma Interrotta project. 
The third lecture was about Koolhaas, Isozaki and Le 
Corbusier their relation to Rome to situate the Piranesi 
variations. The fourth lecture on the design of city’s with a 
focus on urban objects in Rome. The fifth seminar started 
again around a facsimile, now, the Campo Marzio of 
Piranesi and professor Gijs Wallis de Vries introduced us 
in Piranesi’s Rome. The sixth lecture was on Thing Theory 
with a focus on how Fellini deals with the periphery of 
Rome in his film ‘Roma’ to situate Uneternal Rome.

Figure 3, Federico Fellini his Roma, 1972.

Figure 4, Federico Fellini his Roma, 1972.
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We asked the participants of the 2012-2013 seminar 
‘URBAN OBJECTS AT THE CAMPO MARZIO, A 
THING THEORY FOR THE URBAN LANDSCAPE.’ 
to develop a compre¬hensive analysis/exploration of the 
objects of the (un)eternal Rome in the form of a written 
essay and a presentation through imagery at the middle 
and the end of the seminar. All those ‘object studies’ are 
collected in this fifth Seminarch magazine in which Milan 
Rikhof explores the violence and destructive aspects of 
the superobjects of Piero Sartogo and MAD Architects. 
From those radical ideas and political statements we 
go to the eternalness of Roman Things. Pieter Beer 
introduces us in the (irrational) rationalist observations 
of Constantino Dardi and the concept of residentity 
as developed by n!STUDIO. Rob Goetheer reflects on 
the poetic mysticism of Antoine Grumbach his reverse 
archaeology; a refusal to design and a protest against the  
indifference to the difference. For Dave van Goch the 
correction of the Nolli plan by Sir James Sterling is not 
explained by megalomania but as an intellectual game to 
celebrate Things. Renée Toirkens interprets the metaphors 
Paolo Portoghesi uses for his urban landscape infill as an 
‘Eco-Archeological’ attitude. Both Centola & Associati 
and Portoghesi are looking for ‘the nature before the era 
of man’ far away from the lyrical or naturalistic version 
of the tree-growth urban patterns of Team X.  Through 
the concept of antibodies developed by T-Studio Li Jiyu, 
explores how Romaldo Giurgula deals with borders, 
and more specific, how he deals with walls as found 
objects and how those walls become a generator for a 
new urban (American) development. Knowing that this  
expatriate Italian export urban America as an ultimate 
urban paradigm back to Rome as a curious reversal of 
the American preference for the importation of European 
things. If the strip is to Las Vegas what the piazza is to 

Rome, Niek Loeters sees an opportunity to explore the 
borderline between Icons and Things in the proposals 
of Venturi & Rauch and Delogu Associati for Rome. 
Where Niek is focusing on the relation Icon – Thing, Ben 
Kleukers focusses on the Object – Thing transformation 
in Colin Rowe’s anti-modern proposal to solve the crisis 
of the object in Rome. A spatial crisis Giammetta & 
Giammetta interprets as the potential in there Paracity. 
Rens van Hedel walks with us through the drawing of 
Michael Graves which is variously and simultaneously 
plan, elevation, section, axonometric, perspective, thick 
and dense, thin and light. An idyllic architectural public 
garden to contemplate the relationship between object, 
subject and the city(elements).  A place where you 
could reshape, reinvest and revalue as Koning Eizenberg 
proposes. Huub Bieleman tries to identify, structure and 
understand the confusion and accumulation of  images of 
Rob Krier’s proposed to escape the doubtful and absurd 
idea of the organizers.  For Lubics it are not the organizers 
of the competition nor the result of their proposal, but 
Rome itself who suffered from an unstable self-image.  
With the quote ‘Ceci n’est pas une ville’ Aldo Rossi makes 
a pictorially imagery of early industrial surrealism. With 
Rossi’s ‘scientific biography’ as a guide, Klára Pohlová 
analyses the work trying to discover if it is about Rome 
or about Aldo Rossi. For Nemesi to quote Magritte if you 
speak about a city looks to confirm their quote; ‘What is 
valid for the city is valid for art.’ Before we leave behind 
this tension between eternal and uneternal, historic center 
and periphery,   1748 and 1978.  Giulia Amoresano will 
reflect for the last time on the Gianbatista Nolli map. Her 
presentation of Leon Krier as the populist incarnation of  
Sixtus V and west 8 will be an ‘object study’ of modernity 
in the city of Rome through the allegory, a society that 
cannot be there. 
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Frank van Kessel reflects on the variations on the iconic 
map of the Campo Marzio of the very first modern 
architect Giambattista Piranesi. The starting point 
are ‘the Piranesi variations’ (presented at the Venice 
Architectural Biennale 2012). A map the participants 
revisited, examined and re-imagined through their 
presentations as Field of Diagrams (P. Eisenman), Field 
of Dreams (J. Kipnis) and Field of Walls (Dogma). Joost 
van Gorkom looks for precedents of this approach and 
discovers through Corbusier’s Campo Marzio made by 
Jonah Rowen Studio Corbusier’s obsession  with Piranesi 
and the way it influenced him to look at Rome. Roland 
van Deelen describes how for Isosaki Piranesi’s Campo 
Marzio became the starting point and central ‘thing’ to 
curate the urban. Finally, did Emma Lubbers find the 
project X of Rem Koolhaas? The architect who wrote; 
‘Don’t let people know the ideas you love, the games 
you’ve played, the places you’ve visited in your mind. 
Keep your treasure to yourself.’
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Figure 5, Federico Fellini his Roma, 1972.
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Figure 1, Giambattista Piranesi Campo Marzio, 1762.
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Figure 2, G. Nolli, Map of Rome, 1748, sector I-XII.
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Figure 3, Designs for Roma Interrotta, 1978, sector I-XII.
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Figure 4, Designs for UnEternal City, 2008.
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Figure 5, Satellite image of Rome.
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In Roma Interrotta and Uneternal City respectively Piero Sartogo and MAD architects make a design for a new community 
in the city of Rome. Both propose a massive object, a superobject designed with a radical idea in mind. Sartogo’s  design 
refers to the Phalanx from the utopian vision of Charles Fourier and MAD creates a mobile object referring to Chinatown. 
The designs are a representative statement. But in the two different exhibitions there are also differences between the 
working of the superobject.

Superobjects in the City;
Making a Statement
Milan Rikhof

Figure 1, Piero Sartogo’s design for Vatican City.
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In Roma Interrotta Piero Sartogo was assigned to 
the sector in the upper left of the Nolli map, a sector 
containing Vatican City, the Mausoleum of Hadrian 
(Castel St. Angelo) and the Borgo. A part of Rome which, 
since the making of the Nolli map, has not changed all 
that much within the walls of Vatican City. 

On comparison how other architects handled the design 
problem of Roma Interrotta one thing stands out. Most 
of the architects designed new or implanted buildings 
already designed by them in their sector, something 
Piero Sartogo did not do that obviously. Sartogo used 
the existing buildings and connected these buildings 
with each other using street galleries. At first glance the 
design by Sartogo looks destructive to the original map of 
Nolli. Parts of city blocks have disappeared and the grid 
of roads is disrupted by large open spaces sometimes with 
columns. This destruction even reaches through existing 
buildings like Saint Peter’s Basilica and the Mausoleum of 
Hadrian. Alan Chimacoff describes the work of Sartogo 
as mindless destruction of one of the clearest ‘set pieces’ of 
Rome. Comparing Sartogo’s design with the urban design 
of Haussmann for the renovation of Paris but without the 
hierarchy and order.1 With his destruction Sartogo creates 
a chaotic new Vatican instead. 

In the exhibition Uneternal City of the Biennalle in 2008 
MAD created the ‘Superstar: A Mobile Chinatown’. A 
huge star shaped Chinatown which is placed in the city 
without destroying any existing city fabric, contrary to 
Sartogo. Although it does not physically destroy the city 
fabric, visually it radically changes the city because of its 
shear size. In critics the design has been put away as a 
wild and unrealistic idea that does not hold any value in 
architecture because it can never be realised. 

A Radical Idea
Both designs feature a radical idea that forms the base 
of the design. First lets look at Sartogo, what was the 
idea behind Sartogo’s destruction? Why did he change 
the urban fabric so drastically? According to Sartogo’s 
description the pope and the catholic church moved to 
South America in the year 1748 leaving Vatican City and 
part of the Borgo empty.2 This empty part of Rome is 
filled up by implanting a new harmony, like the Phalanx 
of Charles Fourier. 

Born in France on the seventh of April 1772, Charles 
Fourier became a wealthy business man.Through his 
career he gradually became aware of the immorality of and 
in the business world3. Fourier wanted to help humanity 
and proposes a concept to resolve the immorality of the 
economy. To resolve this immorality he proposes an 
utopia he called Harmony. This Harmony resides in a 
Phalanstère, Phalanx in English. 

Figure 2, Superstar: A Mobile Chinatown.
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street galleries are galleries linking different buildings in 
the Phalanx. This make it possible for every inhabitant to 
walk from building to building without being harassed by 
cold, wet or warm weather.4

Accompanying his theory Fourier drew a few impressions 
of the Phalanx. In these impressions the Phalanx always 
is one big building with lots of open space inside the 
building. 

Looking at Vatican City Sartogo must have seen it as 
the perfect location for a Phalanx. It already resembles a 
closed community, even in modern day Rome. The walls 

Figure 3, sector one of the original Nolli map. Figure 4, Piero Sartogo’s design for Roma Interrotta.

“For those many Civilized persons who wish to know how they 
should act in their own interests in order to make the best use 
of the residue of civilization, the following is the best advice 
I can give them: Do not undertake any new building, The 
arrangement of civilized buildings is incompatible with the 
practices of the New Order. It will be necessary to carry out 
radical modifications of all your houses if they are to be of any 
use. Even so, a great number of them will remain unusable, 
Let not the owners take alarm at this however, since the global 
hierarchy will indemnify them for any damages which arise 
from the establishment of the New Order”.   
- Charles Fourier

This Phalanstère is a closed community housing all kinds 
of people, both poor and wealthy. In Fourier’s utopia there 
is no poverty. Poverty is the thing that makes the world 
immoral, people not being able to live a comfortable life 
whilst others live an abundant lifestyle. This does not 
mean that everyone will become equal, it only means 
that the poor will also be able to live a comfortable life. 
A good example are the street galleries Fourier speaks of 
in his writings of the Phalanstère and which are quoted 
in Sartogo’s text with his Roma Interrotta design. These Figure 5, ilustration of a Phalanx.
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day China, and MAD calls Chinatown a “historical 
theme park that poisons the urban space.”8 By creating 
the Superstar China is represented in a better, modern 
way in the rest of the world. This is an interesting part 
regarding thing theory. Contemporary Chinatown is a 
place for Chinese immigrants to be able to live with other 
Chinese people and have their own culture nearby. The 
architects give Chinatown a whole other thingness: the 
representation of China. In the design MAD tries to force 
a thingness into the object. Not by changing the existing 
Chinatown but creating a new and extreme object, their 
self proclaimed shock therapy.

The Superobject as symbol
So, the new Chinatown of MAD architects is nothing 
more than a representative. Just like the old China town 
is only a representative in the eyes of the architects. Both 

create a small area which is closed of from the rest of 
Rome and its surroundings. An area to small to become 
a regular city but is big enough for the amount of people 
that live in a Phalanx, 1620 to be precise.5 It was necessary 
for Sartogo to open up the fabric of The Vatican to create 
room for both the communal and the open spaces that a 
Phalanx must house. With this opening of the city Sartogo 
creates a more dynamic city with more social interaction 
than The Vatican originally had. Although his plan is very 
destructive for parts of The Vatican, this destructiveness 
is necessary to create this new Harmony.

“The luxury of the Harmonians in the Things on which we 
uselessly spend enormous sums is negligible” 
- Charles Fourier

MAD’s radical idea also involves a large non Roman 
community being added to Rome. The ‘Superstar: A 
Mobile Chinatown’ is the modern version of China 
Town, an utopia, housed in a massive structure. This star 
of about one kilometre high houses 15.000 people.6 It is 
a completely self-sustaining community with room for 
its own agriculture and even nature within the star. Each 
spike of the star has a different function, one for housing, 
one for research and so forth. The Superstar does not 
have any negative impact on the environment around, 
it produces its own energy and uses its own waste. 
Following the concept of the Uneternal City the Star is 
able to fly from city to city.7 The first stop of the Superstar 
is in the periphery of Rome and from then on it will visit 
the hosting city of the Olympic Games. This way, the star 
will never be in the same city for more than four years. 
The desire of MAD Architects was to create and show a 
radical idea and form it, the idea was the most important.

Contemporary Chinatown is not representing modern 

Figure 6, contemporary China Town.
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representation.

Back to 1977. The way Sartogo redesigns The Vatican City 
into a Phalanx it seems he cuts up the city as a whole. 
The cuts he makes in his drawings cut through different 
buildings and then he fills up these cuts with new volumes 
and planes. When reading his text Sartogo supplies with 
his design, Sartogo speaks of the city fabric as voids 
subtracted from a large mass. This means that all the 
different buildings in the city form one mass, one object.

The way Sartogo cuts up the city in his drawings fits with 
this way of thinking, the city as one mass and when the 
city is designed it should be treated as one mass. Bruno 
Zevi states this in a review of Sartogo’s design in 1978: 
“The dialogue between the new fabric and the context is 
rationally resolved by making space via subtraction from 
the solid mass of the urban fabric, by opening the street.”10 
The concept of a Phalanx will have influenced this way 
of thinking too. The street galleries of the Phalanx are 
supposed to link all buildings and thus increasing the 
idea of one object, all the buildings together becoming 
one building: a Phalanx. To look at the starting context as 

work as one superobject. But what does this new object 
represent? What do the architects want the new building 
to represent? The aesthetics of the star shaped building 
have a lot of symbolic value. The star shape does not look 
all that inviting with the sharp spikes making one think 
of a weapon out of the eastern arsenal: the ninja star. But 
the star is also the symbol for the rising star of the east.  
Not only aesthetic matters can be seen as a symbol, the 
way the Superstar works also aids the representation. 
The star is not a parasite to the city. It is designed to add 
something positive to the city, it has a modern research 
centre and nature parks the city can use for example. An 
object representing China as a different model for western 
cities, western culture. 

In “From Realpolitik to Dingpolitiek” Bruno Latour 
argues that no representation can be accurate and that we 
are asking something of a representation that it cannot 
give.9 The representation of China by MAD indeed is 
not accurate, it only shows the modern and wealthy 
part. The thingness that the architects have put in the 
object is the image of China that the architects want to 
be seen.  Another architect might have chosen an other 

Figure 7, image by Sartogo in whiich he cuts through Vatican City. Figure 8, image by Sartogo filling up the cuts.
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one object seems logical if one wants to create a Phalanx.

The theory of Fourier was the base for the communist 
thinkers, Fouriers way of thinking on a much greater 
scale. To implant a design based on an Utopia in the 
Vatican is a massive political statement. In Architecture 
in Perspective Carlo Argan is quoted: “Utopia is the 
atheistic opposite of the providence: Imagination is the 
providence of the nonreligious”.11 Placing an utopia in 
the Catholic  centre of the world is a statement against 
this religious centre. It is the huge object that  makes 
this statement, representing this statement just like 
the Superstar represents modern China. The use of the 
building from the architects perspective is not necessarily 
the use of the functions inside but the way the building 
as a whole interacts with the rest of the city. Therefor the 
architects have created the part of the city as a whole, one 
big superobject.

Eternal vs Uneternal
Both designs infiltrate in the urban fabric but in a different 
way. Sartogo destroys a big part of Rome in doing so 
whilst MAD does not destroy anything permanently. 
MAD takes this non-destruction further, making the 

footprint of the Superstar literal, and figural, very small. 
It does not leave any waste and signs of it being in the city 
after it has left. If the Phalanx left, Rome would be left 
with a partly destroyed part of the city. This fits with the 
names of the expositions Eternal City and Uneternal City. 
In the Eternal city the added community is regarded an 
eternal thing and in The Uneternal City it is temporary. 
Even when the Superstar has left there are no signs that 
point to its existence, otherwise the thingness of the 
Superstar would still exist in the city for eternity. 

This self-sustainability and not leaving any traces has 
another reason. Throughout the 2008 Biennalle an 
important theme was the difference between centre and 
periphery. The Superstar has the opposite characteristics 
of the periphery. The periphery is non-self sufficient, 
needs the city and does not give a lot back to the city. All 
things that make the Superstar special. 

Context
Whether the object is temporary or eternal, placing a 
superobject in a city makes it interact with the context 
and makes the context interact with the object. What 
happens to the objects around this superobject and 

Figure 9, the cuts made by Sartogo in redesigning Saint Peters Basilica. Figure 10, design of the area in front of Saint Peters Basilica.
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Superstar, for both the Superstar and the viewer of this 
interaction. Thus giving it a thingness. In this interaction 
the community acts as a one object, amplifying the 
idea that these parts of the city are seen as one single 
superobject.

Inside the Phalanx of Sartogo even the most characteristic 
objects of The Vatican, St. Peter’s basilica for example, are 
stripped of their “specialness” and considered part of the 
big mass. Lets stick with St. Peter’s basilica for a moment. 
Upon visiting Vatican City and seeing the basilica it 
stands out from the city, the object is clearly differentiated 
from the other buildings around it because is it has been 
labelled “special”. The characteristics of the building and 
the way the other buildings are designed around it make 
this building stand out from the background. The basilica 
becomes a thing.13 But this only happens when visiting, 
seeing or talking about the object. Sartogo tries to release 
these things of their thingness and makes one object out 
of Vatican City.  The problem is that a if an object has 
become a thing it cannot be stripped of its thingness to 
become an object. Even by intertwining St. Peter’s basilica 
with all the other buildings we still recognize the plan 
through Sartogo’s design.

Upon examining Sartogo’s design for St. Peter’s square 
something interesting is found. Whilst it seems that 
Sartogo does not give any attention to the thingness of 
different buildings he keeps the obelisk that stands in 
the centre of this square. He designs a metro station on 
the place of the obelisk but he keeps the obelisk on the 
square by moving it to the place of one of the fountains. 
This decision does not go hand in hand with this other 
decisions where his design does not take individual 
objects into account. So together with his cuts through 

within the superobject?

The Superstar infiltrates the city by slicing though it in 
a way Sartogo slices through the Vatican but without 
destroying anything. The Superstar still changes a lot 
in the City. Maybe even changing your way to work by 
blocking the road you normally use. Making the road not 
work for you anymore and making it a thing.12 The object 
can make other objects turn into things. In this example 
it is very extreme, one object obliterating the other. But a 
subtle example can be given too. A building or sidewalk 
supporting one spike of the Star and this way creating 
two objects interacting with each other. The building or 
sidewalk therefore gets an extra function because of the 

Figure 11, the Superstar standing in Shanghai.
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The objects created by MAD and Sartogo are special in 
a way because they have people living in it. This changes 
the fact if the superobjects are things or objects. The 
people living inside the Phalanx will not perceive the 
Phalanx as one object. They will perceive the objects 
standing in it and will not see the whole all enveloping 
Phalanx. The Phalanx does not work for them as a whole 
any more. This might sound strange because the Phalanx 
actually is one big building but even if this is the fact, 
as you can see with Sartogo’s design, objects still can be 
differentiated form the whole. But the inhabitants know 
they are in the Phalanx and the Phalanx has a meaning 
for them. They have a relationship with the superobject, 
they live in it, they walk through it and they feel part of 

the city as one object, Sartogo still admits there are 
individual objects in this mass. This can also be argued 
by the choice of placing the functions of the Phalanx. 
The Opera house and the Orgy museum, two of the 
most important buildings in the Phalanx, are placed in 
two of the most iconic buildings of the area, St. Peter’s 
basilica and Mausoleum of Hadrian. In his text supplied 
with the design Sartogo speaks of Emergent elements. 
These elements are “focal points and axes of topological 
and functional importance”.14 Sartogo does not deny the 
importance of these objects, the thingness that these 
objects have. 

Standing from afar Sartogo designs his Phalanx as one 
object, one mass. But will this community be perceived as 
one object? This will probably be the case for the people 
that are around it. The big walls around the Phalanx 
give it a visual representation of one object. The illusion 
is given that everything inside functions as one whole. 
Even if a pedestrian can catch a glimpse of an object that 
is within the Phalanx, this object will be seen as part of 
the Phalanx. All these objects together, caught not only 
within the walls but also within the philosophy of Fourier, 
become one.

But why an object and not a thing? Following Bill 
Browns thing theory an object does not stand out from 
its surroundings.15 The moment it starts to stand out 
it becomes a thing, like Saint Peter’s basilica. When an 
object stands out the viewer establishes an relationship 
with the object, creating a thing. The Phalanx does not 
stand out from the rest of the contours of Rome, it has the 
same style and follows the walls of Rome. It also integrates 
with Rome though the bridges connecting it with Rome. 
It is part of it.

Figure 12, the displacement of the obilisk
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that MAD speaks of. Flying from city to city the Superstar 
stays an object until it lands in your city and you gain a 
relationship with it. Just as with the Phalanx, the residents 
of the star will also see the Superstar as thing. And they 
will be able to recognize different objects within it. 

The superobject does more for the insiders than being a 
thing. Sartogo and MAD design a place for a community 
of people that believe in the utopia they live in. They live 
in the object and therefor they are part of the object. 
The object gives the inhabitant a label because of the 
relationship that the subject, inhabitant, and object 
have. In his Theory of the Quasi-Object Michel Serres 
introduces the quasi-object as a object that defines a 
subject.16 An object that can mark a subject. He takes 
money as an example: “A rich fool is rich; a poor fool is 
a fool.” The Phalanx does the same to the residents of it: 
A Roman living in the Campo Marzio is still a Roman 
but a Roman living in the Phalanx is a Fourierist. These 
superobjects can also be seen as quasi-objects, marking 
their inhabitants. it. As soon as a person gets a relationship with an object 

this object will change into a thing. So, It can be argued 
that the community as a whole is a thing containing a vast 
amount of objects. 

For the Superstar this might be different, the superobject 
can be a thing for outsiders. Not  only because it stands 
out in the skyline of Rome, the star will eventually 
become part of the background, but because of its 
“uneternalness”. MAD calls it “an unexpected, ever-
changing future imbedded in the Eternal Past”. Because it 
infiltrates in the city, standing in front of the background 
it becomes a thing for an outsider. The uneternalness 
makes sure it is not part of the background and really 
engages with outsiders. This supports the shock therapy 

Figure 13, the Superstar arching over the Via Appia
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Figure 1, Nolli Map Rome, Sector II.

The Eternalness of Roman 
Things
Pieter Beer
In 1748, Nolli etched a map of Rome, almost profusely detailing every architectural and urban detail of the city. In 1978 
these maps became subject of a competition, where twelve architects where each assigned a sector. One of these architects is 
Constantino Dardi, who was assigned Sector II. Exactly thirty years later, in 2008, as part of the Venice Biennale this concept 
was repeated, Rome The Uneternal City. Once again twelve architects where selected to design an intervention focused on 
the periphery of Rome. One of the participants was n!studio, headed by architects Susanna Ferrini and Antonello Stella. 
These two proposals will be examined in order to discover their approach to things.
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Rome is often referred to as either the “Eternal City” or 
the “City of Objects;” while these two are not often seen 
together; they are nevertheless very closely related. By 
examining the proposed interventions of Constantino 
Dardi and n!studio, one discovers how these architects 
dealt specifically with urban objects and the links they 
have  with the concept of eternity. In order to fully 
understand their interventions, specific moments in 
Roman History will be observed briefly. Before examining 
the actual interventions, the concept of thing theory is 
discussed. When examining the remarkable interventions 
which n!studio suggests, the theme of sustainability takes 
a leading role. It is therefore also important to briefly 
discuss what role sustainability has taken in contemporary 
society. It is then, after having examined the propositions 
of Susanna Ferrini and Antonello Stella that we can fully 
understand how n!studio treats urban objects.

Age and time does not particularly play a role in the 
naming of Rome as the “Eternal City,” but rather its 
constant connection to the divine. Throughout the 
history of the city of Rome, from its pageant history 
before Christ, until its turbulent power struggles after the 
martyrdom of Saint Peter, during the papacy the city has 
always formed a bridge between the earth and the divine 
deities (Davis and Smith, 2012). In the opening to Roma 
Interrotta, G.C. Argan (Châtel, 2009) describes Rome 
in the following way: “The beauty of Rome exists in its 
being a messed up city patched up a countless number of  

 
 
 
 
 
 
times.” In his description he credits the beauty of Rome 
to this fact; a city carelessly damaged and patched up 
throughout its history. Colin Rowe on the other hand 
accredits the cities structure as a collage city, a patch work 
of different objects from two different cultures: the papal 
city, “anthology of closed compositions with ad hoc stuff 
in between; simultaneously a dialectic of ideal types and 
a dialectic of ideal types with empirical context” (cited 
in Châtel 2012, p. 56). And of course the Imperial city, 
which – according to Rowe – is displayed in a similar 
way, yet in a harder and more dramatic form. It are the 
different objects which form the collage, each having a 
different connection with the divine depending on the 
dominating culture during which it was constructed, be 
it the God of War during the pageantry of ancient Rome, 
an object dedicated to the Emperors of Rome during its 
Imperial Era, or to the apostles and saints of the holy 
father and son, when Rome was dominated by papal rule.

Constantino Dardi and the architects of n!studio, Susanna 
Ferrini and Antonello Stella, both approach Rome, 
objects, and things from different perspectives, yet the 
interventions of both say something about the eternalness 
of Rome, and the eternalness which is embedded within 
the city’s objects. While Dardi focuses his attention to 
public space and the preservation of the past by initiating 
a dialogue between material and form, n!studio place 
their attention on the ecological voids on the periphery 
of Rome’s ancient centre. Constantino Dardi seems to 

“Dear boy, November the 20th, 1739. As you are now reading the Roman History, I hope you do it with that 
care and attention which it deserves. The utility of History consists principally in the examples it gives us of the 
virtues and vices of those who have gone before us: upon which we ought to make the proper observations.”

Excerpt from a letter to Philip Stanhope from his father, Philip Dormer Stanhope, the fourth Earl of Chesterfield
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pay very close attention to the existing, taking care of 
what was once there and going so far as to return certain 
objects to their original state, and taking certain action 
so that Rome is able to reclaim those objects. N!studio, 
on the other hand, has put their focus on filling certain 
ecological voids within the periphery of Rome with as 
goal to change the city from within, as a virus would do 
(Betsky, 2008).

For Roma Interrotta, Constantino Dardi was assigned 
the second sector, the northernmost region of Rome as 
Nolli mapped it in 1748. Of the seven interventions that 
Dardi proposes, three of them will be examined closely in 
order to understand how Constantino Dardi approaches 
the city’s objects and their relationship to the eternalness 
of Rome. First of all, his proposition for the Piazza del 
Popolo will be examined. From the Piazza, the second 
intervention is already visible, a series of gazebos that 
stretch from the square to the Pincio. At the south eastern 
tip of the Tridente, one finds the third intervention to be 
examined, Dardi’s proposition to open the Mausoleo 
di Augusto to the city, and create a connection to the 
Tiber. However, in order to understand Constantino 
Dardi’s interventions, one must be acquainted with his 
approaches to architecture.

Constantino Dardi seems to be quite an obscure Italian 
architect whose works contain and unbridled curiosity 
for geometry and mathematics. Dardi’s designs are not 
numerous, as he was often involved in temporary projects, 
designing for exhibitions and outdoor summer events 
in Rome. Particularly after Roma Interrotta in the year 
1979 and 1980, he was involved in the design of diverse 
stages and venues for summer festivities within the city of Figure 2, Detail of Gym Façade - Constantino Dardi.

Rome (Domus 1992, Kierkens 1986). In Domus (1992), 
Moschini describes previous additions to buildings in the 
following way:

“He apparently added to earlier buildings in an almost 
precarious way, constructing a sort of parallel language 
which does not interrelate with the context. Instead, it stands 
aristocratically alongside the existing, demanding recognition 
of this language’s self-reliance. Geometry is the only reason for 
its being, even when it contradicts itself or is in conflict with 
itself.”

When observing his interventions they seem to do exactly 
as Moschini has described. What Dardi adds to the 
environment seems to have a very strong own language 
which at first glance seems to stand on its own. However 
when one observes closely what dialogue it creates with 
the existing, or what was there in the past, Dardi’s vision, 
and often critique, becomes evident.
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First of all, the intervention of the Piazza del Popolo 
will be examined. Dardi’s proposed intervention can be 
interpreted as a very delicately selected arrangement of 
past urban structures. Even though the added objects 
are as previously described, having their own language, 
they do follow a past urban structure, creating a dialogue 
between objects which has interesting results. These 
structures stem from Rome as Nolli mapped the city 
in 1748, the interventions which Giuseppe Valadier 
proposed between 1793 and 1816, and Valadier’s final 
design, executed in 1820. By doing this Constantino Dardi 
expresses a well thought critique to what has happened to 
the city, specifically at the Piazza Del Popolo. One can also 
conclude Dardi’s specific passion in preserving things.

Dardi has left thin illustrative lines on his plans; the 
clearest lines are those who mark the axis of the streets, all 
meeting precisely at the heart of the Obelisco Flaminio, 
which was excavated, restored, and placed on the Piazza 
del Popolo on the 5th of March, 1589 (Pollet, 2008). Purely 
through its placement on the square, the obelisk becomes 
a true urban node, which in turn made the entire piazza 
a very important element in the urban fabric, as one can 

observe in Nolli’s map. The other lines – marked in blue– 
seem to explain how Constantino Dardi has positioned 
his intervention, placing two objects which seem to 
exist only on basis of its own geometric construction in 
between the obelisk and the two walls which Valadier 
erected. The positioning of these two structures follow 
the position of the buildings along the edge of the Piazza 
as planned in Valadier’s first proposal from 1793.

Furthermore, one can also interpret that this addition 
may have given the obelisk back to the city, as it was before 
when the obelisk was part of a square which did not have 
the perfect symmetry. In this sense Dardi is expressing 
his critique towards the careless removal and patching of 
Rome which Valadier executed with his final plan for the 
piazza, which resulted in the detachment of the obelisk 
from the city, making it a thing that has only a relation 
with itself. It is as if Dardi is trying to reclaim the object, 
by framing it, giving it a context that does not base itself 
solely on the obelisk and the square, but also something 
else, which is the powerful rationalist structure base on 
platonic solids, which further amplifies the thingness of 
the object in a new was.

Figure 3, Piazza del Popolo, G. Nolli in 1748. Figure 4, First plan by G. Valadier in 1793. Figure 5, Second plan by G. Valdier in 1816.
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Constantino Dardi’s second intervention is much larger 
and performs within the urban scale. Describing them as 
a “stratification of Gazebos,” (cited in Graves, 1979 p. 36) 
Constantino Dardi attempts to connect the urban area of 
Rome, right at the edge of the Piazza del Popolo, with the 
natural environment of the Pincio, adjacent to the Piazza. 
He goes on to describe them as transparent elements 
which, besides screening these natural areas, provide 
accommodation for meetings and exchanges of any sort. 
It is his symbolic gesture, however, which shows Dardi’s 
attempt to connect with the Eternal City. 

“These gazebos, mediating the relationship between heaven 
and earth, reflecting the light, regulating the shade, screening 
from the rain and defining space, become an extraordinary 
instrument to inhabit the earth without necessarily putting up 
brickwork.” (cited in Graves 1979, p. 36)

Once again, Constantino Dardi is placing what seems to 
be a mismatched element into the urban structure which, 
in his opinion intensifies the “warm, soft characteristics of 
the city,” (cited in Graves 1979, p. 36) allowing its visitors 
and residence to rediscover what is there and what was 
once there.

It is the connection between heaven and earth which is 
particularly interesting here from the point of view of 
thing theory, because it is precisely when one realizes 
that these transparent windows are an intermediary that 
it becomes a thing. In order to make his theory clear, Bill 
Brown often refers to a window. A window is an object we 
look through to see things on the other side, but when this 
window is dirty, and a subject can no longer look through 
it; it becomes a thing (Brown, 2004). Here is where a 
discussion can commence whether or not the windows in 
the gazebos can be a thing. It is only when a subject, who 
is enjoying the cover of the gazebo, looks up and realizes 
that it is the window which is the intermediary between 
heaven and earth, that it gains thingness.

Figure 6, Piazza del Popolo today. Figure 7, Constantino Dardi’s Piazza del Popolo.
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The third and final intervention which will be observed is 
at the Mausoleo di Augusto. The Mausoleo di Augusto is 
a tomb constructed on order of Emperor Augusto in 28 
B.C.. The tomb was the burial place for many important 
imperial figures in Roman History, including Livia, who 
was elevated to divine status by Claudius. The Importance 
of this building comes from the fact that it was one of 
the first structures ordered by Augusto, who in turn was 
the first Imperial Emperor of the Roman imperial state. 
(Bunson, 2002)

At the Mausoleo di Augusto, Dardi does something to 
again give back a thing the city has lost and connect the 
urban landscape with the Tiber, the life blood of Rome. 
Dardi performs his action “to restore a dimension of the 
original roman plan, the Mausoleum of Augustus, which 
pieces the space within the mesh of the Tridente […]” 
(cited in Graves, 1979, p 36). By introducing a woven 
pattern in the pavement, strategically placing greenery 
and creating a slope which rises towards the Mausoleo 
and turns around it, as if the square is grasping the tomb 
and embracing it as part of the square, 

“[…] the inclined plane, within which the mass of the 
mausoleum is partly embedded, brings back the memory of the 
ancient morphological order, registering in its gaps the threads 
of the previous building fabric.” (cited in Graves 1979 p. 36) 

Furthermore, the intricate patterns in the pavement link 
the Cupola of Saint Rocco and Saint Girolamo. Together, 
this collection of smaller interventions allows the Piazza 
to unfold itself to the Tiber, by bringing back the stairs as 
they once were in the mid sixteenth century.

Constantino Dardi has performed this intervention with 
the same attention as Lord Chesterfield instructed his son Figure 11, Mausoleo di Augusto -Constantino Dardi.

Figure 9, Mausoleo di Augusto ca. 1940.

Figure 10, The Mausoleo with the reconstruction of missing parts.

Figure 8, Mausoleo di Augusto - Reconstruction drawing by Guglielmo Gatti.
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to give to the study of Roman History. Dardi also mentions  
the following in his description for the intervention: 

“By running through the infill fabric of the Tridente it gives 
back to these blocks these open characteristics of transparency 
and accessibility which they had in the original layout and in 
the first phase of urbanisation in the middle of the sixteenth  
century.” 

Evidently, Constantino Dardi observed the situation 
contemporary to his time as these objects being things, 
not being transparent and accessible as they used to 
be and should be. However, whether they will become 
objects with little to no thingness, or gain a new type 
of thingness if Dardi’s proposition was to be executed 
remains unknown.

As rhetorical as it may sound, the term sustainability 
is taken a massive market share within architectural 
discussion. On this subject, Sang Lee (2011) states the 
following: “[…] sustainable design and development 
have emerged as one of the most compelling in the 
architecture of our time, as well as in society and politics 
at large.”(Lee 2011, p.7). Here Lee states that the role of 
sustainability does not only span within the realm of 
architecture, but has found its way into different levels of 
society and politics. He goes on to state that the influence 
of media exposure has had a strong effect on the increase 
in awareness of sustainable design as a result of today’s 
commodification culture. However, this intense media 
attention had also caused the affluence of the word to 
depreciate.

Figure 12,Temporary housing in the void - n!studio.
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Of the images that n!studio provided for the Uneternal  
City exhibition, there are two that deal with these objects 
in particular, the first is a fragmented panorama showing 
the periphery of the city. In this image of the periphery 
of the city, one can observe the placement of four easily 
recognizable structures. The first is the Basilica of Saint 
Peter, followed by the Colosseum, the Vittoriano, and 
finally a gasometer. We see these images again in a 
representation of the skyline of Rome, including yet 
another important object: the Monte Mario antenna 
tower.

When all of these objects are placed next to each other, 
they seem to tell the story of what it is that makes Rome 
the Eternal City. First of all we consider the Colosseum, 
an amphitheatre built in 70 A.D. to seat 50,000 spectators 
of gladiator battles and other entertainment spectacles. 
Within the context of these images the Colosseum seems 
to be a representation of the pageant past of Rome, when 
emperors made themselves to be gods, deciding the fate 
of warriors who battled on the arena of the Colosseum. 
This is in turn followed by the Basilica of Saint Peter, the 
most pure form of the papacy of Rome and Christendom, 
built above the tomb of Saint Peter, who martyred himself 
during the first religious genocide of the Roman Empire, 
ultimately initiating the rise of Christianity (Davis).

“There is no doubt that media exposure, evaluation, and 
certification measures have helped to raise general awareness 
and  consciousness of sustainable design, However, this 
has also promoted an intense marketing of the sustainable 
before the actual substance of the term could establish a firm 
footing in common architectural practice. In today’s culture of 
commodification, the appearance of sustainability has become 
as important, if not more than the actual substance of a given 
design.” (Lee 2011, p.13)

In Susanna Ferrini and Antonello Stella’s entry for Rome 
Uneternal City, there are several objects in Rome they 
seem to accentuate in the images they have produced. 
The objects they chose to include all seem to have a 
connection with the historical development of the Eternal 
City, starting with the Colosseum, a prominent symbol 
of Rome’s pageant past, to a gasometer that is no longer 
in use, found on the edge of the city. In all the images 
they have created, distances and sections of the city 
seem to dominate them, yet when one takes a moment 
and looks further, the layer of time slowly appears. One 
can argue whether or not this was done intentionally by 
the architects of n!studio, but this is not the point of the 
discussion.

Figure 13, Roman Objects - adaptation on n!studio’s Uneternal Rome 12
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infrastructures, parking structures, large mono-functional 
residential neighbourhoods, the containers of culture 
and sport.” (cited in Betsky 2008, p. 204) Yet almost 
unnoticeably, the designers at n!studio have placed new 
obelisks in these spaces, explicitly created to show ‘energy 
storage;’ a new kind of object, symbolizing the sustainable 
consumerist nature of society. In these the images no one 
seems to be looking at these new objects, merely passing 
by them to enter the shopping centre, relaxing in the grass, 
or transporting themselves in the motorized shopping 
trolleys; there are no subjects of these obelisks yet, they 
simply remain objects, and do not become things, such as 
the objects in the city. Throughout the twists and turns of 
the definition of eternalness for Rome, these objects have 
gained more thingness, or lost it.

In n!studio’s plan for the Uneternal City, as Dardi did for 
Roma Interrotta, Ferrini and Stella also introduce objects 
in a temporal form. Specifically they introduce temporary 
living which changes to accommodate the desires of 
the dwellers. n!studio describes these interventions 
as follows: “ The concept of residentity uses the large 
swathes of the Roman countryside to create an urban 

Next to that, The Campidoglio – marking the renaissance 
 rise of Rome – and the Vittoriano is strategically placed – 
marking the start of secularism in Rome. Then follow two 
unusual objects which one would not quickly associate 
with Rome, the Eternal City. The first is the gasometer, 
which could be a symbol of the rise of consumerism. 
This object was once used for storing natural gas, to fuel 
the economy through supplying industry, transport, and 
infrastructure, but now abandoned, no longer being used 
for its purpose, a thing on the periphery of the city. Next 
to that n!studio has placed the antenna tower found on the 
Monte Mario, a kind of new obelisk of the technological 
age. It is after this modern obelisk that one of n!studio’s 
proposed interventions fits so seamlessly, objects which 
could be called obelisks of sustainable desire.

The images which n!studio has produced for Uneternal 
Rome are characterized by ecological spaces with an 
abundance of flora. People biking through fields of grain, 
surrounded by windmills, providing renewable energy to 
the new functions Ferrini and Stella propose to introduce 
within the vast green voids of the city, places for the twenty 
first century desires: “shopping centres, railway stations,  

Figure 14, Living the mall - n!studio.
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into the desires of current society. By introducing a new 
type of obelisk in their design, they have continued 
further developed on the idea of Rome being a City of 
Objects. This illustrates their vision on the objects of 
Rome as things which represent its continuity, each being 
a symbol for the changes within Roman society, in other 
words, the eternalness of Rome may be imbedded within 
the thingness of its objects.

form of the void that, like a virus, insinuates itself within 
the Eternal City and transforms its behaviour” (cited in 
Betsky 2008, p. 204). n!studio’s approach to changing the 
city is not particularly to relieve the city of its problems by 
expanding its territory to the periphery, but to implement 
new functions within the city’s voids, which change 
Rome from within, just as a virus. Furthermore, the role 
of the new obelisks is very important here, as it takes a 
typological Roman urban object, and reshapes it to fit 
what Rome may be becoming, and allowing it to continue 
its eternalness.

Both Constantino Dardi and n!studio have intervened 
upon Rome through Roma Interrotta and the Uneternal 
City as an opportunity to challenge the city’s continuity. 
Dardi’s projects form a critique towards the disregard to 
the city’s heritage. For example his suggestions for the 
Piazza del Popolo are not only a discussion about how the 
square has changed since Nolli drew the maps of Rome, 
but also involves earlier perceived concepts and plans 
which Valadier developed for the Piazza. By intentionally 
placing a structure which has its own language within an 
existent urban structure, which in turn frames the obelisk 
on the square; the subject sees the urban object within 
an unexpected context, they are more aware of the thing. 
Dardi observed that Rome’s objects have practically 
lost their connection with the city, and the eternalness 
imbedded within these objects was no longer in 
connection with Rome; on the location of the Mausoleo 
de Augusto, Dardi ‘un-patches’ a part of the city in order 
to reconnect Rome with an object from its past.
n!studio have approached Uneternal Rome as an 
opportunity to change the city from within, with 
their perspective on the future instead of the past, by 
introducing a new type of sustainable lifestyle integrated 



49

Bibliography

Images
(Fig. 1) NOLLI, G. 1748. Rome sector II. [etching].
(Fig. 2) DARDI, C. Detail of Gym Façade. [drawing].
(Fig. 3) NOLLI, G. 1748. Piazza del Popolo [etching].
(Fig. 4) VALADIER, G. 1793. First plan for Piazza del Popolo [etching].
(Fig. 5) VALADIER, G. 1816. Second plan for Piazza del Popolo [etching].
(Fig. 6) GOOGLE MAPS. 2013. Piazza del Popolo today. [satelite image].
(Fig. 7) DARDI, C. 1979. Constantino Dardi’s Piazza del Popolo. [drawing].
(Fig. 8) GATTI, G. 1950. Mausoleo di Augustusm. [reconstruction drawing]. 
(Fig. 9) ROBATHAN, M. 1950. Mausoleo di Augusto ca. 1940. [photo].
(Fig. 10) GATTI, G. 1950. Sections of Mausoleo di Augusto. [drawing].
(Fig. 11) DARDI, C. 1979. Constantino Dardi’s Mausoleo di Augusto. [drawing].
(Fig. 12) N!STUDIO. 2008. Temporary housing in the void - n!studio. [digital image].
(Fig. 13) BEER, P., 2008. Roman Objects - adaptation on n!studio’s Uneternal Rome. [digital 
image].
(Fig. 14) N!STUDIO. 2008. Living the mall - n!studio. [digital image].

Books
BETSKY, A. 2008. Uneternal City Urbanism Beyond Rome. Venezia: Marsilio.
BROWN, B. 2004. Things. Chicago: The University Press.
BUNSON, M. 2002. Encyclopedia of the Roman Empire. New York: Fact on File, Inc.
CHATEL, G. 2009. Facts and Figures. OASE, 79 (November 2009), pp. 51 – 62.
GRAVES, M. 1979. AD Profile 20: Roma Interrotta. Architectural Design, vol. 49 (No.3-4)
KIECKENS, C. 1986. Roma Forum Nuovum. S/AM, 86 (Fall 1986), pp. 1 - 5.
LEE, S. 2011. Aesthetics of sustainable architecture. Rotterdam: 010 Publishers.
MOSCHINI, F. 1996. Constantino Dardi. Domus, 734. pp. 6 - 7.

Websites
POLLET, A. 2011. Egyptian Obelisks. [WWW]. Virtua Roma. Available from: http://roma.
andreapollett.com/S3/roma-co1.htm [Accessed 16/03/2013].
Rome: A History of the Eternal City 2012. Television Series. Produced by Davis E. and 
Smith, M.. Salford: British Broadcasting Corporation.





In a bold move, Antoine Grumbach did not hand in a real design for Roma Interrotta. Where other architects used Roman 
Interrotta to show their capabilities, Grumbach choose to take a stance and instead he offers a solution to the problem of 
modernist architecture. He defends his theory, reverse archaeology, by describing three theories, related to Rome in the 
time of Nolli. His Roma Interrotta project is set up as if Grumbach was walking through Rome. With the old Nolli map in 
his hand he walks at the ancient via Nomentana, to villa Torlonia. Then he zigzags through the city to make his way to Villa 
Albani. Let us walk with Antoine Grumbach, look at our map and listen to his story. 

Figure 1, Grumbach’s tour through Rome.

Taking a Stroll
Rob Goetheer
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Reverse Archaeology
Antoine Grumbach’s Roma Interrotta project is a halt to 
the modernist architecture. It describes the difficulties of 
redesigning Rome and the challenge that architects today 
face all over the world. About modernistic architecture 
he states: 

 “The search for difference for the sake of the difference 
characterizes buildings and projects, and confuses built object 
with consumable goods. They are subject to the fluctuations of 
the market and the necessity of falling into disuse in order to be 
replaced by new buildings, always more modern.” 

The architectural world is facing the challenge of designing 
objects that are inscribed in their own history, their own 
context. The Rome Interrotta text made by Grumbach 
can be read as a manual to his way of designing city’s and 
buildings. His theory, reverse archaeology, encourages the 
architect to design contemporary objects. Architecture 
belongs to those objects where quality is a long term part 
of its existence. The indifference to differences is proof 
of that quality. Reverse architecture is also a clarification 
of the relation between history and design. To power his 
theory, he describes three fictions. Three stories of Rome, 
giving clarification about reverse archeologie. The story of 
the Aurelian wall, via Nomentana and via Salaria. Before 
explaining these three stories he gives a description of his 
vision of Rome. 

The identity of Rome
Starting our tour with Antoine Grumbach one of the 
first things he wants to point out is the importance of 
the relation of Rome and the nature in and outside the 
city. The gardens that used to be private property in the 
time of Nolli are now often public gardens. While most of 
them disappeared, some of the gardens, like the garden 

of villa Torlonia, Villa Albani & Villa Borghese, are 
preserved and are now open to public. The ancients roads 
are now promenades that connect the different gardens 
with each other and with the nature that grows against 
the roman city wall. Besides describing these pubic 
gardens, Grumbach wants us to pay more attention to the 
unplanned nature of Rome, which he calls the parasitic 
nature. “the parasitic nature is part of the identity of 
Rome”. This statement raises questions: is the nature 
the parasite or the host? Maybe Rome is the parasite 
taking advantage of the nature instead?  The definition 
of a parasite is an organism that lives at the expense of its 
host. Does the unplanned nature live on the expense of 
Rome or does Rome live on the expense of the unplanned 
Nature? Does the nature exist because of the city or is it 
the other way around? If you look at the history of Rome, 
the seems to slowly consume its surrounding nature.  

Figure 2, Schets Antoine Grumbach: Parasitic Nature.
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The sketches that Antoine Grumbach added to explain 
this parasitic nature raise a question too: If you did not 
read his text in the first place, what part of the sketch 
draws your attention? My answer might not be the green, 
but the car. If you visit Rome, you might conclude that the 
identity of Rome today has more to do with traffic instead 
of nature! The sketches do show the everlasting relation 
of Rome and its nature. Maybe we should take this as a 
message: preserve this parasites to save the true identity 
of Rome.

Walls and Nature
Rome has an everlasting connection to its walls and 
nature. Till the 1900’s the wall was the true city border 
of Rome. For century’s the wall separated the urban 
environment from rural environment. Since Rome 
started to grow outside it’s wall the relation of Rome and 
its wall changed. The wall and nature growing alongside it 
have become a recreational area, a part of the connection 
between gardens and boulevards. In a later project, Rome 
Interrupted, the Bjorn Ingels Group (BIG) designed a new 
wall around Rome, reinstating the separation of the rural 
and urban environment. In this design for Rome the wall 
is appointed as a border, within the city Rome is allowed 
to expand and density, but outside the border everything 
should be brought back to its former, natural glory. Inside 
the city the leftover spaces should become quality spaces.
By happy mistake I stumbled upon a picture that could 
chances our perception of the relation of Rome and its 
walls. The artist changed the way we see the wall. In this 
work of street-art we could ask ourselves the question: 
what is the subject? The wall or the bush behind it? In this 
situation an object appeared, existing from things: the top 
part of a bush and a piece of a wall.

The Aurelian Wall
Ever since the foundation of Rome, the city has grown 
within boundaries, its walls. From the first wall, the wall 
of Servius Tullius, is not much left. Only a small part of 
the wall lies within the part of the Nolli map that was 
assigned to Grumbach, and this piece of the wall is partly 
imbedded in the later Aurelian wall and partly buried. 
The Aurelian wall however, is in many places still intact. 
When you compare Rome to cities like Paris or Prague, 
Rome is a lot more preserving about its walls. It was only 
in the 19th century when Rome started to grow outside 
the walls, and the function of the wall as outer boundary 
was lost.
Antoine Grumbach describes how the Aurelian wall 
was subject to changing ideas of the built environment 
during the years. Costaguti designed a cave on his land, 
connecting to the wall. Then he placed a garden on top of 
the cave, burying the wall on one side. From his garden it 
was an easy walk to the top of the wall to enjoy the view. 
On the other side of the wall, villa Patrizi was situated. 
According to illustrations made by the architect Lequeu, 
the villa was built in a gothic style. In the 20th century 
Alphand came with the idea of creating a belt of gardens 
on the base of the walls. Francesco Patrizi, the owner of 
the villa and the ground decided to burry the gothic

Figure 3, What is the subject?
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Figure 4, The Aurelian wall in 3 periods.
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Rome is allowed to grow and densify inside the wall, but 
outside the wall nature should have the freedom to take 
back the land. In the vision of BIG architects the highway 
now surrounding Rome would get a new function. The 
function of important infrastructural element would be 
combined with the function of a border and protection 
from the “wild” outdoors. 
To illustrate their idea BIG made a picture combining all 
their ideas.

building, giving it a look similar to the cave and garden 
on the other side of the wall. By doing this, the wall was 
completely buried under the gardens of these villa’s. 
Archaeologists asked Le Corbusier and Henri Sauvage to 
design a solution, and they designed a system of mirrors 
inside a museum on top of the wall, enabling visitors of 
the museum to see the buried wall in clear sunlight.
When you look at the Aurelian wall as an object, the 
relation the roman people had with the object changed 
over the ages. Starting as a primarily defensive structure, 
this object changed into an object to show the power of 
the city, the wealth of the city, the outer boundary for 
roman people to build their houses, a recreational area 
to enjoy the view of the landscape surrounding the city. 
Now it is mostly an object that shows visitors some of 
the history of Rome. When you compare the Roman 
wall with the theory of the broken window (Bill Brown 
– Thing Theory) you could say the wall did no longer 
fulfil its purpose when Rome was no longer threatened 
by enemy’s from the outside. Does that make the wall a 
thing? The people of Rome still had a relation with the 
wall, the wall still had an important purpose, but its 
purpose changed over the years. Antoine Grumbach 
describes the eternal relationship of Rome and its walls, 
but in his story the wall was buried. If it was not for the 
archaeologists and the work of Le Corbusier and Henri 
Sauvage part of the wall that Grumbach described would 
have been completely lost in time.
In a later project, ROME UNETERNAL, Bjarke Ingels 
Group (BIG) has used the walled city idea as a starting 
point. In their vision Rome should be build the way it was 
before the 19th century: a city within the city-walls. To 
achieve this, their idea is to use the highway surrounding 
Rome as the new city wall. Also the 19th century suburbs  
would be moved and take shape in the new wall.

Figure 5, BIG architecture: A lasso around the city.

Figure 6, BIG architecture: A new wall for Rome.
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quality, and wants to change these into parks, golf 
courses and other public recreational areas. The way both 
architects think about the parasitic, unplanned nature 
is very different. While Grumbach sees it as part of the 
identity of Rome, BIG sees it as areas where improvement 
is needed.

Via Nomentana
The story of via Nomentana is a story about the 
interweaving of all kind of transport systems. The 
separation of pedestrians and traffic, water transportation 
over the Roman aqueduct’s, the layout and connection of 
different gardens, the formation of promenades. These 
transformations, stories, separations and connections are 
important to take into account when redesigning Rome.

Via Salaria
The last of the three stories is a bout the city under the 
city. About a mausoleum under the city, underground 
streams and roads under the surface. A famous object, 
and the theory about it according to Winckelmann 
is also mentioned, the Bocca della Verita (mouth 
of truth). Winckelmann is believed Bocca della 
Verita to be a cover or a port way to an underground 
tunnel network, leading to the residence of a god. 

Forgotten objects
On the part of the Nolli Map that Grumbach has 
investigated, there are mentioned multiple places, 
buildings and objects. If we would walk through the 
city, following Grumbach, listening to his story as we 
make our way through Rome, we would discover that he 
specifically selects some of the places, buildings and by 
doing this he also chooses not to describe other objects. 
In his redrawing of the Nolli map, he placed the current 

To illustrate their idea BIG made a picture combining 
all their ideas. The picture shows the return of animals 
that used to live outside Rome, like wolfs, bears and 
flamingo’s. It shows a dense urban structure with carefully 
preserved green area’s inside the city. It also shows a 
famous bridge, hanging over the highway, connecting 
the city to the landscape. Why they choose this bridge, 
which isn’t even Roman, and why they chose to connect 
the city to the surrounding landscape is unknown and 
is not described in their project: Rome Interrupted. By 
implementing these changes to Rome, BIG architects 
wants to “increase the quality of the public life and shrink 
its ecological footprint.” Similarities between this idea 
and text of Grumbach is the celebration of quality spaces, 
the adoration of gardens and nature. Both architects take 
the relation of Rome and its walls as a base. The most 
important difference is in the way both architects deal 
with the wall. While BIG wants to design a new wall, 
Grumbach describes the wall as an object with a history 
and a future. The events during the ages have influenced 
the wall, but it still exists, as it will in the future. Also a 
big difference is the idea of leftover spaces in the city. 
Grumbach celebrates the leftover spaces on the Nolli 
map, and the unplanned nature he discovers in the city. 
BIG states the leftover spaces of today are spaces without 

Figure 7, BIG Architecture: the overall plan.
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Being still one of the most impressive buildings in the 
region, villa Borghese would be on my list to visit when I 
would go to Rome. Antoine Grumbach however describes 
his walk ending at villa Borghese, but besides mentioning 
the vast public garden, not much is written about this 
historical building and its gardens. Instead he chooses to 
tell us about a less well preserved villa close to this one, 
villa Albani and its gardens.

buildings in the style of Nolli. Some of the buildings, the 
ones we pass in our walk, are shown in black planes, 
while the rest of the buildings is defined only by a black 
line. Not all the buildings he drawn in black faces is also 
described in his text. Some of his choices are surprising. 
Porta Pia for instance is for the people of Rome a very 
important historical object. The gate, designed by 
Michelangelo and named by pope Pius IV, is situated on 
the via Nomenta, which Grumbach does describe in his 
story. The gate is designed by a famous thinker of that 
time, it had an abnormal design for gates of that time and 
if Antoine Grumbach really took the walk along the path 
he could not have missed the Porta Pia. Pope Pius IV 
wanted to attach his name to Rome by naming the gate 
after him. The gate had a monumental function besides 
its defensive function. The monumental function became 
more important when in 1870 Rome was captured by the 
Italian forces. The defensive function finally disappeared 
when the wall on both sides of the gate was demolished 
to facilitate roads in and out of the city. Today Porta Pia 
is a museum. 

Figure 8, The walk of Grumbach. Figure 9, A painting by Giuseppe Vasi, Porta Pia.

Figure 10, A drawing of Villa Albani by Piranesi.
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“Blind to the unusual, to paradox complexity, in a word, to the 
fact that the city is built on the city, architects, who have been 
contributing for a century to the transformation of historical 
centres and to the constitution of urban conglomerations are 
now having pangs of conscience. Additions, substitutions, 
combinations, enclosures are the main conditions of urban 
centres. Because of their history of precise usage and 
dependence on production conditions, these characteristics 
of urban rhetoric have become the signs of urban form and 
identify themselves with the city. Modern architecture, which 
has become international, has now reached the state of total 
denial of history. The search for difference for the sake of the 
difference characterises buildings and projects, and confuses 
built objects with consumable goods. They are subject to the 
fluctuations of the market and the necessity of falling into 
disuse in order to be replaced by new buildings, always more 
modern. Modernity has become the guarantee for cultural 
consumption where architecture is concerned. This ever-
growing phenomenon is now resulting in a collective rejection, 
and a fascination for the preservation of the patrimony. It is 
leading to an urban museography.”

Your guide...
Antoine Grumbah did not really redesign his part of the 
Nolli map for the Roma Interrotta project. Instead he tried 
to make clear why it is a difficult task to design buildings 
in the historic city. By leading us through Rome, telling 
us stories about different objects we come across and 
also choosing objects we would not immediately think of 
when visiting Rome, Antoine Grumbach wants us to learn 
how to design buildings and urban structures that have 
quality. At the same time he expresses his abomination of 
modernist architecture. 

Figure 11, Antoine Grumbach
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What if people ask you to do something you have done all along? It will appear stunning at first but when it is proposed 
sincerely, numerous possible answers could be given. Will you see it as ludicrous or would you give it a second thought? One 
will refuse an answer, but the other will design a plan and intellectually substantiate why the question appears ‘asked for 
the sake of asking’.

Celebrating Things
Dave van Goch

Figure 1, Sir James Stirling’s design for Sector IV.



62

Impression
To set the context, before reviewing Sir Stirling’s entry 
for the biennale, I came across his name but never really 
knew his work. So while scanning the entry texts next 
to the drawing, the first thing that caught my attention 
was “…we were trying to incorporate our entire oeuvre.” 
(Stirling 1978) This alone made me think why one would 
do that? As I progressed in the thought process I found it 
rather arrogant to re-use designs, as for me architecture 
is – in short – providing a contextual design solution 
for a given problem. And here “an architect of a certain 
quality” (Maxwell 1998) – which I read as a modest 
definition – takes multiple designs out of their context to 
be used once more in a different one. I even thought of it 
as being advertisement for his work, but is it?

Relational Contradiction
In the entry title Sir Stirling points out not the plan 
itself but a somewhat contextual elaboration. First he 
positions Nolli as a megalomaniac frustrated architect 
and continued by strengthen it with his plan being  

“revisions to the Nolli Plan of Rome and notes towards the 
demise of the post war planning profession.” 1

While stating megalomania as a privilege, he positions 
himself with the opposition and questions the 
megalomaniac approach. 
For me the honesty of Sir Stirling – and his plan – is 
captured in a beautiful text;
 

“They think that they are given large sums of money to play 
games with, just as a child or a Rembrandt for that matter 
is given a cheap box of paints. So Gropius flees Hitler and 
inflicts the Pan Am building on New York. Stirling inflicts 

the glasshouse on Cambridge. Frank Lloyd Wright’s houses 
are notorious hell to live in. Even Saarinen foists his protégé’s 
unbuildable Opera House on Sydney. The common factor is a 
complete disdain for  the people to have to live with it.”  2

It was the first text I read of an architect which was written 
in such a plain – and maybe emotional – manner.  Then 
Sir Stirling tops the entire text with one sentence, using 
self-mockery; 

“God help me, I’m going to have to live with the glasshouse!” 3

After this careful elaboration Sir Stirling turns the entire 
concept around by giving an altered abbreviation, MFA 
now stands for Master of Fine Architecture. Embracing 
his earlier stated opinion, that megalomaniac architects 
are most frustrated by their ‘designed but not built’ works. 
It brought him to where it seems essential to include all 
his designs which were never built. 
I can only imagine the design process by which they 
puzzled piece by piece with great care and with regard for 
the rules they applied for themselves. Even the enthusiasm 
of doing so was not excluded from the text for soon they 
“were trying to incorporate the entire oeuvre.”

As I still do not fully comprehend the reason for Sir 
Stirling to use the exact contradiction for the entry, 
I do understand while doing so it can give the plan 
an unparalleled expressional power. When I try to 
read between the text and see through the drawing, 
I feel a reason for it all. Something like when a child is 
deliberately stubborn or a bit naughty. Off course I can 
say this now with the upmost respect for Sir Stirling for I 
am not undermining his plan. On the contrary, I think it 
may be used as an example of good storytelling.
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30 projects, a cake, one story
Whomever composes an architectural plan using existing 
projects (build or not), will come across two fundamental 
problems; selection and placement of those projects 
for each embodies a specific vision and architectural 
articulation.  “In order to sustain momentum a rigorous 
method was necessary.” (Stirling 1978) The statement 
shows the fact that Sir Stirling found himself on thin ice. 
It expresses understanding of, when re-using designs, all 
other elements must be near perfection for the plan to be 
worthy of entry.
One of those elements being the graphical presentation of 
the entry. Sir Stirling made the drawing not as a shouting 
picture but – again – respectfully added the projects in 
a modest but nonetheless distinctive manner. One can 
easily identify the added projects without distraction from 
graphical overabundance. This is – as I see it – a logical 
and maybe the only way for the entry to be graphically 
presented. For I believe they all knew that if the entry 
consists of more shouting graphics it would embrace the 
megalomaniac approach but on the other hand cripple 
the credibility.

Figure 2, Section of entry drawing.



64

The main element of Sir Stirling’s plan – for me – is 
story. By acting from a contradicting standpoint and 
taking already designed projects out of their context, 
brings the need for a new storyline. The most clear and 
obvious narrative is that of the autostrada (highway) as 
it represents both the upcoming automotive mobility of 
that time as well as a new – modern – way into the heart 
of Rome. 
The story of the autostrada starts by viewing the original 
Nolli map. The map depicts a clear distinction between 
the urban typologies of the city’s urban structure and the 
peripheral character surrounding it. Particularly in this 
sector the Gianicolo wall can be seen as a border between 

both urban quality’s and actually embodying his own 
urban quality. (Fig. 3) The entry drawing is still showing 
the three urban typologies telling me it has been handled 
with care and respect for its own context. The placement 
of the projects throughout the periphery seems somewhat 
random so they would not harm the initial urban context. 
(Fig. 4) On the other side of the Gianicolo wall a seemingly 
more directed placement has been used for it depicts a 
axial design. Both axis are clustered typological projects, 
one being formed by educational projects and the other 
– enclosing the autostrada – consists of commercial 
projects. (Fig. 5 and 6)

Periphery Wall Urban

Figure 3, Urban typologies.
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Figure 4, Peripheral projects.

Figure 5, Educational axis.

Figure 6, Commercial axis.
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“a new housing community”. (Fig. 11) Then the river Tiber 
is passed over a great land crossing (Fig. 12) leading to 
the end of the journey through the tollbooths of “Vacuum 
Strada” (Fig. 13) directly into the heart of Rome. 

For a great story some – earlier stated – rules are a must as 
they set an outline in which the story may be written. One 
of those rules was used for the selection and placement of 
projects. The projects must 

“preserve / integrate / intensify, and this, along with 
contextual, associational, topographical, prototypical, 
typological, symbolical, iconographical and archaeological 
considerations.”4

By driving over the autostrada the skyline of Rome 
appears on the horizon. Reaching suburban Rome one 
passes the great four towers of “the gateway” connecting 
the “garden of Villa Doria Pamphili” with “the island” and 
together forming the “new administration centre of Rome”.  
(Fig. 8 and 9) While driving through the periphery a 
remarkable thing is seen towering above the Gianicolo 
wall. Progressing over the autostrada one passes under 
the “wall of buildings”. (Fig. 10) As one surfaces and 
entering urban Rome, one is directed from both sides by 

Figure 7, Autostrada story.

Figure 8, Top view of Tuscan Regional Centre.
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Figure 9, Model of Tuscan Regional Centre.

Figure 10, Drawing of Dorman Long Headquarters.

Figure 11, Photograph of Southgate Runcorn Estate.

Figure 12, Model of Siemens AG Headquarters.

Figure 13, Drawing of Wallraf Richartz Museum.
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This particular story shows the manner of placement 
and the importance of sequential design. The projects 
separate give or improve the urban quality of where they 
are placed, but when put together they make the story. 
One of the most important things has not yet been 
mentioned, for it is the 50th anniversary birthday cake 
of Sir Stirling. The birthday cake (Fig. 14) is not a design 
of Sir Stirling himself – I presume – hereby ‘allowing’ 
someone else’s design as an addition for his own entry in 
an architectural Biennale. He even intensifies the original 
cake design by enlarging it to statue-like proportions. To 
make architecture out of pastry shows a great relation 
towards the one who designed it. 
Furthermore I even see is a relational statement to 
whomever worked besides Sir Stirling. This is all apart 
from the fact the cake represents – quite literally – the 
icing on the cake of the Biennale entry, being designed 
with a megalomaniac approach. The link between 
things and the birthday cake can be made throughout 
every project Sir Stirling placed in his design. Piece by 
piece the projects represent the relational context of Sir 
Stirling’s work in architecture. Most of the contribution 
to architecture by him is presented in this very design. It 
is almost that he is making the point; You ask of me an 
answer in line with my entire oeuvre, then why not give 
you that as answer?

Figure 14, 50th Anniversary birthday cake.
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Figure 1, Nolli Map Rome, Sector V.

Layers can be found anywhere around us. In this essay we focus on a map Giambattista Nolli made of the City of Rome in 
1748 and the gaps and layers of this city. This map was the centre of an exhibition in 1978, Roma Interrotta. We look at the 
design that Paolo Portoghesi made for this exhibition and the layers he found in the original city and the layers he designed 
for the interruption. Further on we discuss another exhibition: Uneternal Rome, where Centola and Associati make a design 
of a new layer for the city of Rome in the form of Eco-Towns.

The Gaps and Layers of 
Rome
Renée Toirkens
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Layers of an Interrupted City
Everything around us grows and changes. Not only do 
we human beings change in our behavior and develop 
certain skills that help us develop even more, but also 
cities and the environment around us changes with the 
years. Development and progress are some things that are 
in the nature of things. The nature of objects and subjects. 
These objects and subjects we can find in the Thing 
Theory of Bill Brown. 
Bill Brown states that ‘things’ are the sum of the world, 
they stand for ‘massive generality, as well as particularities’.  
Human subjects have a relation with the animate or 
inanimate object. This object can become a thing when 
it ‘stops working for us’, when it loses its original purpose 
or isn’t used at all at the moment. The awareness of the 
object is gone when it becomes a thing. It becomes a thing 
when you’re not aware of it in your environment.
As mentioned before, these objects and subjects can 
change. These changes can occur in the behavior towards 
each other, on the border of these objects becoming things, 
or in the way these objects or things are. They develop 
or grow on their own or with help of the subject, think 
about the building of a small town, the object of the town 
develops with the help of the subject into a bigger town 
or a city. These changes develop and change even more 
and this concludes in different layers of development. 
You can also see this, for example, in the annual rings in 
the trunks of trees. Layers can be found anywhere in our 
surroundings.
How the city of Rome developed through the years, or 
actually the idea how to suspend the developing of the 
city and its layers in the urban fabric, was the subject of 
the Roma Interrotta exhibition in 1978. The goal in this 
Roma Interrotta was to design Rome when time was 
interrupted, <interrotta>, and add a new layer of urban 
space to the existing city. The base for this interruption 

was set on the plan that Giambattista Nolli made in 1748 
of the city of Rome at that time. This vision and plan of 
Rome was the base for the design in the Roma Interrotta 
exhibition. 

Paolo Portoghesi was one of the architects who joined the 
project Roma Interrotta and made an interruption to a 
part of the Nolli map.
Paolo Portoghesi was born in 1931 and is an Italian 
architect, historian and professor of architecture who is 
specialized in (Roman) classical architecture. Mainly he 
is specialized in Baroque architecture, with Borromini 
and also Michelangelo as important parts of his research 
field.  
The intervention that Paolo Portoghesi designed for the 
Nolli-map is located in one of the rare gaps in the urban 
tissue on the map.  This open space on the map is the only 

Figure 2, The current situation of the gap in the Nolli map that Portoghesi used.
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open space there is to find in that piece of Rome in 1748.
The gap is located between different roads, currently 
known as Via Panisperna, Via dei Serpenti, Via della 
Consulta, via del Quirinale, Via Agostino Depretis and 
the Via Cesare Balbo.  You can see the current location 
of this gap in the picture on the previous page, figure 2.

The Gaps of Rome
When you look at the archaeologically correct 
reconstruction of Rome, you will not see the mythical 
seven hills, but you see a series of different valleys which 
run from the Tiber up to the walls of a high plateau zone. 
The hills were later on formed by erosion, before, they 
consisted of ridges. 
The original natural environment of Rome forms the base 
of the build-up matrix for the design of the intervention. 
This original base, and first layer we will find in the 

design of the new urban space of Rome, will consist of 
a ravine in a tree branch-like shape. There are a lot of 
similarities between typical urban spaces in Rome and 
eroded natural formations. In the figure 5 and 6 you can 
find these similarities, where natural gaps are put next to 
gaps in the urban fabric.  
Figure 5 shows, from left to right, the comparison between 
a plan of a ravine or gap near Orte compared with the plan of the 
area around the Trevi fountain, a plan of a gap near Bomarzo 
compared with the Piazza del Quirinale and a gap in the 
vicinity of Civitella Cesi that will be compared with a region 
around S. Lorenzo Lucina. Figure 6 shows, from left to right, a 
gap or void in the vicinity of Bassano in Teverina that is being 
compared with  a map of the region around Palazzo Carpegna, 
a comparison between a gap near Barbara no Romano and the 
areo around piazza SS. Apostoli,  the ravine nearby Calcata and 
the Via dei Giubbonari. 

Figure 3, The gap in the urban fabric in part V of the Nolli map. Figure 4, Paolo Portoghesi’s design for Roma Interrotta.
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Portoghesi used these gaps in the natural environment as 
a kind of thing which translated in other objects of the 
urban fabric. So the city of Rome behaved as an object 
toward the subject in the form of the designer Portoghesi.

The Design
Portoghesi used in his design the roots of the ancient 
city as the base of his design method. He investigated the 
organic development of the ancient city and refers to the 

physical environment from which Rome emerged. The 
natural base-layer of Rome was his design set. Trying to 
understand the geographic changes, before man began to 
interfere, ‘nature before the era of man’ was his research 
goal. 
The images Portoghesi used in his design process of this 
exhibition are best viewed in pairs. This ‘designing and 
thinking in images’ is also explained in O.M. Ungers’ 
‘Morphologies: City  of Metaphors’. The viewing of these 

Figure 5, Different comparisons of natural gaps and gaps in the urban fabric. Figure 6, Different comparisons of natural gaps and gaps in the urban fabric.

Figure 7, An upward view of a gap nearby Pitigliano compared to figure 8. Figure 8, The Via Propaganda.
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images together ‘stimulate both a structural analysis and 

emotional suggestivety and reconstruct the psychological effect 

of the ‘lived through’ experience’. The comparison of these 
objects, the streets of Rome and ravine’s, is important for 
the design.

The Layers of Rome
Just like other developments, this design of Rome will 

consist of different layers. 
Paolo Portoghesi started with the bottom of the ravine, 
with brooks flowing on the valley floor, as the first layer of 
the interrupted design. See figure 11 for a design sketch of 
this ravine. Imagine that the area of this gap suddenly rid 
itself of all the sediment and returns to the original aspect 
that once was its state. This is the first layer in the plan of 
the intervention.

Figure 9, a picture of a ravine near Barbarono compared to figure 10.

Figure 11, design of the borrom of the ravine Figure 12, sketch design of one of the Casa del Popolo

Figure 10, The Via di Panico.
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The ravine is full of hollows that create a pulsating effect 
by the presence of widening and narrowing spaces. The 
houses and buildings form a different layer, the second 
layer, placed on top of the ridges. The houses are placed 
like rock crystals, emerged from the earth on the edge 
of these ridges. These houses have different heights and 
form a volumetric strip on the ridge of the ravine. 
In figure 13 we can see the definitive design Paolo 
Portoghesi made for the Roma Interrotta exhibition. 
There are three different types of buildings he designed 

Figure 13, The final design Paolo Portoghesi made for the exhibition. The dotted ring stands for the ring of traffic.

Figure 14, a sketch of a plan for the Casa del Popolo.
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The tips of the branches in the design were supposed to 
overlap the network of streets that appeared on the Nolli 
map. As a conclusion, nature should not be seen as the 
infinite surrounding of the city, but the finite entity that 
we must establish new alliances with. New alliances are 
supposed to be made with the handling of nature. A new 
relationship between the object and the subject. 

A New Layer: Eco-Archeological Wedge
An example of this new relationship is the design of 
Eco-cities. To stay within the range of the Nolli map, we 
look at another exhibition regarding this map in 2008. 
In this year, a couple of designers and architects were 
asked to design the further development of Rome and try 
to cope with the population growth and peripheries of 
Rome. Now the architects don’t have to make a design 

in his plan and are visible in the picture. They are 
represented with A and B. There is also a part C and D in 
the plan, were the C’s stand for the ring around the area 
for traffic (Fig. 13) and the D’s are the green areas on the 
bottom of the ravine who are a part of the first layer in 
the intervention.The ring for traffic forms, apart from the 
designed houses, a new and third layer in this interrupted 
Rome. 
The A’s in the design stand for houses that are connected 
with covered walkways over the ravine. Here you can also 
find commercial buildings and buildings for crafting. The 
B’s stand for public services, the houses of the people, 
Casa del Popolo. In figure 14 we see a sketch design of one 
of these Casa del Popolo. You can distinguish the convex 
and conclave forms inspired from baroque architecture in 
Portoghesi’s design. 

Figure 15, Overview of the location of the design of Centola and Associati.
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cities with populations over 10.000 inhabitants. The goal 
is to transform the peripheries into these Eco-cities and 
continue the sustainable development.  In figure 16 the 

in an interrupted Rome, but try to imagine its further 
development and add new layers to the existing city.
Centola and Associati were one of the architects who 
made a design for this exhibition. The founder of this 
design office in Italy, is Luigi Centola. The office takes 
on projects in a wide range of scale and complexity. 
They won many competitions and are innovating in the 
designing of landscape and architecture. 
The design of Centola & Associati in the Uneternal Rome 
exhibition, consisted of extending the Eco-Archeological 
wedge of the Appia Antica, see figure 15 for the overview 
of the location. They want to achieve this with the 
design of different Eco-Towns with zero emission, zero 
consumption and zero impact. Self-sufficient, compact 

Figure 17, zoomed in on the Eco-Town locations

Figure 16, The location of the Eco-Towns of Centola and Associati.
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Eco-Grafts
Grafting is the key word in the formation of these towns. 
Grafting is a technique used in horticulture where two 
pieces of tissue are combined in a way so they can grow 
together and join to form a new piece of tissue. This is 
the intention of C&A to join the new Eco-Town with the 
existing urban and natural fabric of the peripheries and let 
them grow to become new tissue, new urban fabric. This 
way they add a new layer to the existing parts of Rome and 
try to merge the original with the new, to merge the layers 
of  Rome in one new layer. There continue to exist ‘pauses’ 
or gaps in the landscape formed by green corridors who 
plunge into the heart of Rome. The Eco-Towns will be the 
carrier virus of sustainability.  
To design these towns there have to be certain conditions 
they have to be followed to become Eco-Towns. Here, 

highlighted areas are the locations of the newly built 
Eco-Towns. There will be developed three prototypes 
nearby existing railway stations to limit the CO2 emission 
created by private transportation and eliminate the costs 
of building new infrastructure.
Integration of local techniques, prefabrication and energy 
optimization are key elements in the developing of the 
towns. The compact cities will be grafted in a way so 
they will be open to the landscape, a critical response to 
dormitory, mega-structures, rigid architectural typologies 
and errors of large-scale Utopian projects.
Figure 17 shows the zoomed in area of all the different 
Eco-Towns in the design of Centola and Associati and 
figures 16 and 18 show the highlighted Eco-towns from 
a higher perspective.

Figure 18, overview of the differemt locations of the Eco-Towns.
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we come at a point that certain objects that provide the 
sustainability in the towns, altogether become a field. 
Stan Allen states in his book ‘From  Object to field’ that 
in general ‘a field condition would be any formal or spatial 
matrix capable of unifying diverse elements while respecting 
the identity of each’.  This is what Centola tries to do with 
his Eco-Graftings, trying to obtain sustainable conditions 
in these towns, but still respect the identity of the city of 
Rome and the archeological field and public park he is 
designing in. This results in the objects that form these 
Eco-grafts to meet the conditions to become a field.
A new layer of sustainability is put over the city of Rome.

In the following piece there will be a little more 
information about the different Eco-Grafts and their 
sizes. Every graft has its own characteristics and forms a 
different layer over the city of Rome. See figures 19, 20 
and 21 for an image of these Eco-citie designs.

Eco-Graft 1: Capannelle-Anagnina [56 ha, 6356 modules, 
23550 residents and a density of 420 res/ha]. The buildings 
that will be built here are of a lower height than in the 
other Eco-Towns. Vast public park will be freed between 
the newly constructed neighbourhood. 

Eco-Graft 2: Campiano [38 ha, 3763 modules, 12884 
residents and a density of 338 res/ha]. Located at the east 
side of the park you find this Eco-Town. By conversion 
of warehouses the opportunity occurs  to create public 
services, sport facilities and social spaces as well as 
creating workshops, lofts and social residences. Especially 
for elderly people, young couples, temporary labourers, 
non-EU residents, creative talents and researchers will 
find a place in the newly build city.

Figure 19, Eco-graft 1: Capannelle Anagnina.

Figure 20, Eco-graft 2: Campiano.

Figure 21, Eco-graft 3: S. Maria delle Mole.
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Figure 1, Nolli Map Rome, Sector VI.

Antibodies:
Rome Wall and its Reverse
Li Jiyu
When an object is attacked by some kind of “virus” that makes the object cannot work well, an object becomes a thing. 
Antibodies could change the thing into a new meaning. Antibodies is a word borrowed by immune system of human body. 
To the city antibodies mean: giving the city what it currently lacks the most. Antibodies provide the city with new place for 
living, communicating, trading and relaxing. 
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Figure 2, The visual form of Boston as seen in the field

Introduction
Rome as “The Eternal City”, of the ancient Roman poets 
and writer, is maybe eternal but most of the objects in the 
city are uneternal. They got illness by all kinds of “virus”. 
Thermal baths are reduced into dust and ashes just like 
people when they die, defending walls are abandoned 
like employee lose job. And then they become a thing. 
Antibodies show up to heal the thing to resist. Walls can 
become a generator of new urban structures, a gate in that 
wall can become a school, even the now useless aqueduct 
can become again a significant element of a new transport 
system for the 21st century. Like Bill Brown said in the 
thing theory:

“We begin to confront the thingness of objects when they stop 
working for us: when the drill breaks, when the car stalls, when 
the windows get filthy, when their flow within the circuits of 
production and distribution, consumption and exhibition, has 
been arrested, however momentarily.”1

Redefinition of Borders 
In sector VI, Nolli map (Fig.1), there are two ancient 
borders: The Aurelian walls and the ruins of the Aggere 
Serviano. Actually the walls which do not have to defend 
anyone any longer, lost their protection role in the city 
from an external attack. In the proposal of Romaldo 
Giurgola, the borders, the Aurelian wall, separate ‘the 
city’ from ‘the farm country’. The role is inversed, now 
the wall protects the farm country from urbanization and 
feed the city.

Figure 2, Rome Interrota, Sector VI, Romaldo Giurgola.
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Figure 3, Sketches of the “Generator” in Romaldo Giurgola`s proposal.

“The walls, which do not have to defend anyone any longer, 
feed the city. Within them, computerized pipelines have been 
built to feed food and materials needed by the markets and the 
workshop uninterruptedly…” 2

When there is a border there is a need to understand the 
differences between the two sides, there must be or had 
been a meaning to keep it there. The fact that a border 
conditions is present means a lots. There has to be a visible 
or invisible system to discover that deals with the balance 
between outside and inside. However when the physical 
wall that marked that border lost it initial function ,it has 
the potential to give that element a new meaning, like 
Romaldo Giurgola did. 
The two walls are separately built thousands of years 
ago. The up to 10 meters high, 3.6 meters wide and 
11 km long Servian Wall with his 16 main gates was a 
defensive barrier constructed around the city of Rome 
in the early 4th century BC. The Aurelian walls were 
built between 271AD and 275AD in Rome during the 
reign of the Roman Emperors Aurelian and Probus. 
The walls enclosed all the seven hills of Rome plus the 
Campus Martius and, on the right bank of the Tiber,  the 

Trastevere district. The river banks within the city limits 
appear to have been left unfortified, although they were 
fortified along the Campus Martius. 3

In the Nolli map, to the east of the Aurelian walls there 
was a farm country with vineyards towards the hills.In 
the west there is the ruins of the Aggere Serviano, the 
great Basilica of Santa Mariadegli Angeli, the ruins of 
the Diocletian`s Thermal baths, a park and a big Church. 
Between these two walls are drawn some villas and the 
abandoned aqueduct, a sort of transition area between 
the urban and rural. 

Antibodies of the City: A New Urban Structure 
For Romaldo Giurgula, in Rome Interrota (Fig.2), the 
Nolli map Sector VI,can be divided into 3 parts:
A. the densely built area to the west with an edge formed 
by great tangential street of Sixtus V. 2

B. The peripheral open fields up to the Aurelian Walls 
including the ruins of the Aggere Serviano, the aqueduct, 
and the Thermal baths. 2

C. The countryside to the east which is covered by 
vineyards extending to the hills with no relationship to 
the city. 2
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Figure 4, The current situation of Rome for Nolli Map Sector VI.

This new in-between area can absorb the food supply 
from countryside outside and at the same time answer to 
the pressure for new housing from the city inside. 
In the old times the main purpose to produce these two 
long giant construction was to defend enemies from 
outside. Like the Great Wall which resisted the savage 
tribes in the North of ancient China. However after 
thousands of years, the walls like this are abandoned, 
maybe due to the reason that the enemies of the city 
disappeared or the weapons to attack developed so 
advantaged that the walls cannot be taken as a shield to 
protect the people inside. Those relicts became useless. 
But when the city develops and the population increase, 
the city expand. those walls are no longer a border of the 
city but are incorporated in the urban tissue of the city. In 

Instead of neglecting the two ancient borders, Giurgula 
erases the new constructions build in-between the Nolli 
time and 1976 to use those borders to structure his Roma 
Interrota proposition for sector VI. The in-between space 
between the walls (part B) is for him a transition area on 
which he projects the city fabric of Philadelphia (Fig. 5) 
where:

“They build comfortable homes, planned with a simple logic, 
provided with a simple logic, provided with porches and 
gardens, and they alternate the use of the space with public 
uses without ambiguity, making clear what belongs to private 
and what belongs to the collective life… In the space between 
the two ancient walls the process of life transforms the area, 
and questions are posed over and over again”. 2 
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Figure 5, The city fabric of Philadelphia .

city. This make this transition zone more independent to 
both sides. Its aim is not to create a place for the city or 
the countryside, it was itself. Also bordered by two things, 
this area maybe also regarded as a thing. 

The Berlin Wall
In 1972, five years before the Roma Interrota competition 
Rem Koolhaas send in his final project of the Architectural 
Association, London, the “Exodus, or the Voluntary 
prisoners of Architecture” (Fig. 7) for the “The City as 
Meaningful Environment” competition organized by 
Casabella. 5

Comparing to Giurgola’s project, Koolhaas his proposal 
looks more extreme, but both rediscovered the the 
thingness of an existing wall to becomes the generator 
of new urban structures. Objects which ware used were 
turned into things to help the people to get a better life 
in the city. When an object becomes a things it becomes 
visible and can help to understand heal the city.
In Koolhaas’ project he used a Strip formed by walls to 
divide the city in two parts. The people inside the Strip 
become the voluntary prisoners. He used the image of 
the Berlin Wall to create a living place in the center of 
London. This is also an interruption to the existing city, 
but this time the designer choose the center not as the 
place between city and countryside. Koolhaas did not 
take into consideration the tissue of London, he turned 
the bad memories of the Berlin Walls (Fig. 6) into a happy 
will to create a better place in an extreme way. This are 
not just walls, this means a border for two different parts, 
good and bad. And to live in the good part, people have 
to be voluntary prisoners.

the current situation, people choose to demolish the them 
to release the expansion (Fig. 4).
From the Roma Interrota point of view we can read that 
for Giurgola;

“The Aurelian Wall becomes the generator (Fig. 3), of new 
urban structures. Within it there will be the development of an 
active life of labour and trade. Along those walls people build 
their own houses, buildings for public use, workshops, markets, 
schools, and places for recreation, as they always had been 
doing and will be doing… There is a large park which is built 
by restoring the valley formed during the construction of the 
ancient Aggere Serviano centuries before…During holidays, 
people fly kites from the top of the park. They have also bulit 
canals which turn around the soft undulation of the site…” 2

He also designed a school place which more like a customs 
near the San Lorenzo Gate which is in the Aureline Wall. 
Anyone who wished to immigrate to the city stops for a 
period to learn something about the city within the walls, 
prepare himself for that life, perfected his own talent to 
afford the urban life on a fair basis together with his fellow 
workers. It seems that this area absorbed the materials, 
like food and immigrates, produced, then resale to the 
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for example, the virus rearranges the cavities existing 
in the Vittirano’s underground and opens new points 
of access to the treasures of memory, the virus carves 
the E.U.R.’s urban soil through a tectonic movement 
to create a canyon, the virus overturns the city’s layer 
like a plough at the quest of new urban fertility and of 
enzymes of aggregation and social quality, the virus 
renews the energies preserved in the underground of 
Villa De Sanctis`s urban park6 .The ground is not taken 
as a border, it becomes the place for the reaction place for 
the virus and the enternal city upside.

technological networks. The up and down are two 
labyrinths, these two parallel labyrinths cohabit, but does 
not communicate.6 The virus of the uneternal Rome are 
the shapes and scenes of the underground world. The 
studio break the ground, the border, in many different 
ways to release the virus to interfere or to say infect the 
eternal city. 
They named four areas to show the infection. E.U.R. 
Historical Center, Villa de Sanctis, Porta di Roma. 
Different way to break the border let the virus upside, 

Antibodies of the Uneternal City: Rome Reverse

“This, then, is the Uneternal Rome Project. It does not offer 
alternatives or solutions. It does not pretend to build something 
new or plan for the future. It instead brings the nature of a 
Rome beyond that very concept into being through the collage 
or reality and fantasy, speculation and observation, and past 
and future…” 6

A dozen of architects around the world were invited 
to perform a multiplicity of projects which provokes a 
revelation of what Rome is and always has been, and what 
Rome has become and continually is becoming. The aim 
is to find if we can re-imagine and reimage Rome.
The proposal of T-studio (Fig. 8) supposed that viral 
forms emerge from the underground, stimulating the 
proliferation of “antibodies” capable of attacking the 
contemporary city`s ailing tissue. In this project, the 
ground was attacked by the “virus” and many changes 
happened both at the hypogeal world and the upside real 
city. 
T-studio describes the underground place in Roma as 
a second city which made of archaeological findings, 
cavities, ducts galleries, water courses, infrastructures, 

Figure 7, The proposal of Rem Koolhaas.

Figure 6, Berlin Wall.
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of the wall. The way two different designers dealing with 
the antibodies to Rome are different. Giurgola used two 
borders to create a transition area for Roma, the T-studio 
broke the ground border release the virus to infect the 
city. Although they use the different kinds of borders and 
different ways to change Roma, they all were trying to find 
the thingness of the outdated objects: when the ancient 
defending walls were not used as before any more, it can 
be taken as a barrier for the city transition zone, when the 
ground surface was broke, some reactions could happen 
there. Like in the Bill Brown`s thing theory the student’s 
words: 

Taking the E.U.R. for instance, the virus carves the ground 
and creates a canyon. It make a stratified public space, 
alternative to its horizontal isotropy, where the vertical 
labyrinth of transversal and oblique courses crosses 
the wartime bunkers and connects places of culture, 
office and commerce. The virus invent a way to connect 
different things together through a canyon. It shows that 
when the ground which taken as an object, once broken 
like a glass , it becomes a thing and provide a new way to 
make a change.
When open the horizontal gates on the ground, the 
uneternal virus get out to infect the eternal city up the 
ground, two cities become a whole complicated system. 
The underground virus bring the energy to the city 
and new elements to the city, and the upside city digest 
the nutritions and reflect the old memories from the 
underground to its people.

Conclusion
People in the ancient Rome were usually have two estates: 
there Villa Urbana in the city there Villa rustica outside 
the city. The house in the city was a place which supported 
the social life with other people meanwhile the villa in the 
rural place was a peaceful spot for thinking of life.

However in the real world, as city’s expansion jumping 
over the walls,  the farm country was flooded by the city 
tissue. Country villa become another urban living house. 
Giurgula’s proposal wants to keep the difference for each 
side. Let the two different kinds of living styles to coexist. 
He injected a transition area between the two parts. Made 
a new urban structure to stop the city’s explosion, and at 
the same time use the wall against the farm country to feed 
the city. It is a brilliant way to reuse the abandoned walls. 
When borders are not what they are used to be, Giurgula 
got the thingness of the object, and changed or perception 

Figure 8, “Dionisocity” T-Studio.
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A doctoral student looks up at a filthy window and 
epiphanically thinks, ‘I must have things.’ … ‘A real, very dirty 
window, shutting out the sun. A thing.’ 1

Broken objects maybe useless but more obvious to show 
their thingness. Turning the thingness to a new meaning 
can give the object a new life. Like the walls in Nolli map, 
changing the original function of the object, architects 
changed the enternal city a lot. For design, if we want to 
change an old object, a good choice may be first depriving 
its original function, then think of the thingness behind 
the object, then a solution will come up to your mind.
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Figure 1, Piranesi Vedute combined with new world.

“Things are what we encounter, ideas are what we project. Although the experience of an encounter depends, of course, on the projection 
of an idea.” 1

Maybe this is the easiest way to describe a thing, and this describes exactly what this essay is about. An essay that is about 
the ideas behind the La Pianta di Roma (1748) made by Giambattista Nolli and Carlo Nolli, Rocco Pozzi Romano and Pietro 
Campana da Soriano, the image Venturi and Rauch made for the biennale Roma Interrotta (1978) and the drawings made 
by Delogu Assiociati for the biennale Uneternal Rome (2008). These different images are connected by their ideas of the 
relation between space and object. To talk about this theories like poché, dual-phenomena and thing theory will be touched. 
These different chronologic ideas suggest a transformation of the relation between objects and space.

The Transformation of 
Ideas!
Niek Loeters
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Nolli map 
It first starts with the Nolli map (1748) made by 
Giambattista Nolli, Carlo Nolli, Rocco Pozzi Romano 
and Pietro Campana da Soriano. A map that is dividable 
into twelve different sectors. It represents an analysis of 
the relation between the spaces of Rome and his objects. 
This map has two elements; an ichnographic plan and 
drawings of the objects of Rome that are beneath the map.

The ichnographic plan is made by Nolli and is an analysis 
of the relation of space and his function. By analyzing and 
projecting this, he gave definition to  the relation between 
the inside and the outside of the building. To do this he 
needed understanding of the fabric of the city and of the 
relation objects had with the people of the city. With his 

knowlegde he made an idea of the city of Rome. 
The relation between objects and city is also represented 
in the drawings of the objects that are beneath the map. 
These objects or icons of Rome are representing the image 
of the city. By doing this they also represent the ideas of 
the objects in relation to the fabric of the  city. All the 
objects together represent the history of object of the city. 
The iconographic plan works on this same way, but does 
this for the fabric of the city.

Figure 1, Nolli Map Rome, Sector VII.
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Materiality as the starting point of an idea
Nolli sector VII also exists out of the parts, but the icons 
are the most dominant element of it (Fig. 1). These objects 
are drawn by Carlo Nolli, Rocco Pozzi Romano and 
Pietro Campana da Soriano. All not very good known 
painters nowadays. To understand the reasons of drawing 
we could look at the engravings made of Piranesi. He 
also made the engravings of La Piccola Pianti di Roma. A 
smaller map of Rome made on year earlier then the Nolli 
map. So the Nolli map was the follow-up of this Piccola 
Pianti and could have some similar idea’s. 

To understand the ideas of Piranesi you could look to all 
his work, but he made so many different kind of drawings 
during his life. The best know are the engravings of the 
objects of Rome, and he made these with the same method. 
He first started with analyzing the archeological elements 
or objects and used this information as starting point of 
his engraving. He changed the objects with his onw idea. 
So his ideas were not imitations of but emulation of the 
objects. He designed the objects and made a new image 
By doing this he was suggesting a more ideal object or 
city.  He also used this principle for La Piccola Pianti di 
Roma. Were he engraved objects of ancient Rome that he 
changed with his ideas. By doing this he was critizizing 
the past and trying to make it better. 

If we look to Nolli Sector VII four different objects are 
drawn around the iconographic part of the map: the 
I:Temple of Castor and Polux (built, 495 years B.C.), 
II:Trajan’s Column (113 years B.C.), III:Temple of Mars 
Ultor (2.B.C.), and the IV: symbol of the Rione XI S 
Angelo. This last is a symbol that represents one of the 
fourteen neighborhoods of Rome.  All the other are 
represented in the frame of other sectors of the Nolli 

map. The three other objects or  you could say icons, are 
all from ancient Rome and therefore could have the same 
ideas that Piranesi gave to his objects. It could be represent 
a critic to the past. If you look at the objects of Nolli sector 
VII, the most interesting is that you say that these icons 
lost their reasons for existence. New objects were made 
that represented these new kings and popes of Rome. 
So they were given new function or no function. For 
example, the Temple of Mars Ultor was built by Augustus 
to decide about war and represent it. This all came to an 
end when the Forum of Trajanus was built. A new icon of 
a new ruler for the city was built. This building made an 
end of the idea of Augustus Temple of Mars Ultor. After 
this, the icon became a ruin. This ruin represents only the 
story, but lost its function and its meaning for the people 
of Rome. It became only an icon of ancient Rome and 
was only a materialistic object of the city. The projection 
of the idea was lost and therefore it loses a part of their 
meaning. 

These icons of ancient Rome are now the representation of 
the city. It represents the city and its leaders. These object 
or icons are now lost, because the people have changed. 
The idea it had is not connected to the people nowadays.
 

“things do not exist without being full of people” 2
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Roma Interrotta
For the biennale of 1978 they used this Nolli map again, 
only now to make an imaginative idea of Rome. They were 
asked to make a better proposal for the development of 
the city Rome from 1748 until now. So by doing this they 
were asked to criticizing the development of the urban 
fabric and its objects which were designed after 1748. 
Twelve architect offices would draw this imaginative 
idea of Rome by changing one of the twelve sectors of 
the Nolli map. Robert Venturi and John Rauch also made 
a new idea for the Nolli sector VII. This new image is 
representing their idea about the future of architecture 
and Rome.  

Phenomena used as the starting point of an idea
With their new idea of this sector VII of Rome they 
continued on the ideas of Piranesi and Nolli. The meaning 
of architecture was Venturi and Rauch were preaching 
during that time. This could be found in their image. 
For them meaning was not telling a story, but it was a 
relation between the symbolism of architecture elements 
and  people. This symbolism should provide a part of 
the thingness of the building. To make this clear in their 
idea, they used parts of their analysis of Las Vegas which 
was published in 1970. A city that they thought had same 
elements as Rome (Fig. 2-3). For them was 

“Visiting Las Vegas the mid 1960s was like visiting Rome in 
the late 1940s.” 3 

This they used to make a new two imaginative idea of 
Rome (Fig, 3 and 4). Both have the same elements only 
parts are shifted and one black and white map is made 
(Fig. 4)  

Figure 2, Billboard on the Strip of Las Vegas.

Figure 3, Arch of Constantine in Rome.
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These image made by Venturi and Rauch exists out 
of three different layers. Together they represent their 
architectural idea of architecture and could be seen as a 
starting point of their critic of architecture of that time. 
The three different layers are the “original” Nolli map, a 
map of Rome of that time, and they finishing it with a 
layer of pictures and images from their book Learning 
from Las Vegas. 

Each of these layers have different statements are somehow 
connected with their thoughts about the relation between 
object and space. The first statement could be found in 
the connection between the “original” Nolli map and the 
layer with the map at Rome from 1970. In the “original” 
Nolli map, the churches were drawn as part of the public 
space. According to Nolli, the city the spaces inside these 
objects were part of the city fabric. Resulting in a relation 
between the inside and outside. During the time of 
Venturi and Rauch, the churches did not had these spatial 
qualities, but other objects did. Maybe Venturi and Rauch 
tried to explain this by coloring some buildings red. These 
are the: I.Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione (ministry 
of education), II.Palazzo degli Esami (Courthouse), III.
Farmacia Istituto San Gallicano (hospital), IV.Pontificio 
Istituto di Spiritualità Teresianum, V.The American 
Academy of Rome and VII.Kennedy Institut, of which the  
last three are educational buildings. All these buildings 
are connected with public relation and are accessible for 
people during the period Venturi and Rauch lived. With 
this they maybe suggested that there had been a change 
in the fabric of the city. The churches lost their spatial 
qualities as part of the city and these new buildings took 
this over. 

Figure 4, Proposal Venturi and Rauch.

Figure 5, Proposal Venturi and Rauch.

Figure 6, Important buildings Rome.
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The statements made in the other layer are connected with 
Las Vegas. The elements used in this layer are comming 
from the book Learning from Las Vegas. A book, made 
by Venturi and Rauch which contains a research of Las 
Vegas and is ending with a critic of the architecture of 
that time. For them Las Vegas could be an example for 
architects to understanding the relation of space and 
object, speed, scale (Fig. 7). 

“Two decades later architects are perhaps ready for similar 
lessons about large open space, big scale and high speed. Las 
Vegas is to the strip what Rome is to the piazza.” 5

Venturi and Rauch also thought that Las Vegas and Rome 
had the same kind off principles, when you look at the 
relation between objects and city. 

“Each city vividly superimpsose element of a supranational 
scale on the locad fabric: churches in the religious capital, 
casinos and their signs in the entertainment capital”.  6

This connection was suggested in the image on two 
different ways (Fig. 8). With the text: The strip fuori la 
mura, that can be translated by “the strip outside the wall”, 
but also with the Nolli map of the casinos of Las Vegas 
that lies on top of it.  This represent their thought about 
the connection between Rome and Las Vegas. The most 
dominant part of this layer is, the photograph of the signs 

Figure 7, Venturi and Scott Brown driving through Las Vegas: 
“We rode around from casino to casino, dazed by the desert sun and dazzled by 
the signs, both loving and hating what we saw, we were jolted clear out of our 
aesthetic skins” 4

Figure 8, Nolli map of Casino’s of the Strip from analysis of Las Vegas.

Figure 9, Signs of Las Vegas from the analysis of Las Vegas.
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used in Las Vegas. A sign what Venturi and Rauch saw 
as an element what could connect the movement of the 
car with the building (Fig. 9). A relation that Venturi and 
Rauch thought, architects of that time did not understand 
very well. For them it was also a way to multiscale the 
object.

“The American billboard as a commercial element ironically 
civic in its scale. Why can’t the modern billboard and the 
modern building be integrated” 7

The photograph also represents one of the theories of 
Venturi and Rauch. The theory of the decorated shed 
and the duck. In this theory their thoughts of the relation 
between building and space, the meaning of the object, is 
created by two different archetypes. The duck (Fig. 10):

“The architectural systems of space, structure, and program 
are submerged and distorted by an overall symbolic form. This 
kind of building is becoming a sculpture we call the duck. The 
duck is the special building that is a symbol.” 8

The duck represent the architecture of expression. It is 
pure architecture which has no elements of the past and 
could therefore not be understand by people. It was a new 
language of words produced by the architect. At the end 
this will only result into a building as a total icon, because  
it only had implicit connotative symbolism. Therefore 
would it have the same life as the ruins of Rome. The only 
way to make good architecture was using the principles of 
the decorated shed (Fig. 11): 

“Where systems of space and structure are directly at the 
service of program, and ornament is applied independently of 
them. This we call the decorated shed. The decorated shed is the 
conventional shelter that applies symbols” 9 

For them the decorated shed represents the architecture 
of meaning, Where old words of architecture are used 
to create a new meaning. The best example of a built 
decorated shed was Ceasar palace (Fig. 12). A casino with 
used old cliché and combined this with a new context, by 
doing is they gave elements a new meaning which was 

Figure 12. Ceasar Palace in Las Vegas.

Figure 10, The icon of the Duck. Figure 11, The icon of the decorated Shed.
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understandable by people. At the end the building had  
explicit denotative symbolism.
Venturi and Ruach also described these two archetypes 
as “heroic” (the duck) and “ugly” (the decorated shed)
architecture. With these definitions they suggesting the 
association the architecture had on people, but they 
thought that this association became heroic was sometime 
of architecture for the moment and not for time.

“Ugly and ordinary architecture on the other hand, includes 
denotative meanings as well, derived from its familiar 
elements; that is it suggests more or less concrete meaning via 
association and past experience.” 10

So by saying this they connect the meaning of architecture 
with the past experience, but it also was as starting 
point of their idea of the relation between buiding and 
associations. For understanding this relation they follow 
the idea of György Kepes, a art theorist. 

“every phenomenon a physical object, an organic form, a 
feeling, a thought, our group life owes its shape and character to 
the duel between opposing tendencies: a physical configuration 

is a product of the duel between native constitution and outside 
environment”  11 

This is the starting point of associations mentioned by 
Venturi and Rauch. They combined this with the Aldo 
van Eyck theory of twin-phenomena. That is based on the 
same principle, but Aldo van Eyck gives examples of these 
dualities like: inside-outside, dark-light, order-chaos 
and much more. He thought that all these relations are 
connected with each other. To give meaning you have to 
have two condradictional elements otherwise association 
is impossible. Based on this idea of contradiction Venturi 
said: 

“Symbolism could not be giving to space if it wasn’t part of the 
object.“ 12

To put it simply, they suggested that a building need 
materiality to give meaning to the space in it. To make 
a connection between spaces they thought only an 
articulation suggested with materiality could give an 
associations (Fig. 13). This connection also known as 
poché could make different relation between the spaces 

Figure 13, Poche of the S maria in Canepanova of Pavia. Figure 14, Poche of Kahn’s unitarian church  of Rochester.
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inside and outside, because this could be made on 
different ways. Depending on shape, position, pattern 
and size, but also with material, texture and colors these 
different relations could be made. (Fig. 15)

“So from the outside the space within a space can become the 
thing behind a thing”  13

With this in mind they followed the ideas and designs 
of Louis Kahn (Fig. 14). He suggested that we should go 
back to the basics of a house: “it should be a harboring 
thing. It only must protect us from the outside world.” 
This was a critic of the modern architects who made 
flowing spaces. By making this flowing space there was 
not a transition between the spaces, and people could 
never define meaning to the space. So poché was needed 
to give this meaning by contradiction of the objects. 

In the Nolli map this poché is drawn with a black color 
and could be defined on two different ways; depending is 
the relation between the space and the city fabric. When 
the space inside is part of the city fabric the poché is 
only engraved. This you can see by the churches were the 
inside space is white. It also gives an idea of the size of the 
poché. Sometimes it is only a line of columns, but it can 
also be bigger and have private relations in it. When space 

Figure 15, Plan diagrams of poche made by Venturi and Rauch. Figure 16, Nolli sector VI.
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inside the objects is private the poché is only drawn as 
a line that only represent the boundaries of the building 
block (Fig. 16).

Uneternal Rome
For the biennale of 2008 they used Rome again as starting 
point of making a new idea of the city. Aaron Betsky 
director of this biennale descripted it as: 

“a new idea shouldn’t be a plan or a building for the future, but 
an idea that is a collage of reality and fantasy and speculation 
and observation, past and future of Rome”. 14

To make this new idea they first needed to understand the 
senses and the fabric of the city. They should do this by 
mapping and a phenomenon of Rome on local and global 
scale. Starting here they could make an new idea which 
should be as Aaron Betsky described. For this biennale 
again 12 architects made an idea for Rome. Delogu 
Associati was one of them and made a proposal Beyond 
Tracks. 

The idea of space!
Beyond Tracks was an analysis of the train tracks and the 
influence of the train on the city Rome. On the global 
scale it separated different neighborhoods and on the 

Figure 17, The train tracks of Rome.

Figure 18, The moment of the train.

Figure 19, The Speed of the train. Figure 20, The energy of the train.
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local scale it influenced daily life by its movement and 
sound (Fig. 17-20). They described it as: 

“The space between the rail lines and the built fabric is a space 
of excavation, included between the margins of irregular 
construction or casual voids, the ideal floodwalls of a lengthy 
artificial river that cuts the city. A void that stretches for 
kilometers, negated by daily life and, at the same time, at each 
single passage of a train.”  15

This movement of the train made the space a leftover 
space of the city. It was a space that had no connection 
with the city. The train  using this space had only a 
connection at the station where it stopped. This resulted 
in a space that was an uninhabited part of the city. Delogu 
Associati thought that the movement made by the train 
is the most interesting relatio, because this was a totally 
different when you were inside or outside the train. They 
described it as follow. First, from the inside of the train. 

“The void is filled with unmoving eyes that dream as they stare 
at buildings as they flash by.” and from the outside: “I will 
never touch them, I can never stop them, nor will ever truly 
understand them. I will never know who they were or where 
they were headed.“  16

They thought that these two feelings described the 
relation between the object in the city and the fabric of 
the city. The train came and went by and the idea were 
there only at a small moment. After this moment nothing 
was left. To make it an inhabited space again Delogu 
Associati wanted to give meaning and understanding of 
the relation between the train and the fabric of the city. To 
give meaning to the space they wanted to transform the 
movement of the train into a surrealistic image. (Fig. 21) 
This coudl be the connecting between the object and city. 
They wanted to transform the different enegies produced 
by the movement of the train into a projection of colour 
and sound (Fig. 18-20). A windmill should capture this 
energy and transport this into cables that were connected 
with the fabric of the city. These cables could made this 
connection into a projection between the buildings and 
train. 

“The passing of the train becomes an event that could be 
experienced. Whereby the train could become the catalyst of 
dreams and ideas between the two world.” 17

By doing this Delogu associati is making the train into an 
idea. Something that will last longer than the movement.  
So we encounter an idea and not the object as materiality. 
In this case the censor will transform and create a new 
landscape inside the city. 

Figure 21, The surrealistic image created out of the train.
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“A new surreal landscape is created. It allows us to dream of 
imaginary worlds and, at the same time, discover new visions 
of the everyday.” 18

At the end they just make a new object on top of another 
a suggestion that this will connect the relation between 
fabric and object. They created a new skin by using the 
energy of the train and a censor. This new skin could give 
new associations to the object, but the object is still inside 
the object. 

The sense part of the object
One building that has the same principles as Delogu 
Associati presented is the tower of winds (Fig. 22). A 
building made by Yoto Ito in 1986. He designed a building 
that reacts on the windflow around it. The colour of the 
building is changing whenever the intensity of the wind 
is changing. With this Yoto Ito made a flexible façade 
that could change the shape of the object. The relation 
of the building could change by its colour. This colour 
could have an open or closed meaning, which result that 
the space inside could become part of the fabric of the 
city or not. By changing the facade every time the space 
it represent changed every time. For the tower of wind 
colour was the part that could change the relation of the 
building, but could other elements related to sense make 
a different relation of the building? Could sense also help 
us with the association of a the space.
To do this we need to understand the ideas behind Sense: 

“Sensing involves a fusion of sensation and signification, of 
stimulus and meaning”. 19

So sense will develop a surrealistic image in connection 
with the way we sense something.  In architecture we 
normaly connect only with sensing the materiality or 

colour of the object, but sound and smell have the same 
association principles as the color texture and form  
These senses could also be used to give a meaning and 
association of space. The image made by sound and smell 
could change the relation between the city and the object. 
Nowadays we associate these sound and smells as 
negative, because it will influence our association. We 
make the fabric of the city a hygienic city only of pure 
materiality. A city only made for the visial eye were other 
sense are the disturbances. But these senses of things 
could also help us to understand and could  give meaning 
to the objects. So, if we could find ways to design sense 
as part of the city or object than we could make not only 
pure architecture of materiality. 

Designing sense with the object will result in a thingness 
of architecture were all senses of people are part of!

Figure 22, The tower of winds, Toyo Ito.
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Figure 1, Nolli Map Rome, Sector VIII.

Sector VIII of the Roma Interrotta project is designed by Colin Rowe. Inspired by the method Nolli drew the map of Rome, 
Rowe designed an urban tissue in the part of Rome where ancient Rome was built but with respecting the history of ancient 
Rome. The aspect of solid and void is considered important by Rowe just like it might be judicious in most cases to allow 
and encourage an object to become digested in a prevalent texture. That is why Rowe rebuilds ancient Rome and designs an 
urban structure around it. But is he rebuilding objects or things, objects into things or things into objects?

From Thing to Object
Ben Kleukers
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Rome sector VIII
Sector VIII of the Nolli map is a part of Rome in the 
districts Monti, Campitelli and Ripa. This part of the city 
has a low build density. It looks like a transition from the 
city to the countryside. Nevertheless the Roman Forum, 
which is located between two of the seven hills of Rome, 
the Palatine hill and the Capitoline hill, was the central area 
of the city around which ancient Rome developed. The 
Roman Forum was the marketplace and the place where 
business, justice, prostitution, cult and administration 
took place.1 It was the communal and religious hearth 
of the city. The Roman Forum, designed by Vitruvius, 
was a part of the city with the most important public 
buildings such as the Arch of Septimius and the Rostra 
for public speeches. Because this part of the city was the 
most important part of Rome the Roman Forum became 
a spectacular place of the Roman Empire with stately 
temples, a senate house, law courts and statues. 
When the Roman Empire fell, the Roman Forum was 
not important any more and became forgotten and 
abandoned. Most of the buildings were completely 
destroyed and only some columns and stone blocks are 
all that is remained of some buildings. Other stone blocks 
are removed from the Forum to build new churches 
and palaces. Fortunately the arch of Titus and the arch 
of Septimus Severus are still in good shape and still 
represent the Roman Empire like it was.

To the east of the Roman Forum, the Coliseum is 
located, originally known as the Flavian Amphitheatre 
commissioned by Emperor Vespasian. The huge elliptic 
arena is a stately object in the landscape.
Between the Roman Forum and the Circus Maximus, 
there is the Palatine hill. It was on this hill that the Roman 
Empire began. Romulus decided to build the city of Rome 
on this hill.2 Nowadays the Palatine hill is littered with 

ruins like the palace of Septimius Severus and the palace 
of Tiberius.  
At the southwest of the Palatine hill the big open space of 
the Circus Maximus is located. The big stadium was used 
for chariot games. The big marble structure of the stadium 
is later used for new buildings.3 All that is left is a big 
open space, which shows the ground plan of the Circus 
Maximus. So the Roman Forum, the Palatine Hill and 
the Circus Maxiumus became forgotten and abandoned. 
Rome became as it were ‘The Lost and Unknown City’ 
(Rowe, C. (1979), Roma interrotta. Architectural Design). 
On the other side of the Circus Maximums there is the 
Aventine hill next to the Tiber. This hill has always been 
a popular part of the city, and became a more residential 
area under the Empire. Besides the temple of Diana and 
the temple of Minerva, some bathhouses were built on 
the Aventine hill. 
The Caelian Hill on the southeast of the Coliseum was, 
in ancient time, completely covered with oak trees. 
During the Augustan Age, the hill became the second 
region of Rome. After a big fire, which destroyed the 
urban structure of the area, the hill became more densely 
developed with stately buildings and villas.

Figure 2, Model of Ancient Rome .
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Colin Rowe & Nolli
Colin Rowe redesigned sector VIII of the Nolli map. He 
was an Architect, urbanist, teacher and essayist born in 
Rotherham, Yorkshire, United Kingdom. After graduation 
in 1946, he wrote different essays about architecture and 
history and gave his opinion about several designs like 
the design of inter alia, the drawing of Inigo Jones and 
Eternal Rome. He spent most of his professional life 
teaching in American universities like the University of 
Texas and Cornell University and the English Cambridge 
University where he focused on urban theory, examining 
the interface between city form and architecture and its 
social intercourse.4 With Fred Koetter, he published in 
1978 Collage City, about urban interaction, which first 
introduced the concept of “bricolage” to urban theory. 
Rowe and Koetter suggest in “Crisis of the Object: 
Predicament of Texture”, instead of select the Solid of 
the city or the Void of the city rather allow them both, 
as attempts to simulate the qualities of “solid” city with 
the elements of “void”, to emerge as comparable gestures 
of interrogation.5 A situation must be created which can 
be recognized as one in which both buildings and spaces 
exist in an equality of sustained debate. The interaction 
between the solid and the void leads to a collaboration of 
the elements. 
Colin Rowe really revolutionized the teaching of 
architectural design in America through an appreciation 
of its heritage, the dynamic quality of its early settlements 
and American revitalization of classical.  
Colin Rowe was selected for Roma Interrotta probably 
because of his urban analysis, urban theory and view 
on objects in the city, which he uses in his design of the 
Giambattista Nolli map.  
Sector VIII of the Nolli map partly shows what is left of 
the center of the ancient Rome. This part of the city is 
not developed in an urban form like the rest of Rome. 

Nolli drew the map with a revolutionary technique 
he developed. It represents the relation between open 
public space and closed space. Objects and buildings 
are visualized completely solid for buildings and objects 
which are private, empty spaces are kept blank and semi 
private buildings and objects are drawn with solid walls 
and the inside is kept blank. He opens the historical 
buildings, which are accessible for the habitants, and 
presents them as negative spaces, that are part of the city.6 

The city Nolli imaged can be seen as a “Negative City”.7 

The map shows the purpose of an object and building 
and its empty spaces. Nolli’s plan represents the city as a 
built substance, but the positive urban space, the empty 
space between the buildings, is what keeps the built-up 
mass reserved and outlined.6 The empty space gives the 
buildings a certain quality and the buildings give the 
empty space a purpose. 

Respect the old, build around it
Rome is called the eternal city, since ancient times. The 
Roman people were convinced, no matter what would 
happen to the world, no matter how many empires might 
rise and fall, Rome would go on forever.8 Nevertheless 
ancient Rome fell around AD 190.9 Rome was not the 
eternal city the Roman people imagined. However the 
ancient Rome was fallen, the city kept the name of eternal 
city, while the contrary was proven. The ruins of the 
ancient Rome remained untouched and the city was build 
around it. Out of respect to the ruins the space around 
them was kept empty to create a place with historical 
value. By enclosing the space around the ruins, the 
remains of the ancient Rome would probably have less 
historical value.  They also assumed that, on the whole, 
modern architecture around ancient Rome would be a 
major catastrophe – except as a terrible lesson – best to 
be forgotten; and, though they wondered how an idea – 
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The ancient buildings are treated with respect, are rebuilt 
or renovated, and a new urban tissue is built around 
those ancient buildings. The new urban structure consists 
of homogeneous building masses with specific pieces 
in between to suit the solid connections and modelled 
sequences. Rowe designed the structure in a way that it 
strengthens the topographical structure of the hills.6 
The design therefore looks like different pieces, which are 
put together, like a collage. Rowe already sees the existing 
Rome as a collage and wants to expand the city using the 
collage method in his design. This way of looking at the 
urban design is demonstrated by Colin Rowe and Fred 
Koetter in Collage City. Collage City presents a critical 
analysis of the origins, ideologies and shortcomings of 
Modernist city planning. Rowe and Koetter propose a 
complete different approach; the urban design should 
be regarded through fragmentations, which can be 
transformed into a functioning network and ideal 
utopia.11

On the hills of the Palatine, the Aventine and the Caelian 
Hill, Rowe designed again urban structures between the 
existing buildings. The urban structure he designed is 
more organized than the existing density built city. The 
contrast of the built city and the empty space gives a good 
impression of the city and its functions. The relation 
between the solid and the void is visible and they are 
working together.   
The design of Rowe is visualized in a ‘plausible’ image. 
(Rowe C.) He wants to display the imaginability of an 
urban development as a ‘reconquest of time’.6

Collin Rowe was inspired by the way Nolli drew his 
maps and Rowe used the same technique in his plans and 
especially in his part of the Nolli map. So the two maps 
have many similarities. 

apparently so good – could so easily have been betrayed, 
so the saw no reason to indulge in pseudo-regrets 
or quasi-satirical demonstrations and kept the ruins 
like they were.10 The big open space where the Circus 
Maximus used to stand is kept untilled up to now and 
will be kept untilled in the future. The Circus Maximus 
has an important historical value for the city of Rome so 
is treated with respect. 

The eternal Rome of Colin Rowe
In the design of Roma Interrotta Rowe sketches the Nolli 
map in contrast with an urbanistic design, which is not 
present in the current situation inter alia out of respect to 
ancient Rome. Like a kind of protest Rowe is designing 
a different sort of urban development. An urban design, 
which looks like the urban structure of the rest of Rome. 
The main idea of his design is to compose an urban 
design as an analogy of the historical city. The new urban 
substance arranged around these ancient objects or 
things, expands and fixes its effect over the whole area, 
with the idea that it might be judicious, to allow and 
encourage the objects to become digested in a prevalent 
texture.6    

Figure 3, Piranesi etching, Roman Forum.
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From Thing to Object
By comparing the Nolli map with the current situation of 
Rome, it looks the city did not develop as a city normally 
should develop. This section of Rome is still not den-
sity built and the urban structure is completely different 
from the rest of the city. A lot of ruins are maintained 
and space between those ruins is kept empty. But are the 
ruins objects or things in the city of Rome? The buildings, 
which are now ruins, were important for Rome hundreds 
of years ago. At that time the buildings where working 
for the city and can be explained as objects. After the 
destruction of the buildings the remains of the buildings 
became things because they did not work for the city any-
more. Nowadays the ruins are a touristic attraction and 
can be seen as objects again because they work somehow 

Rowe sees Rome as an anthology of closed compositions 
with ad-hoc stuff in between, buildings with a special 
purpose with in between buildings with no special 
purpose; simultaneously a dialect of ideal types and a 
dialect of ideal types with empirical context. Rowe thinks 
Rome is a result of two cultures with different characters 
and topography, and calls it: ‘the most ‘graphic example’ 
of a city which has been put together like a collage’.6 The 
old ruins and ancient buildings are built in between more 
urban buildings. Rowe is not waiting for the withering 
away of the objects, but encourages the objects to become 
part again in the existing structure. The existing building 
plan and city plan are not only contiguous, but the 
different fields are, broken and layered by history.12 

Figure 4, The design of Colin Rowe, Sector VIII.
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For example Circus Maximus, it is now a big open space 
in the city without a function. It has no use and people do 
not experience and appreciate the Circus Maximus as an 
important place or object. The Circus Maximus became a 
thing during time. Rowe is rebuilding the Circus Maximus 
to make it important for the city again, to turn the big 
open ‘nothing space’ into new ‘important space’. But does 
it work? Hundreds of years ago the Circus Maximus had 
a function, it was a big horse racetrack. The building 
with its horse racetrack was an object in the city with a 
purpose. Inhabitants of the city of Rome experienced 
the Circus Maximus as a building with a purpose. Rowe 
rebuilds the Circus Maximus and creates a big garden on 
the racetrack. It looks like Rowe is trying to invert the 
fact that the Circus Maximus as an object became a thing. 

for the city. The transformation of the ruins from things 
to objects is only possible because the ruins have a differ-
ent function now with a history. When the ruins had no 
historical value, the ruins would be seen as things because 
they do not work for the city. 
Because we are so familiar with the area of the Palatine, 
the Aventine and Celio in its present appearance, it 
becomes difficult for our minds to reconstruct its earlier 
aspect - an arid and deserted region of ancient remains, 
unkempt vineyards, malarial villine and battered monastic 
foundations.13 Nevertheless, Colin Rowe restores part of 
it. Rowe rebuilds the old buildings, which are now ruins 
and he designed new buildings between the existing 
objects. It looks like he wants to prevent the ruins become 
things in the landscape with no connection with the city. 

Figure 5, The design of Colin Rowe, Sector VIII.
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on the natural development of the void space the city 
generates and the activities in those void spaces. When 
a building is built, the space in front of it becomes a void 
space and thereby a potential meeting place for people.  
The meeting places occur in parallel with the develop-
ment of the city and the buildings. The quality of the solid 
goes hand in hand with the quality of the void, no solid, 
no void. The design of Paracity is generated particularly 
from the never detected city, where “parasitic socializa-
tion” phenomena rise.15 Not only at touristic places but 
also forgotten and abandoned places in the periphery of 
Rome. By marking these places Paracity becomes a sign, 
the only sign that delimitates the eternal city. The new sign 
or emblem unites the people from the city and the people 
who are visiting the city. Paracity becomes a visible device 
for people who are visiting the city so they know where 
they can meet people.16 Giammetta and Giammetta made 
the sign look like a mandala. The mandala is present in 
all cultures and is a symbolic universal emblem to give 
shape and expression to something that still does not 
exist, to something new and unique. The meeting places 
will shift through time whereby the mandala can take dif-
ferent forms linked to the marking of the meeting places. 
Here, the uneternal city arises. Through time the city will 
change linked to its meeting places. 
To visualize the mandala Giammetta and Giammetta 
designed new urban obelisks, which are placed in the 
centres of the meeting places all over the city to centralize 
the new city centres. Paracity turns the less valued places 
in the periphery of Rome into more valued places by 
fading the boundaries between the city centre of Rome 
and the periphery by creating new city centres where 
people meet. Visitors, who approach Rome from above, 
see where the new city centres are and where they can 
meet people. Because the obelisks have the same value, all
the city centres look equal to each other from above so the 

Related to Thing Theory Jacques Derrida argues that “the
thing is not an object and cannot become one”.14 The 
big question is if the Circus Maximus has the potential 
to become an object again. The Circus Maximus will 
get a total different function in the city in the design of 
Colin Rowe because it has a complete different function 
compared with hundreds of years ago. Without knowing 
the history of the Circus the new building will be just a 
new object in the city on a big open space. By knowing 
the history of the Circus the new building with its new 
function will be a fake thing in the city because the thing
 (the open space where the Circus stood) is different than 
the original Circus Maximus from hundreds of years ago 
and a thing cannot become an object again. 
Rowe rebuilds the Roman Forum to give the Forum 
back its historical importance. This means he does not 
appreciate the ruins as they are and wants to change them 
to make them important again for the city. The ruins are 
remains of important objects from ancient Rome. When 
ancient Rome fell the objects were destroyed and became 
things. Rowe rebuilds most of the buildings from the an-
cient Rome so tries to transform the things into objects 
again. The buildings will have a total different function 
for the inhabitants and tourists because they will never 
have the same function as they had in ancient Rome. 
The buildings were confronted with thingness when they 
stopped working for Rome. By rebuilding the buildings 
they will probably not start working for Rome again. So 
Colin Rowe is rebuilding things. On the other hand the 
ruins can be seen as objects because they work for the city 
as a tourist attraction. Than, Rowe is rebuilding objects 
into things. 

Paracity: a mandala of meetings
In 2008 Giammetta and Giammetta made a design for 
the uneternal city, so called Paracity. The design is based 
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Both Rowe and Giammetta and Giammetta are talking 
about solid and void. Rowe finds void space important 
around a building to let it stand out, it must be seen from 
a distance. Giammetta and Giammetta see this void space 
as a potential meeting place in the city for people, not 
only for the people of Rome but also for the people from 
all over the world. Those void spaces are not only touristic 
squares and streets but also abandoned and forgotten 
places. Because people meet in these places they become 
some sort of new centres of the neighbourhoods. 
The differences between the design of Colin Rowe and 
Giammetta & Giammetta are that Rowe only made the 
design for sector VIII while Giammetta & Giammetta 
made a design for entire Rome, Rowe distincts the private 
and public spaces in his design while Giammetta & 
Giammetta only look at the public void space and leave 
the private space like it is and Rowe designed sector VIII 
from buildings while Giammetta & Giammetta made the 
design from the activities of the people in Rome. 

Eternal city and uneternal city, two lectures with many 
similarities but also many differences. 

meeting places in the periphery will not be undervalued. 
The new obelisks stand in places, which do already work 
for the city so the meeting places do not need the obelisks. 
For the visitors of Rome, the obelisks are objects because 
the obelisks work as landmarks in the city. The obelisks 
can also be seen as objects because all the obelisks are a 
part of the big mandala, and the mandala works for the 
city to point out the meeting places in the city.  Because 
the mandala works for the city and the visitors the 
mandala can be seen as an object.

Figure 6, Giammetta & Giammetta, Paracity.

Figure 7, New Urban obelisks in Rome.
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Figure 1, Colored drawing of Michael Graves’ scheme for the Rome Interrotta exhibition.

Architect Michael Graves reimagined the ‘Eternal’ city of Rome for the Roma Interrotta exhibition in 1978. His scheme is 
based on Sector IX of Giambattista Nolli’s map of Rome from 1748, which represents the southeastern part of the historic 
core of Rome. Graves’ design is a juxtaposition of elements. In 2008, Koning Eizenberg Architecture envisioned the 
‘Uneternal’ city of Rome for the Venice Biennale. Also based on the Nolli map, their design can be described as a network of 
elements. The focus is on the suburbs. 

Symbolism of Juxtaposed 
Elements in the City
Rens van Hedel
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The transformation of elements is the base of both Michael 
Graves’ scheme of the Porta Maggiore section and Koning 
Eizenberg’s proposal for a rail line that connects the 
suburbs with the center of Rome. The symbolic function of 
these elements is essential.

Michael Graves: Analogical approach to architecture
Architect and designer Michael Graves was born in 1934 
in Indianapolis, Indiana. He studied at the University of 
Cincinnati and Harvard University. After winning the 
Prix de Rome in 1960, Graves studied at the American 
Academy in Rome. From 1962 to 2001, he was a teacher 
at Princeton University. Graves’ work is characterized 
by the way people understand and use things, and 
therefore it has a clear relation to the Modern Movement. 
Local history and culture have an important role in his 
buildings and objects.

Graves states that architecture should not be regarded 
only as a way to solve functional and technical problems. 
This pragmatic approach to architecture is only one part 
of it. The other part includes a symbolic approach to 
architecture. From that point of view, architecture is an 
abstraction from ‘myths and rituals’.

In “A Case For Figurative Architecture”, Michael Graves 
compares architecture to language. He distinguishes 
‘standard’ language from ‘poetic’ language. Standard 
architecture is defined by technical and structural 
requirements and therefore it is intrinsic to building. 
Standard architecture does not rely on the local context 
and other external influences. It does not always 
contribute positively to the architectural expression of a 
building and sometimes it even restricts the architect.
Besides standard architecture, there is also poetic 

architecture. This approach to architecture concentrates 
on the rituals of society. It gives architects the ability to 
incorporate cultural aspects in their work. This form of 
architecture is external to building.
Not only architecture in general, but also elements 
themselves can be divided into standard and poetic. 
Graves implements different analogies in his scheme for 
the Roma Interrotta exhibition. The keystone garden is 
the main example of this.

One might wonder whether one form is more important 
than the other. The functional quality of a building 
or object is a feature that can be recognized by most 
people. It is more difficult to unravel the symbolic 
function of elements, unless people have a similar way 
of thinking. In any case, the symbolism in architecture 
is not immediately visible. Nevertheless, it can be used 
to justify certain decisions and to deliver a message. 
Although poetic architecture is essential to emphasize the 
context of the building or object, it does not work without 
standard architecture. Standard architecture, however, 
works without poetic architecture. In order to design 
outstanding objects or buildings, poetic architecture is 
required. Because of their authenticity and philosophy, 
these elements could be described as things.

Derived from the idea of poetic architecture, there is a 
relation between the object, subject and the city.

Object, subject, and the city
The symbolic function of architecture is reflected in 
the relationship between two or more objects and 
the relationship between the object and the urban 
landscape.  There is a difference between objects that 
are standing alone in open space and buildings in an 
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urban environment.  Looking at stand-alone buildings, 
the transition from out to in is clear. Graves terms the 
space external to the object or building as ‘profane’ 
and the internal volume as ‘sacred’.  This transition is 
important for a human being to understand the context.  
Also the pathway towards a building or object indicates 
a relationship, which is the relationship between the 
subject and object.  This relationship establishes an axis of 
orientation. In an urban environment, the transition from 
out to in is more ambiguous.  The void between buildings 
or objects is less ‘profane’ than an open landscape.  The 
notion of centrality is crucial.
The transition from external to internal takes place at 
the entrance.  The passage from profane to sacred can be 
ambiguous or abrupt.  Vertical elements such as columns, 
windows, doors, and walls are essential to understand the 
transition.  Those are also the elements in which rituals 
and myths are symbolized. 
Michael Graves incorporates the relationship between 
object, subject, and the city in his design for the Porta 
Maggiore section of the Nolli map. He clarifies this 
relationship by defining 4 types of urban organization. 
Based on these types, Graves’ scheme can be explained.

Urban organization
Michael Graves illustrates urban organization with 
4 examples of models of Roman buildings. All 4 are 
displayed in the scheme (Fig. 3; buildings are marked in 
red), while in fact only the Tempio di Minerva Medica is 
actually situated in the Porta Maggiore section. The other 
buildings are moved from other parts of Rome.

The first model is the Tempio di Minerva Medica (Fig. 
2). This temple is represented as a stand-alone object in 
the keystone garden. The centroid shape of this building 
is derived from primitive housing and therefore it is a 
reference to the ritual of inhabitation. The shape refers to 
a shelter in open landscape, in which the emphasis is on 
the object itself. In today’s Rome, the Tempio di Minerva 
Medica is hemmed in between buildings and a railway. 
The Villa Madama (Fig. 4) is also a stand-alone building, 
but the focus in this building is on the void. This void is 
provided by the court in front of the building. Although 
the court is not completely enclosed, it belongs to the 
building because it is surrounded by walls. The third and 
fourth building, the Villa Adriana and the Santissima 
Trinità dei Pellegrini, are both examples of collective 
organizations of buildings. The Villa Adriana has a linear 

Figure 3, Sample buildings in the scheme of Michael Graves.

Figure 2, Drawing of the ruins of the Tempio di Minerva Medica.
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Every city is a collection of these different types of objects 
and buildings. 

network with preferred routes and a distinction between 
public and private areas. The network of the Santissima 
Trinità dei Pellegrini, by contrast, is more fluid. The 
emphasis in these buildings is on the internal network. 
Because both examples are a collection of buildings, 
it could be said that there is a relationship between the 
different buildings and the void, particularly at the Villa 
Adriana.

The 4 buildings that are used to describe the notion of 
urban organization are incorporated in the scheme in 
their natural environment. Graves reinstates the liberty 
of the Tempio di Minerva Medica by placing it in open 
space. He also restores the temple to its original state. The 
other buildings are placed in a denser urban environment.

Figure 4, Nolli map of the Porta Maggiore section.

Figure 5, Plan of de Villa Madama with axis in red.
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Juxtaposition of 3 periods
The scheme of Michael Graves is a juxtaposition of antique 
Rome, 18th-century Rome, and modern city elements. 
In Graves’ opinion the symbolic relation between object 
and the landscape has become lost over the years in some 
places. Therefore, buildings and objects in contemporary 
Rome are emphasized less strongly than they should 
be. The elements together create a residential area with 
commercial and cultural facilities.

Ancient elements that were previously in the Porta 
Maggiore section are reinstated in their original state 
(Fig. 7; objects are marked in dark red). The Terme di 
Traiano complex is an example of this reinstatement. 
Moreover, most ancient elements are still there in today’s 

Rome. Graves preserves most of these objects, but does 
not restore them in their original condition (Fig. 7; objects 
are marked in red). In his scheme he represents these 
buildings in their condition at the time of the Nolli map 
(1748). Examples of buildings in this category are the San 
Giovanni in Laterano, the Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, 
and the San Clemente. Newly designed elements are the 
urban grid and the buildings parallel to the important axis 
of the Via Gregoriana, which connects the San Giovanni 
in Laterano with the Santa Maria Maggiore (Fig. 7; 
objects are marked in purple). The keystone, which is also 
a newly designed element, will be discussed later.

Figure 6, Michael Graves’ scheme for the Porta Maggiore section.



126

The role of the Aurelian wall in the scheme is remarkable 
(Fig. 8; wall is marked in red). The wall is an ancient 
element, but parts of it are removed by Graves. In other 
parts of the wall the arches are removed. The entrances 
can be seen as the transition from profane (outside the 
wall) to sacred (inside the wall). The Porta Maggiore 
is preserved, the Acquedotto di Claudio, however, is 
removed.

At the bottom right, Michael Graves images an abstract 
reproduction of the façade of the San Giovanni in 
Laterano (Fig. 8). 

The keystone
The keystone is not only the largest element of the 
scheme; it also represents the symbolic analogies of 
Michael Graves and there is a relationship between the 
keystone and ancient elements of the city. When looking 
at the scheme for the first time the keystone looks like a 
vast garden where people can meet.

The keystone garden arises from an Ionic Solomonic 
column which is in parallel with the Strada Felice axis. 
This axis is, just like the axis of the Via Gregoriana, 
important in the urban plan of Pope Sixtus V. This 
plan was about organizing the whole city by linking the 
Seven Pilgrims Churches. The Solomonic column, in 
its part, arises from the Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, 
which houses the Passion Relics. The column is one of 
the columns of Boaz and Jachin, which symbolize the 
entrance to a sacred place. The rounded shape on top of 
the column seemingly represents a basin, since it is in the 
same place as the Acquedotto di Claudio. The column 
implicates that the keystone is a sacred element in the city, 
and therefore it is not open space but the void between 

the ancient objects. In symbolism, the keystone itself also 
has a sacred meaning. It refers to the stone that covers 
Jesus’ tomb and to the transition from out to in. 

Although the keystone garden is eye-catching, it adapts 
to the Nymphaeum Alexandri at the top of the keystone. 
The contradiction is that, on the one hand, the keystone 
belittles the historic elements because of its size, and 
on the other hand, it adapts to the relics in its symbolic 
meaning and the preservation of the ancient elements.
 

Figure 7, Elements from 3 periods: Reinstated ancient objects (dark red), preserved 
objects (red),  and newly designed objects (purple).

Figure 8, Aurelian wall with Porta Maggiore (red) and the façade of the San 
Giovanni in Laterano (black). Other elements of the scheme are in grey.
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suburban parallel to Nolli’s notion of continuous public 
space’. One might wonder if the Nolli map can be 
compared to a highway, but since streets are public spaces 
this comparison is justified because the GRA is one of the 
main roads in Rome. Although the highway might not 
function as it was supposed to function, the GRA has 
improved the accessibility of the suburbs.

Network of elements
In order to improve the suburban conditions, Koning 
Eizenberg Architecture investigated the most important 
activities in the suburbs and they selected some interesting 
points close to the GRA. Linking these points, a 120 
kilometer rail line provides a more sustainable alternative 
to the highway. It also connects the suburbs to the historic 
center of Rome. The three pillars of this intervention are 
‘reshape’, ‘reinvest’, and ‘revalue’.

Meeting points for people, for example shopping areas, 
are connected to the Green Line. They evolve as a result 
of a larger catchment area which affords more and other 
types of visitors and customers. A stop on the railway 

Koning Eizenberg: Off-center on-line
Koning Eizenberg Architecture is a Californian 
architecture firm, founded in 1981 by architects Hank 
Koning and Julie Eizenberg. Their approach to design 
rooted in creating people-oriented places and buildings 
that are, partly therefore, site-specific. Sustainability 
is one of the key elements of their designs. Koning 
Eizenberg Architecture has designed many different types 
of buildings including housing, museums, workplaces, 
hotels and schools. As a result of this experience, the 
architects developed a creative way of thinking.

In Rome, it all comes down to the historic center. The 
center puts the suburbs in second place. That does not 
matter, but it contributes to disregard for some suburban 
areas. The rail line proposed by Koning Eizenberg 
Architecture should work against this dilapidation. 

The people-oriented approach of Koning Eizenberg 
is clearly visible in their design for the Uneternal 
City exhibition. They describe the Roman ring road, 
the Grande Raccordo Anulare (GRA), as ‘the closest 

Figure 9, The GRA unfurled into a straight line.
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changes the relationship between the meeting point 
and the local context and thus ‘reshapes’ the meeting 
point. The suburbs contain a number of great buildings 
and objects that are now neglected. ‘Reinvesting’ in 
those elements offers great opportunities to the local 
people. Public functions, especially for immigrants, can 
be accommodated at those places. Outstanding open 
spaces in the countryside have to be ‘revalued’ to prevent 
them from being destroyed to make room for buildings. 
Often these spaces are characterized by a juxtaposition of 
ancient and modern elements.

The interventions of Koning Eizenberg involve the change 
of elements. Reshaping, reinvesting and revaluing them 
changes their relation to other objects, the city, and to the 
subject, such as a customer of visitor. When a stand-alone 
object is connected to the rail line, the surrounding area 
can transform into a vibrant local meeting place with a 
collection of buildings with public functions. The stand-
alone building becomes a part of a collection of buildings, 
thus the relationship between the object and other objects 
changes.

Figure 10-12, Stills from the train to public spaces. 

Figure 13, Stills from the train to public spaces. 
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public functions in the suburbs. These buildings were 
built with a purpose, but they are not in use anymore 
or were even never used. The purpose of the object has 
changed, and therefore the object can be regarded as a 
‘thing’. Bill Brown states in “Thing Theory” that objects 
assert themselves as things when there is a ‘changed 
relation to the human subject’.

On the scale of the city, the historic center implicates the 
sacred space. The suburbs are profane. Graves creates 
an extensive entrance to the sacred historic core, which 
connects it to the part of the city outside the walls. The 
purpose of the design of Koning Eizenberg is to connect 
the suburbs to the historic core. The suburbs transform 
from ‘open space’ with stand-alone objects into a sacred 
void with objects related to each other. The words ‘profane’ 
and ‘sacred’ have a connotation that the religious objects 
are of great importance for Michael Graves.

Elements
Like Michael Graves’ scheme, the proposed Green Line 
offers a collection of elements that together improve 
their surrounding area. The railway can be imagined as 
a symbiotic element. It is provided by smaller elements 
in the suburbs and it has a positive effect on them. Those 
elements, for their part, are symbiotes because of their 
influence on the surrounding area. The railway and the 
elements are interdependent. In Graves’ scheme, the relics 
are the base for his design. The keystone adapts to the 
existing buildings. However, because of the dimension 
of the keystone, less attention is paid to the historic 
elements. In that respect, the keystone can be considered 
to be a ‘parasite’. 

The interventions of both Graves and Koning Eizenberg 
are based on the fact that the purpose of objects and the 
relation between objects have changed over the years. 
Graves reinstates ancient buildings in their original 
forms. This can be regarded as an attempt to reinstate 
the proposed function of the object. Over the years the 
function of public objects in Rome, mostly churches, had 
changed from religious to cultural. Koning Eizenberg 
Architecture reinvests in dilapidated buildings with 

Figure 15, The Green Line.Figure 14, Drawing of the keystone garden.
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This article is about the Nolli map sector X, the redesign of Rob Krier and the Uneternal City of Labics. It all started with 
the map of Nolli. Rob Krier and later on Labics gave there vision on Rome. Is Rome the city with beautiful ancient history 
or is there more? 

The Unstable Self-Image of 
Rome
Huub Bieleman

Figure 1, Uneternal City.
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The Roman map of Nolli not only shows a plan of the 
city, but it shows also a story outside the city map. 
Outside the city walls the map of Nolli is a collection 
of Roman history, portrayed in figures and buildings. 
All figures and buildings are carefully placed to 
understand its meaning.

This fragment consists mainly of sculptures and ruins of 
ancient Rome, yet there is also a small part of the visible 
of the Nolli map.. The map is part of the district Ripa 
(the literal translation of Ripa is, restore, repair). This 
area consists mainly of vineyards. The Rome of Nolli had 
about one hundred and fifty-eight thousand inhabitants. 
The composition of this painting represents the ancient 
Rome. The battered sculptures represent the decay of 

the ancient monuments. The landscape and figures that 
appear on the board are not in the original drawing of 
Nolli. An inscription on the bottom-right of the Nolli map 
shows that these drawings are drew by Stefano Pozzi, an 
Italian painter, designer, draftsman and decorator whose 
career was spent largely in Rome. Nolli, as master of the 
entire project must have supplied him with the program 
for the composition. While mapping of Rome didn’t cease 
with Noli, his map remains the milestone of Roman maps 
and probably all city maps.1 This part of the map looks 
a bit like a cut and paste project.  On the front there are 
various ancient figures of the roman  history.  And  in the 
background different roman ruins. 
Helmeted and holding a laurel wreath and a short 
sword, is enthroned against a background of classical

Figure 2, Nolli Map Rome (1748), sector X.
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ruins, the personification of ancient Rome. Against a 
background of contemporary buildings, and facing her 
in the lower right-hand corner, sits the personification 
of contemporary Rome. While ancient Rome is shown 
as a static figure, surrounded by broken pagan statuary.
Next to her is Tiberinus. Tiberinus is a figure in Roman 
mythology. Tiberinus is also known as the river god who 
found the twins Romulus and Remus and gave them 
to the she-wolf Lupa. They are located right under the 
personification of Rome. Romulus and Remus are the 
twin brothers and central characters of Rome’s foundation 
myth. The grandfather of the twins Romulus and 
Remus, was overthrown by his brother Amulius, the 
usurper ordered the twins to be cast into the Tiber 
River. They were rescued by Lupa who cared for them 

Figure 3, Illustration of the sculptures and ruins.

until a herdsman, Faustulus, found and raised them.
On the map there are also a few ancient ruins of Rome. 
On this part of the map there is the Trajan’s Column, 
Temple of Castor and Pollux, Temple of Mars Ultor, the 
Colosseum, Arch of Constantine, Basilica Maxentius, 
Arch of Titus and the Pyramid Tomb of Caius Cestius. 
These ancient ruins interpret also the reflection of ancient 
Rome.

Conclusion
What Nolli has done with this part of the map is creating 
a setting witch represents ancient Rome. He has taken 
different buildings and characters from the Roman 
history together to create an image that represent the 
ancient Rome.
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“To me, the idea of the organisers in Rome to redraw and re-
interpret the Nolli plan seemed rather absurd right from the 
beginning. The result had to be doubtful even if the best people 
had been invited to participate in this game.
I tried to escape the dilemma by making some poetic drawings 
on the theme ‘how are we building a city’ or ‘’with what 
architectural elements are we building a city”.1

Rob Krier, a Luxembourgian sculptor, architect, urban 
designer and theorist. He is an architect and urban 
designer who is known for his traditionalist design style 
unlike his brother Leon Krier.
In 1975 he published the book The Urban Space in Theory 
and Practice. Here he used the term “city repair” as an 
alternative to the method of modernist urban renewal. 

Based on many historical examples he developed this new 
typology. These ideas fit well into the urban renewal of 
the seventies and were Krier demonstrated in proposals 
for the transformation of the city centre of Stuttgart. 
Krier believed that architecture had been dishonoured by 
developers who, in European cities, the economic interest 
put in front of any type of poetic architecture: 

“... My goal is to rehabilitate an architecture that has been 
dishonoured and disgraced...”, 2

With these words the architect in his book Architectural 
Composition records his disagreement. Together with 
his brother Leon, earned the reputation of anti-modern 
planners, although most of  his projects were not 
performed.

Figure 4, Roma Interotta, Rob Krier (1978).
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Redesign Krier
For the redesign, Krier uses different sketches to show 
how to build a city. Just like Nolli the redesign is like a cut 
and paste project. Krier is using parts of the original Nolli 
map as well as his own sketches and projects. 
The sketches are metaphors for the parts Krier thinks 
how to built a city.
The metaphors he uses are; Interventions of Man in the 
Landscape, The building of a wall, Column, Support, 
Bridge, Space, The House, Interior space, City, The 
monuments, Man.

Figure 6, Illustration of the Nolli map.

the way Krier sees his Rome. One of the projects visible 
on the map is a project in Stuttgart. The drawings of Krier 
shows an ideal project based on the assumption that 
excising buildings would be retained and were converted 
to new use. The important goal for this project. In 1973, 
Rob Krier, as said before, presented a proposal for the 
inner city of Stuttgart (city repair), which had suffered 
heavily from destruction and reconstruction. 

Figure 5, Sketches Krier.

With the sketches in his redesign of the Nolli map he 
wants to show how he thinks a city should be built.

Krier not only changed some of the figures and buildings, 
he also changed the design of the Nolli map. 
Krier did not choose these projects because he wanted to 
show people its form but to show his vision of the projects 
which is far more interesting. The plans give a vision on 

His plan, again demonstrated in suggestive images, what 
an intact townscape at this very place could look like as 
if it were the most natural thing in the world. Right on 
the peak of functionalistic planning practice Krier filled 
the  gaps with variations of the traditional block scheme. 
Rob Krier’s plan was more an ideal vision than a realistic 
proposal. For example, he did not consider the property 
situation in the areas under question. Furthermore, he
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Criticism
In the quote of Krier about the redesign of the Nolli map 
he is sceptic about the assignment. The reason for this are 
his thoughts about building a city. Krier has a very strong 
opinion about urban planning and architecture. 

Rob Krier is a theorist and an architect committed to 
seeking out fundamental architectural truths. Krier does 
not fit readily into any of the contemporary stylistic 
categories, though his traditionalism is, in some ways, 
deep and sincere. The essence of Krier’s work is to be 
sough in his deep belief in the power of beauty and order, 
not and artificially imposed, authoritarian order but that 
order which is part of the power of nature in the world.

In the book, Elements of Architecture, Krier says;

‘Modern architecture, in a disastrous way, has ruined cities 
throughout the whole world. The loss of spatialty in the modern 
city is most especially deplorable. Spatial urban systems have 
been radically and callously ignored, while the repertoire of 
architectural composition has been degraded just as brutally, 
to become the most primitive formula; and all this with poor 
economic and technical reasons. Our modern cities and their 

signalled in no uncertain terms that the main perspective 
should no longer be geared to the driving city-user alone. 
The pedestrian’s experience was considered at least 
equally important. The flaneur would re-conquer the city 
centre.

Other projects on the map are; Housing on the Rennweg 
and the Royal Mint Square.

Figure 7, Plan Stuttgart Rob Krier. Figure 9, Royal Mint Square (London, 1974).

Figure 8, Housing on the Rennweg  (Vienna, 1977).
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buildings are merely functional objects, without any ethical 
meaning. “The revolution of modern architecture has failed.” 
Responsible for all this are first and foremost the architects 
and planners who, burdened by growing competition, sell their 
souls and professional credit with the empty phrase: ‘if i don’t 
do it, another colleague will’. Krier says that there are no less 
talented architects today than in the past but people don’t ask 
for their creativity.’ 3

Conclusion
The criticism that Krier has is that Rome is not only a 
beautiful ancient city centre. There is more architecture 
outside the city centre, in the periphery. There, Rome has 
lost itself in the modern architecture. Rome was heavily 
damaged during the Second World War. Many houses 
were destroyed. The rebuilt of Rome, because of housing 
problems, has brought a lot of Architecture that doesn’t 
fit Rome. The way that we see Rome today shouldn’t be 
the Rome we suppose to see. Krier made a statement with 
this map. Architects have designed buildings with no 
relationship to Rome and its history. Rome has changed 
in relationship to the perfect Rome of Nolli. With this 
map he shows his vision on the Rome of today, one that 
is maybe more an ideal vision than a realistic proposal.

Figure 5, Rome today (same location as the Nolli map).
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Labics
LABICS: “The self-image that Rome portrays is that of 
a perennial and irremediable instability. While being a 
widespread condition amng contemporary cities, it acquires an 
unique dimension in the case of Rome as it appears troughout 
a large spectrum of characteristics, ranging from sublime to 
desolate; a critical mass of contrasting qualities that covers an 
exeptionally wide range, leaving plenty of space for multiple 
interpretations while compelling to leave a mental image of the 
city forever open and incomplete.”

Figure 10, Uneternal City Rome.
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Figure 1, Magritte, R., Treachery of Images.

Different Stories 
of Filling Space
Klára Pohlová
“Ceci n’est pas une pipe.” (“It´s not a pipe.”) writes René Magritte on several paintings of pipes named in 1928 ‘The Treachery 
of Images’. But what is it then? Is it more? Is it less? He doesn’t only cast doubt upon our knowledge of the world. He makes 
the feeling that all that we see around us is an illusion. It is a challenge for us to look farther beyond the things to get known 
their essence, their true meaning.
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“Ceci n’est pas une ville.” (“It’s not a city.”) writes Aldo 
Rossi as a possible statement for his project for the 
exhibition Roma Interrotta. He says that it is in fact a 
bathing establishment. We could get a feeling that this 
is all, but we never know. “What we see never resides 
in what we say” Martin Foucault says. And this is why 
we always need to prove the things ourselves, why it is 
worth touching it, why it is worth going to Rome and 
get a personal feeling. But on the other hand it is always 
valuable to listen to the opinions of the others. And this 
is why there are lying on the table in front of me three 
plans of Rome. Three fragments of Rome, to be more 
precise. An ancient one of Nolli from 1748, one from the 
80’s from Aldo Rossi and almost a fresh one from Nemesi 
studio designed for The 11th International Architecture 
Exhibition in Venice in 2008.

If we would see the eleventh piece of Nolli’s map on its 
own, we could only guess which of the roman cities it is.
It depicts roman baths with ancient aqueduct surrounded 
by vineyards, adjacent to the roman wall and accompanied 
by a few churches. This is not a city (Rossi, 1978) but a 
piece of the city, torn out of the chains of context, a 
single fragment on its own. This is Therme di Antonino 
Caracalla built between 212 and 217 A.D. in Rome. Nolli 
describes it as n.1064, Therme Antoniane on his map. 
Rossi recognises very clearly that baths have always been 
buildings of special importance, of a singular character. 
It is apparent from Nolli’s map and also known from the 
roman history. In baths business and politics used to take 
place, it used to be centre of public and cultural life of 
the cities. Thus it is surprising that Baths of Caracalla stay 
nearly in the middle of nowhere, bound to the city only 

Figure 2, XI part of Nolli Map.
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via aqueduct following the city walls. But we can prove it. 
It is not only a fable of Nolli as he put the number at the 
site and described it with capitals but we can still visit the 
ruins of the ancient baths and experience on our own the 
alcoves and cavities that survived the ravages of time. 
So far I have described the content of the upper part of 
the eleventh piece of Nolli’s map. I only caught it with my 
fleeting glance we observe the world with every day. But 
we must look beyond the things. Like in a theatre we are 
curious to reveal the things behind a curtain. We stalk 
what is ready on a stage before a play starts. We want to 
know what is behind the illusion of reality which takes 
place in front of the curtain. We scroll a map from the left 
corner up and unprecedented things occur.
First we notice old ruins and a gloomy atmosphere on the 
background of the image. It is an appendix from the left 
adjoining piece where the ancient Rome plays first fiddle. 
In the front part we can see a very lively scene where a lot of 
move and creation appears. It represents personification 
of Nolli’s efforts, a little creator’s masturbation coming 
from delight of his achievement. We can see the process 
of map’s creation performed by two putti on the right 
side. They are pointing out the difference between 
magnetic and geographical north that Nolli took into 
consideration. Nevertheless he used magnetic north for 
orientation of his map. There are more objects that took 
part in the process of creation of the map. Except from 
orienteering compass operated by one of putti we can also 
see a pair of compasses laying on the ground or a right 
angle ruler. On the bottom in the middle of the image 
we can see the scale of the map engraved into a stone 
block. These all are creator’s signs or fetishes. Probably 
we can’t see Nolli’s portrait on this piece of map but he 
is depicted on the adjacent one. Second obsession that 
prevails over at the image is dedication to the Pope. We 
know that it was the Pope’s desire to depict Rome as an 

expression of power of the Church. Presumably it was 
him who sponsored the whole project. Thus, to make an 
advertisement to him, there is a dedicatory inscription 
on the altar like pedestal saying: “Nuova Topografia di 
Roma” to his Holiness “Papa Benedetto XIV”. To put even 
more stress on the fact that the project was dependant 
on the Pope’s grace and support, there is the third putto, 
personification of a sculptor, carving out the arms of 
the Pope’s family and papal symbols - crossed keys and 
tiara. To see the contrast we come back to ruins in the 
background where old pagan Rome is depicted. We 
recognise that in time of Nolli a new strong Christian 
Rome rises and predominates.
 If we try to look at the scene very closely, we can see on 
the right side of pedestal three levels of reliefs. (Fig. 3)
This makes us sure (apart from other similarities) that this 
pedestal is a replica of the base of Column of Antonius 

Figure 3, XI part of Nolli Map.
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theories. Thus he accepts propagandistic language of 
Nolli and continues in it in even more selfish way.
To catch up with Rossi’s intentions we should understand 
the circular and very personal character of his work 
first. He describes it complex in his monograph 
published in 1981 called A Scientific Autobiography. 
The title links to Max Planck’s work on the topic of the 
principle of conservation of energy he wrote in 1955 and 
named Wissenschaftliche Selbstbiographie (Scientific 
Autobiography).
At the beginning of his monograph Rossi explains why 
he used that heading and he expands on that question a 
few more times. He claims that “functions are modified 
while form persists” and in it “material is modified”. Due 
to his text even in death energy is conserved while for an 
architect principle of keeping energy resides in “search for 

Pius excavated in 1703 in Campus Martius. On the side 
of the latter, there is a funeral parade for the emperor 
carved out. This topic surely wasn’t Nolli’s intention. 
We can figure out diverse conspiratorial theories on the 
topic what actually was Nolli’s relation to the Pope. Or we 
can simply say that an innocent Nolli had no idea about 
significance of the scene. As he had an example, he copied 
it as whole thinking that the relief describes just one of 
multiple papal processions celebrating his power and 
grace. And the story continues. “This is not a funeral.” Or 
at least it wasn’t meant as funeral, at all. We can’t judge 
things as we see it for the first sight. 
Aldo Rossi begins his interpretation exactly at the point 
where Nolli ended. If Nolli’s allegory was meant as 
celebration of his work and support of the Pope, then 
Aldo Rossi’s allegory works as a confirmation of his own 

Figure 4, Rossi, A., Design of part XI of Nolli Map.
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 “I believe that I have always been attentive to forms and 
things” 

he writes at the first pages of The Scientific Autobiography. 
He confirms it countless times. He tells us stories or 
memories of affections or impressions that things let in 
his mind. He remembers the scenes of his childhood 
when he climbed Sacri Monti of the region he lived in 
and he was fascinated by ‘stasis and naturalness’ of statues 
he saw there. He always wanted to replace them with his 
own objects. He was attracted by these things that were 
nothing but themselves, that were timeless. He put into 
context Edward Hopper’s paintings ‘Chair Car’ or ‘Four 
Lane Road’ and described things depicted as “timeless 
miracles: tables set for eternity, drinks never consumed” .

happiness and death.” I found even the form of the book 
similar to that principle, always rotating, going back and 
forth, linking and referring. I found many related ideas in 
the book that are said in the same words but in another 
light or shade. I got lost in author’s word flow a few times 
but I always found my track again.
I imagine Rossi writing his text thinking about obstacles 
he needs to put in it to force us – readers –doubt. He makes 
the same while designing his buildings. He considers 
buildings ‘vehicles for events’ and from the beginning 
of the design he always tries to influence life in them. In 
some projects he even tries to “stop events before they 
occur.” You could maybe consider it an obsession but I 
will show you that this is just the beginning. Aldo Rossi’s 
obsessions reside mostly in things.

Figure 6, Hopper, E (.1956) Four Lane Road.Figure 5, Personal things of Aldo Rossi.

Figure 8, Rossi, A. (1989) Interior with Duck 
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a strange half exterior half interior space. They look 
through the statue’s eyes which give them an ultimate 
feeling of a strange perspective. Rossi continues his 
thoughts on perspective with a note about the photograph 
he possesses with a face behind a grate of a castle. While 
watching it you can’t be sure if it is a perspective of the 
person looking at you or perspective of the opposite side. 
Relation between exterior and interior is both Rossi’s and 
Nolli’s interest. In Nolli’s map we can recognize it in a 
manner he draws public buildings. Mainly churches but 
also other public buildings are the only ones at the map 
that are empty and their layout is depicted in detail. This 
way he can express relation between interior and exterior 
and the course of public life.

I would like to contribute to the chart with: ‘Pipe never 
smoked’. As we know, “It’s not a pipe.” What is Chair Car 
and Four Line Road, then? We can only guess.
Rossi loves household objects and considers them 
architecture miniatures. He thinks of them as void 
structures that can be entered often drawing them out
of scale.
He describes in detail his memories of the San Carlone 
di Arona. He was so affected by this work and studied 
and drew it many times because “here the limits that 
distinguish the domains of architecture, the machine, 
and instruments were dissolved in marvellous invention.” 
It is a void statue that pilgrims enter and climb up to its 
head as to the top of a tower. In the head they experience 

Figure 9, Crespi G.B. (1698) San Carlone di Arona. Figure 10, Crespi G.B. (1698) San Carlone di Arona, view from an eye.

Figure 7, Rossi, A., Household objects’ studies.
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reappears in several objects and constitutes their deformation 
and  in some way, their evolution.“ 
“Reconstruction of the Antonine Thermae and of the 
Ancient Aqueduct for use as a New Bathing Establishment 
for Diversion, Love and Gymnastics, with the most modern 
installations for heating and cooling and attached pavilions for 
fairs and markets.” 

This is explanation Rossi gives to his project. He adds 
that he doesn’t refer to Rome’s urban growth and it has 
no relationship to the city, at all. And, “if the project had 
a motto, then it surely would be: This is not a city. In fact, 
it is a bathing establishment.” The main interest lies in 
the form and elements of ‘Thermae’ instead of context of 
surroundings. Rossi carefully restores all existing features 
of baths and the aqueduct with nasty passion. He admits 
that his interest is not an innocent one. The proposal 
refers to amusement, love and gymnastics, which is a link 
to Edmondo de Amici’s book. He claims that the structure 
and form of baths is a contamination, a corruption where 
love used to be for sale. He thinks of the Baths as an 
impure arrangement of spaces with relation to Eros and 
Athletics. Only here he can see relation to old Rome.

Rossi claims that public buildings “display a complex 
history of the city and man.” He is interested in an exterior 
role that confessional plays in the space of church
and equally in the role of stalls in a market place. He says 
that “every building has another façade from interior
and exterior.” In Rossi’s love in objects we can keep on 
with repetitiveness. He thinks that mainly 

“the emergence of relations among things, more than things 
themselves, always gives rise to new meanings.” 

Therefore he likes repetition and forms supporting 
repetition (a theatre, a house, public buildings). It is 
also the reason why he likes reusing of his designs and 
putting them into new context, handling with them as 
with objects. 

He thinks that architecture is ritual rather than a creative 
process. Finally, Rossi imagines his things 

“in a neat row, they are aligned as in a botanical chart, or 
a catalog, or a dictionary. But this catalog, lying somewhere 
between imagination and memory, is not neutral, it always 

Figure 11, Rossi, A.. Design of part XI of Nolli Map.
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article writes that for such a fetishist and introspective 
project an exhibition is the best way of presentation. 
Apparently all of Rossi’s buildings used in this project 
are not only buildings but primarily thoughts that band 
together form a strong and clear statement. This is not a 
city, this is a statement. 

Looking at Rossi’s map we can recognize many of 
his projects. The map consists of projects borrowed, 
converted or invented, as he writes. We can recognize 
the statue of San Carlone di Arona in the middle of the 
allegoric part. On the left of him there is Monument to the 
Partisans in Segrate from 1965 drawn, the housing blocks 
in background resembling the ancient aqueduct refer to 
Housing Block in the Gallaratese Area in Milan, the Tea 
House has its predecessor in Teatro del Mondo built in 
1979. In the front there is a stage with household objects 
referring to the project of Little Scientific Theatre. He 
copies the pedestal with dedicatory inscription of Nolli’s 
map replacing the text with the introductory statement of 
Rossi’s project. 
These objects create a new urban context together, axes 
and spaces. The area includes a big pool instead of smaller 
ones to prevent people, unable to swim, from stepping in. 
Author supports this way a thought of Liberty, Fraternity 
and Promiscuity. He removes the feeling of inferiority 
against the people unable to swim and creates a tension 
between the swimmers while they have a big respect of 
deepness of the pool. For the less capable there is a large 
area for sunbathing painted yellow. The area includes 
a fountain, teahouse with promenade, trampoline, 
cubicles for changing clothes, shade shelters and the most 
respectful House of Water. It houses the most modern 
technique for cooling and heating. For the ‘underwater 
swimmers’ there is a possibility of exploring the guts of 
the installations, you can cross the house with a boat or 
walk around the perimeter using an iron bridge.
The baths are adjacent to market or fair buildings where 
diverse events, for example art exhibitions, can take place.
Rossi’s proposal ends up with a confident suggestion that 
public should pay attention to this project, because they 
are convinced that it soon will be realized. It fits with 
critique in magazine Oppositions where the author of the 

Figure 17, Rossi, A., Design of part XI of Nolli Map, vizualisation, axis.

Figure 16, Rossi, A., Design of part XI of Nolli Map, axonometrie.
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Figure 12, Rossi, A., Monument to the Partisans in Segrate. Figure 14, Rossi, A., Housing Block in Gallaratese.

Figure 13 Rossi, A., Teatro del Mondo. Figure 15, Rossi, A., Little Scientific Theatre.
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The project of Nemesi deals with the south-western 
suburbs of Rome - Magliana area - near crossing of 
Autostrada Roma-Fumicino and GRA (Grande Raccordo 
Anulare). Concept of Nemesi‘s project is described 
as City-Non City. According to this studio there is a 
dictatorship of fullness and world is ‘stuffed full’ with self-
cloning objects devouring public space. Thus they want 
to negate this figurative system and create a new one with 
the emphasis on empty space. They suggest two possible 
variations of this idea.
The first one is “Emerging Field, the City of Infrastructure.” 
If you look at the plan they are prolonging the axis of an 
old massive ‘empty’ building from the seventies called 
Corviale and where this axis meets the crossing of GRA 
with Autostrada Roma-Fumicino, they design a new 
southern gate to the city. Along the axis they design a 

Trancity is a part of Uneternal City, a section of 11th 
International Architecture Exhibition in Venice in 2008. 
I consider the philosophy of this project a pure negation 
of Rossi’s work. They want to get rid of ‘pathology of self-
cloning, infinite repetition’, of ‘memory and prejudice’ 
in objects and in architecture. They want void and space 
to prevail over the things. They are looking for assertive 
architecture 

‘Capable of emanating an abstract aura, indifferent to 
flattery of images and metaphors, capable of remaining in the 
background, without imposing itself on practices of every day.’

Figure 18, Nemesi, Trancity, Vizualisation.
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as public ones, residences, patios, lakes and roof gardens. 
It is an organic synthesis of culture differences and habits 
kept in safety under a covering layer like in a fortress.
The way Nemesi goes represents in my eyes a struggle 
against the illusion Magritte put in our way saying “Ceci 
n’est pas une pipe.” Getting rid of memory, history or 
reference, beginning with Tabula Rasa and creating a 
space for living, not a life itself, they want to achieve that 
‘which is real’. They try to make an oppositional theory to 
Rossi who foresees events happening in his buildings and 
always intentionally tries to influence them. 

In Nemesi’s proposal is written:

“What is valid for city is valid for art” (or rather upside down). 
“Things must be looked with a sidelong, fleeting glance. “ ”Our 
gaze must reach farther” behind the things. 

For Nemesi it represents the purely free sight with no 
obstacles, no objects coming in its way. For Rossi it means 
to recognize the story of every object and figure out a 
new one. And finally, Nolli’s map as an example, base and 
inspiration for all of these projects expands its roots into 
the ground of perfectionism and still waits for the future 
descendants taking the Roman heritage over. Because 
what a city Rome is! 

Figure 20, Nemesi, Trancity, Vizualisation.

Figure 21, Nemesi, Trancity, Vizualisation.

megastructure combined of diverse functions including 
housing, recreation, public services and offices. They 
create a big main street that horizontally puts all the 
functions together. 
The second option, the second extreme, is called “Empty 
Field, City-park”. This project resides in quitting the figure 
volume and creating two layers. The upper layer consists 
of a vast city park on the bank of the Tavere river. The 
layer underneath again includes diverse functions, such 
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Rome, the study case; Giambattista Nolli, Leon Krier, West 8, the interpreters; the 18th century, the 1970s, the 2000s, the 
scenarios. Three different époques, three different readers, three different audiences, three different needs. One common 
denominator: the study of modernity through the city of Rome. One decoding key, the thing theory. One representation 
tool, the allegory.

The Allegoric Thingness of 
Rome
Giulia Amoresano

Figure 1, Nolli drawing overlapping Krier drawing.
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An allegory is a study, poem or picture which can be interpreted 
to reveal a hidden meaning, typically moral or political, and it 
uses symbols as tools1.

All the three interpreters use the allegory figure to express 
their ideas, and to state a precise message or protest. Nolli, 
interpreter of the papal Rome, the Urbs of the XVIII 
century, in the Sector XII uses an allegoric scene, full of 
symbolic emblems to picture the restoration of the Urbs  
through the creation of propaganda objects, identifiable 
entities which clearly state the authority of Rome 
through the consolidated power of the papal kingdom. 
Rome will be born again through the papal intervention, 
and especially through the figure of Pope Benedictus 
the XIV, who will give back to Rome the magnificent 
image it had in the past; the city will be represented by 
objects which will have an evident meaning.  Then Leon 
Krier, who, after 200 years from Nolli, intervenes on the 
papal map promoting a new image of Rome, free from 
the Modernistic impact and projected towards a future 
made of “New Traditional” objects. His idea is that the 
ruinous examples the Modernistic Movement left behind 
have to be replaced, these are objects which do not work 
anymore, these are things which are not clearly readable 
by people; Krier proposes a city made of objects which are 
meaningful, nameable2 to the inhabitants, rational objects 
which have to be capable to decode their needs. Krier uses 
his allegoric vision of the Nolli map, which deals with the 
center of Rome, to criticize the atrocious interventions 
made all around the world, and in the suburban areas of 
Rome, promoting the creation of objects which finally can 
be identifiable by the citizens. And through this suburban 
scenario the West 8 promote their idea of modernity.  
In the panorama of the Un-Eternal city exposition, 
the attention had been turned from the consolidated 

city center, to the peripheries, the same peripheries 
inherited from the Modernistic Movement ideas. West 
8, the interpreter of the needs of a contemporary Rome, 
identifies the lack of connection between the objects as 
the crucial problem of the extended city. The group of 
architects, composing West 8, recognizes the inherited 
objects as things, as objects which stop working, and 
recall restoration through linking these objects with 
each other and with the Urbs. The Urbs is besieged by 
tourists, political life, working life, Vatican pilgrims, it 
is overloaded, overcrowded, an unhealthy environment. 
The group propose to connect the voids of the suburban 
areas through a green bucolic strip, using the allegory 
of a Valley of Desire, where a sequence of gardens and 
public open spaces, will integrate, restoring, the different 
things of the area, and create a relaxing refuge, where the 
Romans can enjoy the tranquility of the periphery, and 
the beauty of a landscape composed, not only by ruinous 
megastructures, but also by archeological ruins, and 
unexpected parks and green areas.

The Nolli époque; the Urbs of the XVIII century
The greatness Rome succeeded during the ancient times 
had been subjected to a ruinous decline; the city was 
fragmented and there were no relationships between the 
diverse areas. The popes, since Sixtus the V, promoted 
a restoration campaign of the Urbs, proposing new 
images for it, and as the new imperators, leaving marks 
of their leaderships. Therefore, since the end of the XV 
century, the popes tried to upgrade the image of the 
city, to restore its meaning as Empire capital, this time, 
though, symbolizing the power of the Catholic Church. 
In this attitude, it is possible to insert the action of Pope 
Benedictus the XIV, who is the shaper of the XVIII 
century Rome and commissioner of the map realized 
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by Nolli. His interventions in the Urbs are translated in 
the map, where the upper part reproduces Rome, in its 
topographical connotation, and the bottom part is an 
allegoric description of the historical period lived by 
the Urbs. The right side, sector number 10, shows the 
decadence of the Ancient Roman empire, while the central 
part, sector 11, illustrates the maker of the changes that 
have been made in Rome, in the person of the Pope, and 
in the left bottom side map, sector 12, the author, in this 
case Nolli and Piranesi, represents the current situation 
of Rome, stating the power and greatness of the Catholic 
Church over the counter-reformation ideas. The sector 12 
drawing is stratified, and it has a multilayered structure, 
in which symbolic figures had been used to promote 
the idea of the papal power as the greatest. In order to 
better explain this concept, the map had been divided in 
three layers, visible in the side images. The first layer, the 
foreground, is the one which has major relevance, and the 
scene described is the emblem of the concept previously 
illustrated: the female figure in the drawing represents 
the goddess of Rome, who is getting crowned with the 
papal tiara by an angel, on the throne located in front of 
the Archbasilica of St. John Lateran, the real ecclesiastic 
seat of the pope. Papal Rome is giving directions to the 
angels, who are the workers/makers of the new image 
of the Urbs. On the second ground it is possible to see 
the Campidoglio; this complex, symbol of civic  Rome, 
has less importance than the Church, it is secondary to 
the image of the city, but still, it is a strong component 
of its life and history. In the third layer, the background, 
it is possible to see the omnipresent Saint Peter cupola, 
consolidated symbol of the Catholic Church. 
This stratified representation of Rome is a propaganda 
manifest of the power of the Church: the objects 
presented in the scene hold a specific meaning, generally 

understandable, which state the papal power. During the 
leadership of the popes, which lasted almost 800 years, the 
ancient Roman heritage had been slowly transformed into 
the Catholic Church language: the ancient roman objects 

Figure 2, The Sector XII first layer. 

Figure 3, The Sector XII second layer. 

Figure 4, The Sector XII third layer. 
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The Roma Interrotta époque; the background
The Roma Interrotta exposition objective was to establish 
a discussion platform to try to give an answer to the 
necessity of finding a new decoding key for the future 
expansion of the modern cities and for the restoration 
of the failed examples, inherited from the Modernist 
Movement and Megastructuralism period, during the 
1960s and 1970s. The architects and the urban designers 
were bewildered in a world not capable of offering a solid 
cultural background, which left behind a fragmented 
urban tissue, separated from the consolidated city. 
After thirty years of the dictatorial leadership of 
Mussolini, and after World War II, Rome, and many 
other cities in Italy, were facing a critical moment: the 
cities had been destroyed by multiple bombings, the 
economy was blocked, especially due to the War defeat, 
and the house emergency was spreading out all over 
the territory. People did not have a place to live, and the 
government was too fragile and unstable to make any 
decisions concerning the housing demand. All along the 
city borders, informal settlements raised up, shanks, and 
what we now call bidonville were infesting the borders 
of Rome. Once the Italian economy restarted, around the 
end of the 1950s, through the foundation of a left sided 
socialist government, the bidonville constituted real 
neighborhoods. The government, then, had to take action 
and find a way to solve the problem. The city planners of 
these period, influenced by the dogmas of the functional 
city, described by the CIAM, and the living structures of 
the megastructuralism movement, and the government, 
oriented towards a socialist ideal of united community 
and shared services, translated the housing demand in 
the creation of gigantic living walls complexes, which 
were supposed to host thousands of families. These kinds 
of interventions, such as Corviale in Rome, were isolated 

were not working anymore, the Pantheon, for example, 
was emblem of a mythological religion, a confession 
that was not representing the new Roman society, and 
that was confusing for the people. The Church restored 
the interior of this temple, transforming it in a church, 
so that people would have been able to easily decode its 
meaning. This example, dated back to the VII century, 
holds the same idea of the interventions promoted by the 
allegoric Nolli map: all the objects in the city, which were 
not boosting the image of the Church as the supreme 
power had to be modified, since these had become things, 
objects incapable of expressing the meaning the Church 
wanted to. 

Figure 5, Reproduction of the Pantheon during the Ancient Roman times.

Figure 6, Representation of the Pantheon by Piranesi, circa 1750. The two towers, 
today destroyed, are manifestation of the mark left by Pope Urban VIII, which 
committed Gian Lorenzo Bernini of the realization.



161

The Krier interpretation; Urbs: an allegory for the 
periphery
Once Leon Krier got his hands on the Nolli map, he 
decided to use this experimental exercise to make a 
propaganda manifest against the Modernist Movement, 
and the examples left behind by projects influenced by 
its dogmas, promoting an image of the city made of 
new objects, capable to translate the new society needs. 
In his Roma Interrotta work, the speculative character 
against the Modernistic Movement is preponderant, and 
in the same way Nolli used symbolic figures and images 
to emancipate the image of the papal Rome over the 
Ancient Urbs, Krier used the consolidated image of the 
city center of Rome to ‘attack’ the suburban critical areas. 
In his drawings, realized for the exposition, he locates 
new imposing ‘rationalist’ objects in the center of Rome, 
in emblematic locations like the Campidoglio square, and 
Piazza Navona. 
But let’s take a deeper look at the drawing he produced 
on the base of the Sector 12 of the Nolli map, following 
the same layering system used to analyze the eighteen-
century drawing. 

islands in the peripheral areas of the cities in which 
people had been moved. However, these new types of 
urban settlements revealed to be a profound failure: firstly 
because, the people were not used to live so far from the 
consolidated city, and the infrastructural services, which 
should have connected the satellite neighborhoods with 
the city, never worked properly, or had been bad planned; 
secondly, the character of the living wall was extraneous 
to the image people had of their own houses: the families, 
which before the war were mostly living in one-family 
houses, found their selves moved into standardized and 
homologated apartments in 10 to 15 stores buildings, 
where their houses had no distinguishable marks that 
would have characterized one family house from another. 

Figure 7, Roman bidonville in the district Tiburtino. 1954.

Figure 8, Aerial picture of Corviale, one of the example left behind by the 1970s.

Figure 9, Drawing of Piazza Navona for the Roma Interrotta Venice Biennale. 
L.Krier, 1978
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Above all, the whole drawing is purified from the Church 
symbols, the angels lost their wings, turning to be 
humans again; the buildings which were emblems of the 
papal power disappeared; religion is, obviously for Krier, 
no longer the centre of society. In the foreground, instead 
of the magnificent image of a papal Rome goddess, and 
its workers/angels, it is possible to see how the main 
attention is directed towards the site manager, who in 
the Nolli map was an angel which probably personified 
Nolli himself, and where in the Krier version is probably 
symbol of the contemporary city shaper figure, who has 
to hold, well tight in his hands, the past, represented by 
the piece of Nolli map which the ex angel is grasping. 
The ex angels/workers are working on a new city made of 
rational, pure forms shaped, objects: the central ex angels 
is drawing plans for the new objects that will replace 
the old ones, and the shapes chosen are regular figures, 
a circle, a triangle, a square and a rectangles. Then the 
second ground, the scene where the things, represented 
by the St. John Lateran church and the Campidoglio, 
but actually referring to the peripheral living walls, have 
been replaced by the “new traditional” objects, as entities 
which, not only are easily nameable, but also represents 
the new society needs. And then the background, the 
image of a far distance airplane, a remark to the fact that 
all the interventions are connected to modernity as the 
major expression, which is present and fundamental in 
the contemporary life. 
The new object, which will replace the failure Modernistic 
heritage, holds a traditional component: the language 
used in its new shape and form is meant to evoke a 
specific image and meaning to the person that is looking 
at it, gleaning from the classical repertory. Using the 
theory of Bill Brown, which defines the entity of an object 
as a window from which is possible to see through, and 

Figure 10, Leon Krier Sector XII first layer.

Figure 11, Leon Krier Sector XII second layer.

Figure 12, Leon Krier Sector XII third layer.
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The comparison between the Rationalist ideas and Krier’s 
come from the personal idea that Krier might have 
been influenced by the Italian modernist movement. 
Erroneously, the Rationalist Architecture had been 
completely associated to the figure of Mussolini, because 
he used many of the movement exponents to represents, 
though Architecture, his leadership and dictatorial 
power; however, the Italian movement promotes the 
idea of modernity through the transformation of the 
traditional classism in order to produce an object which 
can be easily understood, and this is the same concept 
Krier uses for his objects identities.

read what is on the other side, the objects Krier creates, 
which he defines nameable, are in connection with the 
tradition, but these are not mere copies of the past: the 
historical component has to be used to recall an image, 
a concept, reestablishing the belonging affection people 
have for the objects. As we learned from the living walls 
urban complexes, people are not used to live in a place 
in which they cannot recall a memory, or an image that 
is familiar to them, and Krier proposal is to re establish 
this connection between people and object, between the 
subject, the people, who has to look through the window, 
and the object, the window which has to show clearly 
what is on the other side. Nevertheless, modernity is still 
the main crucial point: the tradition has to be used in the 
form and in the language to make people comfortable 
and close to the object, but the expression of the object 
has to follow the modern techniques and materials, it has 
to project the society towards the future. The relationship 
Krier has with modernity and the historical heritage, 
‘tradition and modernity are not antagonistic notions’3 , is 
somehow similar to the idea the Italian Rationalists had: 

‘Between our past and our present there is no incompatibility. 
We don’t want to break up with the tradition: it is the tradition 
that is transforming, and acquiring new forms’4 . 

The Krier objects have a strong relationship with the 
classicist forms and language, just as the Rationist’s have 
too 

‘the character of classicism, meant not as a mimetic reference 
to a specific historical period, renaissance or other, but 
intended in a a-temporal meaning, as a will to look for order, 
measurement, modulation, which will make the architectural 
forms clearly perceivable in the sunlight and coherent among 
these, intended as parts of the same unity’5. 

Figure 13, Guido Castelnuovo Mathematic institute of the University of Rome “La 
Sapienza”, Gio Ponti, 1932
This building represents an example of Italian Rationalism without the Fascist 
influence.

Figure 14, Rectorate building of the University of Rome “La Sapienza”, Marcello 
Piacentini, 1932
This building is one of the emblem of Mussolini power in Rome.
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The contemporary époque; the shift from Eternal city to 
Un-Eternal city, the bucolic allegory
The heritage left behind by the 1960s and 1970s 
interventions is still matter of discussion today. The 
satellite connotation these urban settlements have, created 
a peripheral tissue connoted by large voids, lacking any 
kind of connective link, and a degraded environment, 
lacking any kind of architectural qualities. Nowadays, the 
conception of city is different from the one belonging to 
the 1970s and especially to XVIII century: the city within 
the walls, the Urbs, the eternal city is now considered 
part of a territorial city. The city expansion had gone far 
beyond the city walls, and the 1970s peripheries, it spread 
all around the territory. The new city, then, needs a new 
repertory to glean from, it needs to be looked at from a 
larger scale. The focus now is not on the consolidated city, 
but it is on the edge parts, the residual areas carved out 
the city field between the isolated urban settlements. The 
attention of city shapers is now on the un-eternal city. And 
it is in this scenario that the Un-Eternal city exposition 
took place in 2008. The intension of this Venice Biennale 
edition was to create a new platform to discuss the destiny 
of the territorial city, and to deepen the relations between 
the un-eternal and eternal character. 

West 8 responds to the issue with an alternative 
prospective, proposing for the Un-Eternal city exposition 
bucolic figures, and utopian wooden objects. The area 
of intervention is located along the river Aniene, in the 
North-East periphery of Rome, and it runs for over 30 
km. The territory is characterized by an alternation 
of randomly located urban settlements, green areas, 
archeological ruins, and vast voids in between. Many of 
the urban settlement located in this area are examples 
of the 1960s and 1970s policies, such as San Basilio, a 
public housing project realized in the 1960s, completely 
disconnected from the walled city, and now important 
headquarter for criminal activities. Nevertheless, West 8 
shifts its attention from the things, spread in the territory, 

Figure 15, Satellite map of the area of intervention.

Figure 16, San Basilio neighborhood. Example of the functionalist model failure.
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to the potential use of the voids; the allegory proposed 
by West 8 consists in a bucolic sequence of parks and 
gardens, travelable by wooden objects, which recall the 
image of the real objects used in the city to move, such as 
the Vespas. It is interesting to see how West 8 reproduces 
the nameable image of the vehicles, commonly used, to 
shape their non-identifiable objects spread in the Valley of 
Desire. The name, the group gave to their proposal, holds 
an allegoric meaning too; for Bill Brown, the function of 
the object is to represent the desire the subject has  when 
it looks at it, the object itself, to be recognized as such, has 
to satisfy the subject desires. The Valley of Desire has the 
same agenda: its objective is to satisfy the contemporary 
citizen, the one tired of being in the city, to work in 
an unhealthy environment; the Urbs, the historical 
consolidated city, turned to be a hard living space, it is 
overwhelmed by people, the citylife is far from the human 
scale, it is only an industry of repetitive and standardized 
jobs and activities.  The valley would represent a urban 
refugee, where the things are all connected, where the 
voids are breathless green and agricultural promenades. 
The Valley of Desire can be read as a complex object, 
which people can easily name and recognize, but it is also 
a field, a linked matrix which connects many parts, and 
gives authenticity, and most of all, a defined identity. 

Figure 18, Diagram produced by West 8 showing the green links replacing the 
voids.

Figure 17, Bucolic vision of the Valley of Desire. Figure 19, Wooden objects of the Valley of Desire.
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West 8, then does not imagine the re claming of the 
borderline city through the creation of new object, and 
the replacement of the things, it promotes, in the flow of 
a territorial city conception, a linking structure made of 
green and agriculture, various of different landscapes, 
composed not only by natural elements, but also by 
humanized interventions, such as the urban settlement. 

Re appropriation as the common goal
In conclusion, the common goal of the three vision is 
the re appropriation and upgrading of the City. However, 
while Nolli, more specifically Pope Benedictus the XIV, 
and Krier imagine this process through the realization of 
new objects, and restorations of the objects/things which 
stop working, holding a defined meaning understandable 
by everyone, the West 8 group addresses the re 
appropriation through a linking process, a connective 
line which would give a new identity to the city, meant 
as a territorial field. However, the objects represented 
by Nolli and Krier hold a different meaning: the XVIII 
century objects were expression of a political will, the 
emotions, the feelings, these elements had to arouse had 
to promote the supremacy of the Church power, while 
the objects proposed by Krier were emblems of human 
sized entities, closer to the citizens and far from the mere 
functionalism notions of these. West 8 interpreted the 
city on another perspective, picturing the whole as a new 
operating object, working through the linking of un-
operative objects, which will reestablish their identities 
through an idyllic and bucolic panorama. However, 
West 8 shares the same need Krier has: re claim the city 
through the creation of an object, meant as a single entity 
for Krier and as a whole for West 8, which had been 
design for human beings, in which the human condition 
prevails over the oppressive business city. 

“A morphology with a charming beauty, different from the 
traditional city, but not necessarily less attractive”6. The urban 
sprawl is , for West 8, the mirror of the Mass culture, the 
new contemporary society. The peripheries have hypnotizing 
qualities, but the group admits how these qualities lack of 
authenticity. The contemporary citizen, with his mobile 
lifestyle and ever changing activities, cannot be pushed to live 
in a functional home, with a ‘view’ over Arcadian nature”6. 

The contemporary citizen moves fast, needs to be able to 
reach any place quickly and efficiently. The Modernistic 
models do not suit the reality anymore, these only create 
banal solutions, which are not capable to satisfy the 
contemporary citizen needs. The territorial city field, 
inherited from the interventions made in the previous 
century, needs to find its own authenticity. West 8 
recognizes that the examples left behind in the territory 
are objects which stop working, the designers deeply 
understand how the contemporary citizen cannot ‘name’ 
these objects, he/she cannot give a meaning to something 
in which he/she cannot live, and ‘mirror’ the reality. 
However, West 8, in its contribution to the Un-Eternal 
city exposition, does not emancipate the re appropriation 
of the peripheries through the replacement of the 
existing things with new objects, which might hold any 
propagandistic purpose; on the other hand, their idea is 
to create: 

“.. a new man-made nature: regenerated forests, landfills and 
agricultural plantations; in other words, they try to establish a 
new landscape to be colonized, fulfilling the urban/landscape 
voids with nature-oriented interventions. The wilderness 
acquired does not have to be free from human activities, but it 
should represents characters to be used for new occupation by 
the next generations”. 6 
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Figure 6, Nolli map with the outline of Piranesi’s Campo Marzio.
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Figure 7, Nolli map with Piranesi’s Campo Marzio.
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Figure 8, P. Eisenman, Field of Diagrams.

Figure 10, J.Kipniss and students, Field of Dreams.

Figure 9, Dogma, Field of Walls.

Figure 11, J. Rowen, Champs de Mars.

Figure 12, A. Isosaki, Mirage City Project. Figure 13, R. Koolhaas, Model Schiphol Airport.





The Piranesi Variations

Figure 1, Model of the Campo Marzio, as interpreted by the students of Yale University.

The project of Campo Marzio, wherein Piranesi’s original plans are given form, not as an archaeological reconstruction of 
ancient Rome, but as an “architectural experiment”.

This project takes as its common ground one of the most important architectural drawings in the canon: Piranesi’s Campo 
Marzio, a speculative reconstruction of classical Rome drawn in 1762. Four teams, each of which work between the academia 
and practice to varying degrees, create new speculations using the Campo Marzio as a basis, producing distinct readings 
that try to add new layers of experimentation to the imagined, yet iconic site. The effect is to show how inexhaustible are the 
oppurtunities for reinterpretation and creative speculation contained in architectural history. 1
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Inspired by the 13th International Architecture 
Exhibition’s theme Common Ground, Peter Eisenman 
has formed a team to revisit, examine and reimagine 
Piranesi’s 1762 folio collection of etchings, Campo Marzio 
dell’antica Roma. These etchings were created after years 
of fieldwork spent measuring remains of the buildings 
of ancient Rome and represent a landmark in the shift 
from a traditionalist, antiquarian view of history to the 
scientific, archaeological view. Moreover, they embroiled 
Piranesi in a vitriolic debate on the repose and decorum 
of Greek architecture versus the visionary ornamentation 
and power of Rome. Yet it is the enigmatic quality of the 
map-drawings themselves-so precise, so specific, yet so 
utterly impossible-that continues to fascinate. 

Eisenman’s team consists of Eisenman Architects, 
students from Yale University, Jeffrey Kipnis with his 
colleagues and students of the Ohio State University, 
and Belgian architecture practice, Dogma. Each group 
has produced a response to Piranesi’s work through 
models and drawings, which in turn raise questions for 
contemporary architecture. In particular, they explore 
architecture’s relationship to the ground and the political, 
social and philosophical consequences that develop from 
that relationship. Yale University’s The project of Campo 
Marzio gives form to Piranesi’s original plans, not treating 
them as archaeological  reconstructions of ancient Rome, 
but as an “architectural experiment”. 1

The project of Campo Marzio is a highly detailed, gold-
leafed 3D-printed model at the scale of the original 
1762 etching, accompanied by a taxonomy of Piranesi’s 
architectural inventions. The work evolved out of a 
second-year graduate seminar devoted to studying the 
Campo Marzio drawing, well known to be an invention 

and not a representation of scientific archaeological 
study. Because the drawing exists almost exclusively in 
plan – Piranesi only produced three perspective etchings 
for the project – the students were asked to “re-invent” 
the Campo Marzio by projecting the six quadrants of 
the original drawing onto the third dimension based on 
their own historical research. The final model – the first 
of its kind – is a dynamic interaction between history and 
the present, architecture and the urban, invention and 
analysis, and is the springboard for the contemporary 
investigations and projections shown alongside it.

Relations, meanings and objects
The Campo Marzio can be seen as a space consisting  
of relations (Diagrams) a space consisting of meanings 
(Walls), and a space consisting of objects (Dreams). Spaces 
that Stan Allen call fields, hence the title of the projects. 
However, these spaces, or fields, are not separated, but 
rather connected by causality. 

The relation between the objects can define their meaning, 
and their meaning can define the nature of the objects. 
The nature of the object can in turn define the position of 
the objects with respect to one another, which defines the 
relation that the objects have to each other. 

The separate ‘Field-projects’ show us what the Campo 
Marzio would look like if every type of space, or every 
field, would be taken apart and given a contemporary 
interpretation. This interpretation is not so much directed 
at the structure of the objects - although actually it is -  
but directed at painting a picture of the general ‘theme’ 
of these  different Fields. Eisenman’s A Field of Diagrams 
transforms Piranesi’s compositional aestethics into a 
palimpsest of the spatial and temporal qualities between 
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Imperial Rome and today. Dogma’s contribution, A Field 
of Walls, explores how the politics embedded in the 
etchings are not a function of forms, but of walls, and as 
such provides a guide for contemporary architecture to 
reconsider the power relations it deploys. The final piece, 
A Field of Dreams, by the team at Ohio State University, 
reanimates the passions, perversions and spectacles 
of ancient Rome as a morality play for contemporary 
architecture. 2
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Figure 1, Model of the Field of Diagrams, presented at the 2012 Venice biennale.

A Field of Diagrams, wherein the improbable compositorial aestethics that drive the Piranesi etchings are transformed into 
a palimpsest of the spatial and temporal qualities between imperial Rome and today, generating a radical idea of the vertical 
dimension.

In an interview at the 2012 Venice biennale, Peter Eisenman calls Piranesi the very first modern architect because in his 
Campo Marzio he strived to describe a scientific world of the future, rather than the past world. None of the things on Campo 
Marzio ever existed, he merely pretended they did. Eisenman interprets the Campo Marzio as a space where anything is 
possible and transforms it into a yhgpalimpsest of intricate layers of geometric shapes and forms.

A Field of Diagrams
Frank van Kessel
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At the 2012 Venice Biennale, Eisenman returns with the 
Piranesi Variations, based on the Campo Marzio dell’antica 
Roma by Giovanni Battista Piranesi. The purely theoretical 
project was divided into three Fields; the Field of Walls, the 
Field of Diagrams and the Field of Dreams. Eisenman takes 
the Field of Diagrams and transforms the Campo Marzio in 
an chaotic, unrecognizable mess of diagrams and peculiar 
structures in this project.1 In order to better understand 
the process that has resulted in a proposal like this, we 
first take a step back to 1985, when Eisenman proposed a 
similar project titled The Romeo and Juliet project at the 
1986 Venice Biennale.

Narratives
The Romeo and Juliet project is an exercise in what 
Eisenman terms “scaling” – where the deliberate 
superimposition of varied and incompatible scales 
provide the means to “eschew the anthropocentric 
organizing principles of presence and origin” 2

In his Romeo and Juliet project, Eisenman uses the 
process of scaling to generate a complex architectural 
scheme. The text in which this project is presented is titled 
‘Moving Arrows, Eros and Other Errors’ and consists of 
thirty superimposed plastic transparencies that bear a 
narrative explanation, and drawings done to different 
scales. The “origin” of this architectural text and textual 
architecture is not one but multiple; in other words, it is 
already divided and dispersed. There are at least three 
versions of Romeo and Juliet; one by Da Porto, one by 
Bandello, and one by Shakespeare. Eisenman weaves 
different strands of these texts together to form a site that 
is “a palimpsest and a quarry”. But the narratives not only 
constitute the site, the site also shapes the narratives. 
Each narrative, as Eisenman points out, is characterized 
by three structural relationships, each having its own 
physical analogue; division (the separation of the lovers 

symbolized in physical form by the balcony of Juliet’s 
house), union (the marriage of the lovers symbolized 
by the church), and their dialectical relationship (the 
togetherness and apartness of the lovers as symbolized 
in Juliet’s tomb). The three structural relationships that 
pervade the narrative also can be found to exist at a 
physical level in the plan of the city of Verona; the Roman 
cardo and decumans divide the city,  the old Roman grid 
unites, and the Adige River creates a dialectical condition 
of union and division between the two halves.
By juxtaposing different narratives and superimposing 
contrasting scalings, Eisenman produces a labyrinth from 
which there is no exit.

Discontinuity, recursivity and self-similarity
Not only does the Romeo and Juliet project translate the 
narratives into landmarks on the site, but moreso it uses a 
system to do this and to divide and fill the site. Wherever 
the metaphysical “centrisms” (which Eisenman identifies 

Figure 2, Model of Eisenman’s  Romeo and Juliet project.
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Figure 3, Model of Eisenman’s Romeo and Juliet project.

here as site, program and representation) seem like they 
might take hold of the course of the design and direct it 
towards a sense of wholeness or completeness, Eisenman 
activates the mutually dependent “destabilizing agents” 
of scaling, which are discontinuity, recursivity and self-
similarity. 

Discontinuity asserts the viability of absence as a valid 
organizing principle undermining the privileged status 
of “presence”. By this, Eisenman means that all forms 
present in perceptual experience contain more than a 
simple presence – they implicitly carry traces of where 
they have come from and where they are going to, which 

dissolve the primacy of where they are at present. Thus 
the textual entity or sign is conceived in terms of its 
fixation on a meaning, from one signification and on to 
the next, rather than its movement towards meaning that 
depends on its overwhelming pertinence to a particular 
situation.3 Eisenman explains this in Moving Arrows, Eros 
and other Errors using the metaphor of a still arrow and 
a moving arrow; 

“Theories of the site as present origin presume that the moving 
arrow and the still arrow are the same, yet putting one’s hand in 
front of both, one quickly discovers the difference. Even though 
a picture of one arrow would be virtually indistinguishable 
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from the other, the moving arrow contains where it has been 
and where it is going; it has a memory and an immanence that 
are not present to the observer of its image – they are essential 
absences.”

Recursivity and self-similarity are described respectively 
as confronting origin and representation. Recursivity, 
Eisenman says, is a serial elaboration of self-same forms, 
for instance the square divided into four squares again and 
again. Self-similarity involves the analogical comparison 
of formal structures, not by way of geometric similarity, 
but by a juxtaposition of “significance”. For example, the 
walls of Romeo’s castle are self-similar to the walls of 
Verona. The significance which underpin the drawing of 
such analogies arise from Eisenman’s structural analysis of 
the Romeo and Juliet story. In the manner of Claude Lévi-
Strauss he singles out the main structural relationships 
embodied in the literary narrative “division”, “union” 
and “the dialectical relationship of division and union”. 
Then, he searches for analogous physical structures, 
textual structures and structures from other forms of 
text which are “similar”, such as the “wall” with which to 
create a kind of counterpoint which may be repeated into 
an infinite series of infinite superpositions. The manner 
in which these superpositions are presented takes the 
form of a series of overlaid and inscribed “glasses” which 
perpetrate and enhance the surface-level nature of 
Eisenman’s whole operation. None of these glasses carries 
a definitive representation; each must be taken as just one 
of many possible, ongoing manifestations. As Eisenman 
states; 

“There is something yet to be written before the reality of 
the site of Montecchio, and after the fictions of the Verona of 
Romeo and Juliet. Here architecture does not close of unify, but 
rather opens and disperses, fragments and destabilizes.” 4 Figure 4 , Structural elements, from top to bottom; axis, pairs, hinge and interstitial.
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Axis, Pairs, Hinge and Interstition

Similar to the Romeo and Juliet project, for which 

Eisenman analyzed structural elements of the story, he 

analyzed the structural elements of the Campo Marzio. 

The Campo Marzio has been split in six parts, the 

individual parts of the etching by Piranesi. Then the maps 

have been dissected and four key compository elements of 

Campo Marzio were introduced; the axis, pairs, the hinge 

and the interstition; Axial conditions occur when three 

or more differentiated figures are arranged along a single 

axis. The axis allows for figures which are fundamentally 

different to be in dialogue with one another. Pairs are 

distinct objects related about an axis. They are not single 

mirrored or symmetrical objects and are not necessarily 

part of a larger symmetrical organization. Hinges are 

single objects or a set of objects between two or more 

figures with different primary axes. These hinge figures 

allow for a transition between different axial orientations. 

Interstitial spaces fill the spaces between larger objects, but, 

unlike hinge figures, they do not relate one large complex 

to another. While these figures often conform to the 

given edges of neighboring objects, they do not follow the 

formal logic (axis, pair, mirror, hinge) of larger figures. [5]

The dissection of the Campo Marzio is done by observing 

and investigating the relation between the objects on the 

etchings rather than analyzing the individual objects. 

However, some objects are so enormous that they can be 

seen as a structure consisting of smaller objects, like the 

mausoleum of Hadrianus, displayed on the left. 5

Six Diagrams

The Field of Diagrams project is presented in relation 

to three panels, respectively named ‘six diagrams’, ‘six 

texts’ and ‘six towers’. The panel of six diagrams is fitted 

with a narrative about a man that purchases a road map 
Figure 5, Transformation of the mausoleum of Hadrianus on the ‘Six Diagrams’ 
panel at the 2012 Venice biennale.

while taking a trip through France and becoming simply 

amazed by the lines, colors and abstractions with which 

the road map represents the real world. Later he visits an 

exhibition where an enlargement of a beautiful road map 

is compared to an enlargement of a satellite photo. The 

road map is more complex, but also contains far more 

information than the satellite picture. Above the two 

enlargements was the title of the exhibition: 

“THE MAP IS MORE INTERESTING THAN THE 

TERRITORY”
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such as waterways, forests, plains or mountain slopes, 

the detail of which depends on the scale, all to facilitate 

navigation. Therefore, the map could be more interesting 

than the territory indeed. By using the narrative about the 

map I think Eisenman explains that his Field of Diagrams 

does not aim to be realizable or realistic for that matter, 

but rather philosophical, and, as mentioned before, ‘an 

exercise in expertise’

Six Texts

The Field of Diagrams project uses three panels, of which 

one is named ‘six texts’. On this panel are again six 

diagrams (figure 6) , only on this one not a process but 

parts of the map are displayed. Next to these diagrams six 

quotes of famous architects and philosophers are pinned, 

one from Sigmund Freud, relating to this subject matter;

“Now let us make the fantastic supposition that Rome were 

not a human dwelling-place, but a mental entity with just 

as long and varied a past history: that is, in which nothing 

once constructed had perished, and all the earlier stages of 

development had survived alongside the latest. This would 

mean that in Rome the palaces of the Caesars were still 

standing on the Palatine and the Septizonium of Septimius 

Severus was still towering to its old height; that the beautiful 

statues were still standing in the colonnade of the Castle of 

S.t Angelo, as they were up to its siege by the Goths, and so 

on. (…) indeed, the same ground would support the church 

of Santa Maria sopra Minerva and the old temple over which 

it was built. And the observer would need merely to shift the 

focus of his eyes, perhaps, or change his position, in order to 

call up a view of either the one or the other.” 6

In the Field of Diagrams, different layers of patterns are 

discernible, as well as some of the actual structures on 

Granted, the purpose of narrative could be seen as just 

to introduce to the project in an entertaining way and 

making the spectator aware that the project tries to create 

a map, rather than a territory. But knowing Eisenman, 

there is probably more meaning to this, since the narrative 

was posted in relation to six diagrams (figure 5) that seem 

to undergo transformation towards a finalized structure. 

The transformation starts with the hinge of the mausoleum 

of Hadrianus. Then, based on the mausoleum’s s axes, a 

grid is synthesized, Then, this grid is copied, flipped and 

twisted. It seems like Eisenman is using the structural 

components of Piranesi’s Campo Marzio, explained in the 

introduction of the Piranesi Variations, to create a site of 

his own, just like he did with the structural components 

of Romeo and Juliet. Using the structural elements of 

the Campo Marzio, distilled from a precise analysis, he 

proceeds using the mausoleum of Hadrianus as a template 

to create  a range of self-similar forms, for instance the 

aforementioned square, divided into fours squares, over 

and over again.

A deeper connection to the narrative itself could be 

found in the research of Kevin Lynch, whose theories are 

very familiar to Eisenman. Kevin Lynch was primarily 

concerned with the connection between the people and 

the urban tissue. He studied the way people navigate 

through their city, but also the connection they have to 

it in relation to memories of the places they’ve visited 

before, or just landmarks they use to place themselves 

within the city. In a way this has a very strong relation 

to Rome, where almost every building has some 

meaning, let alone the objects in the city that, to my own 

experience, make Rome very easy to navigate. A road 

map depicts the most important landmarks and points 

of recognition like infrastructure and natural elements 
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Figure 6, Plate 1 up to 6 of the ‘Six Texts’ panel at the 2012 Venice biennale.
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Piranesi’s Campo Marzio. These different structures 

could be seen as different layers of meaning. Even though 

the diagrams overlap, when focusing on one layer the 

diagram can be imagined continuing. Therefore a lot of 

layers can overlap each other, and just by shifting the focus 

of the eyes to a higher or lower layer, a new pattern can 

be seen. I think it can be compared with the multitude of 

lines on the floor of a sports hall. Depending on the sport 

you are playing some lines have meaning to you and some 

are not. You are only focused on the one color of lines and 

the other lines do not exist for you, even though they are 

definitely there. 

Fields and diagrams 

As mentioned before, when the design starts taking a 

definitive course, Eisenman activates the destabilizing 

agents discontinuity, recursivity and self-similarity. But 

why destabilize that which is bound to be stable, because 

is it not right for a design to be stable? Apparently not. 

The wish for instability in his designs could be explained 

by regarding the Field of Diagrams being what its name 

suggests: a field.

Stan Allen describes the field as a space of propagation, 

of effects. It contains no matter or material points, rather 

functions, vectors and speeds. It describes local relations 

of difference within fields of celerity, transmission or 

careering points, in a word, what Minkowski called ‘the 

world’. 7 This description from Allen’s essay relates to 

Eisenman’s theory stated in his Moving Arrows, Eros and 

other Errors and the analogy of the moving and the still 

arrow used before. Here Eisenman states that an object is 

never just the object you see. It contains traces, visible or 

invisible, that the object has a history and for that matter 

also a future, relating to stories that could be translated 

into design: discontinuity. 

An explanation of the other two destabilizing agents, 

recursivity and self-similarity, can be found in terms of 

field conditions. “Field conditions” implies the acceptance 

of the real in all its messiness and unpredictability. A field 

condition would be any formal or spatial matrix capable 

of unifying diverse elements while respecting the identity 

of each. They are bottom-up phenomena, defined not by 

overarching geometrical schemes, but by intricate local 

connections. Forms matters, but not so much the forms 

of things as the form between things.8

Stan Allen’s and Eisenman’s work cover a lot of common 

ground, however that does not mean that Stan Allen and 

Eisenman have similar approaches towards or thoughts 

about design. Where Stan Allen tries to define the field as 

a messy, unpredictable plane of event, Eisenman thinks 

of the field as a plane of events with a history, a present 

and a future, a plane that is moving through time instead 

of just existing in space. Both, too, use the grid as a very  

important element in design, particularly because of the 

self-similar nature of the grid. However Eisenman does 

not use the grid to unify, but rather uses it to organize 

and divide. Looking at the Field of Diagrams – and for 

that matter the Romeo and Juliet project too – one can 

see that while the grid is still a very dominant part of 

the proposal, it is only used as a tool, not as a guiding 

element for the design. The self-similar parts are rotated, 

overlapped, mirrored and scaled in relation to each 

other, making for a chaotic whole and thus defying the 

general purpose of the grid, but on the other hand still 

maintaining discernible elements by laying the layers 

on top of each other so that every layer can be seen as 

separate from the others. I don’t believe Stan Allen would 

ever think of using the grid in this way. 
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Figure 7, Model of the Field of Diagrams at the 2012 Venice biennale.

Nolli’s 1748 Map of Rome has been used as a layer, or at 

least an interpretation of it. Around the edges structures 

can be seen that reminds one of the mediaeval sprawls 

of the city center. The blocks are completely closed and 

some of them are merged with others, but the style of the 

closed blocks reminds one very strongly of the blocks that 

Giambattista Nolli drew on his map. In light of the topic it 

certainly seems appropriate. 

The layers are not laid flat onto each other. Parts of the 

layers jump to layers above, or when layers cross, they 

seem to have some interaction with each other. Some 

layers are very transparent, the bottom layers are mostly 

flat. The bottom layer, the original Campo Marzio is 

almost completely purged of it’s elements, just a few 

remain, visible through the top layer, the exception being 

Six Towers

Knowing more about Eisenman’s way of dealing with 

space, that is regarding it as being a field, I should be 

able to review the project in detail. At first glance the 

model looks comprised of different layers. These layers 

are created using the compositional elements from the 

Campo Marzio - axis, pairs , hinge and interstitial - as 

described on the six diagrams panel.

To state the obvious, Piranesi’s Campo Marzio is the 

bottom layer, but the mausoleum of Hadrianus, the 

starting point of Eisenman’s variation is brought to the 

top. The other layers seem to be part of the variation. 

But then there is one other layer that could be easily 

overseen by the eye, because the variation itself demands 

so much attention; Nolli’s interpretation of Rome. Yes, 
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the mausoleum of Hadrianus, which is bumped up to the 
top layer and used as the starting point of another layer.
The six towers are positioned where the richly decorated 
head used to exist on Piranesi’s drawings. The positioning 
of six towers could possibly be explained by quoting 
Sigmund Freud once more;

“Now let us make the fantastic supposition that Rome were 
not a human dwelling-place, but a mental entity with just 
as long and varied a past history: that is, in which nothing 
once constructed had perished, and all the earlier stages of 
development had survived alongside the latest.”

Rome as a mental entity, not a dwelling place, and just for 
the observer. But where are the people that live in Rome 
going to go? Exactly. Because the head on the original 
Campo Marzio covered a part of the drawing, there can 
only be speculation about what could be underneath. So 
the towers tell the story of the Campo Marzio, devoid of 
any residents, all of them living in huge towers. As I’ve 
stated before, the designs of Eisenman do not answer 
immediate questions, they simply show what something 
could look like, be shaped like or generally spoken 
could be. It is very important to keep this in mind. The 
Field of Diagrams is what it is: a field, which means that 
everything is connected somehow, by structural relations, 
but also through randomness, and there are no separate 
layers. Every element could be the start of a new layer, 
and these layers could influence lower or ‘earlier’ layers, 
same as they could influence layer that have yet to come. 
That’s why the Field of Diagrams shows a past, a present 
and a future.

Figure 8, ‘Six Towers’ panel at the 2012 Venice biennale.
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A Field of Walls, wherein the politics embedded in Piranesi’s etchings are revealed to be not a function of forms but of walls, 
and such provide a guide for contemporary architecture to reconsider the power relations it deploys, wittingly or not.

  
A Field of Walls

Figure 1, Model of the Field of Walls at the 2012Venice biennale.
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Figure 2, Drawing of the Field of walls at the 2012 Venice biennale.
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A Field of Dreams, wherein the erotics - the passions, perversions and spectacles of ancient Rome - so perfectly frozen by 
Piranesi’s etchings are reanimated as a morality play for contemporary architecture (dedicated to Le Corbusier and John 
Hejduk).

A Field of Dreams
 

Figure 1, Model of the Field of Dreams at the 2012Venice biennale.
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Figure 2, Drawing of  objects on the Field of Dreams at the 2012 Venice biennale.
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Piranesi, Le Corbusier and Rome. Three fascinating subjects, interesting enough to devote separate researches to each 
apart. As clear as they seem to be on their own, their relation to one another is not. What do Piranesi and Le Corbusier have 
in common? Rome is the place where they meet. 

Figure 1, Le Corbusier at his appartment in Paris.

The Dialectic of the City
Joost van Gorkom
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Le Champs de Mars
An interesting intersection of Le Corbusier and Piranesi 
is on a map made by Jonah Rowen, which shows much 
resemblance with Piranesi’s Campo Marzio. In the same 
layout and graphic style, the Champs de Mars in Paris 
is filled with buildings of Le Corbusier. Both areas are 
former marching grounds in the city, which were later 
reformed to a living and recreational area. In contrast, 
Piranesi fills the Campo Marzio nearly exclusively with 
buildings with a public function, monumental buildings. 
Rowen copies this condition and uses a selection of public 
buildings of Le Corbusier. Among them several buildings 
from the political centre of Chandigarh, le Chapelle de 
Ronchamp and the Pavilion de l’Esprit Nouveau. All of 
Paris’ buildings are removed, even monuments as the 
Notre Dame and the Eiffel Tower are gone. In the bottom 
right corner a piece of le Plan Voisin is recognisable.
Just as on the Campo Marzio all the buildings are not 
placed according to an overall plan, but are in a chaotic 
composition. From some buildings the floor plans of 
different levels are spread out over the map, like the Cite 
the Refuge, and are scaled differently. As interesting as 
it seems, it remains an enigma what the map should 
represent. Is it the solution Le Corbusier and Piranesi were 
looking for in their search for the modern city? Probably 
not, since Corbusier is searching for order and space 
in the city. A piece of Spielerei, a gimmick, to illustrate 
their field of research: the dialectic of architecture and 
infrastructure.

City of objects
For an unfinished book, Le Corbusier made sketches of 
sixteen of Piranesi’s vedutes of Rome. He studied these 
before he went on his travels to Rome after his graduation. 
The images he chose all show places in Rome, which are 

build up from simple shapes and primary forms. For Le 
Corbusier that was how Rome should be seen. He learns 
several lessons in Rome, which he describes in Vers une 
architecture.  One of these lessons is the use of simple 
forms. Ancient Romans invented construction methods 
like cupolas or vaulting which they used in many ways. 
But what Le Corbusier admired was the pureness of the 
way they used it to construct their buildings. 

The light plays on pure forms, and repays them with interest. 
Simple masses develop immense surfaces which display 
themselves with a characteristic variety according as it is a 
question of cupolas, vaulting, cylinders, rectangular prisms or 
pyramids. 
Absence of verbosity, good arrangement, a single idea, daring 
and unity in construction, the use of elementary shapes. A sane 
morality.1

Figure 2, Le Champs de Mars by Jonah Rowen.
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Figure 3, Sketches by Le Corbusier of Piranesi’s Vedute di Roma.

Figure 4-19, Piranesi’s Vedute di Roma.
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Le Corbusier recognises the use of elementary shapes 
in buildings like the Pantheon, the Colosseum and the 
Pyramid of Cestius. Piranesi also had this affection 
with pure forms, which can be seen in his Vedutes. 
In the way they like to see architecture, as pure simple 
forms, buildings become objects. By looking at Piranesi’s 
etchings and studying them Corbusier learns a way to read 
Rome: a city of objects. The city, made just out of objects 
and their relation only determined by their position to 
each other. Pirro Ligorio’s Imago shows Rome like that. 
The city seems to have no streets, but only consists of 
buildings. Within the city walls they are placed as objects 
not defined by an urban plan, but just as a composition 
of forms. Le Corbusier redraws a part of Ligorio’s Imago 
to illustrate this view in Vers une architecture, along 
with the simple forms of which Rome consists: cupolas, 
cylinders, prisms and pyramids. 

But this way of constructing the city has its influence on 
its infrastructure. With no streets there is no order and 
no overall plan to organize the city. Here the objects 
determine and dominate everything and all systems 
need to adapt to its form. How to deal with the space 
left between the buildings and how to integrate the 
infrastructure?

Figure 20, Redrawing of Ligorio’s Imago by Le Corbusier.

Figure 21, Pure forms.
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The part of ancient city is shown as a plain field with 
the monuments in it as freestanding objects, much as 
Piranesi’s Scenographia. Piranesi chose the Campo 
Marzio as the site for his exercise of the Ichnographia. In 
a way his plans for the Campo Marzio can be seen as a 
response to the urban environment at his time. 

An interpretation of Piranesi’s map is the Campo Marzio 
as the hanging city by G.W. de Vries. The buildings at the 
Campo Marzio are in a nearly chaotic composition.  They 
are raised from the abyss. Within these buildings there 
is measurable space. They leave voids, not in between 
buildings, but inside them. This emptiness within the 
buildings is positive since it has limits, it has proportion. 
Outside the buildings there is limitless chaos and no 
order. This interspace is never determined by a system or 
plan and the abyss only becomes a solid building ground 
where the floor plans of the buildings are. The buildings 
are standing independently in their surroundings. When 
people build houses, all they do is limit the immeasurable 
space, which is what the hanging city at the Campo 
Marzio shows. 

Hanging above the earth, to the flow, in the interspace, founds 
space of the city only in the order of the buildings. For urbanists 
this has something chaotic: the buildings can be jumbled 
together or form a grand configuration, they can be close 
together or leave much interspace. The urban design shouldn’t 
need to impose order, nor regret lack of it, but be based on the 
hanging city: a venture. 4

Piranesi’s Campo Marzio and the hanging city
Medieval Rome had absorbed old buildings and 
monuments of Rome, which served as foundations for 
new buildings. After this there were attempts to restore 
the city to its original form. Instauratio Urbis or ‘the 
instalment of the city’. Piranesi’s Ichnographia of Campo 
Marzio was the result after various tries by other people. 
Before this map, as an exercise, he made the Scenographia, 
which depicted Rome as an open field with just the 
monumental buildings in it, stripped to their original 
form. He removes medieval Rome, at that moment the 
modern context, through which the ruins come to stand 
as objects in a desert. 

“The modern city has been removed. Once fragments of a past 
civilization, new ruins are the beginning of a ‘new’ city.” 2

The deconstruction of Rome as a basis for a new Rome. 
Through restoration and reconstruction of its monuments 
the city should be rebuild. A source of inspiration was 
Ligorio’s Imago where the city is filled with monuments.
In ancient time the Campo Marzio was an area with 
many monumental buildings commissioned by several 
emperors. The area was not planned with an overall plan, 
but was determined by the juxtaposition of its buildings. 
In medieval times Rome shrunk to this site and much of 
the buildings in the east part of Rome were abandoned. 
This situation is depicted in the map of Bufalini redrawn 
by Nolli, where there is a clear division of a densely built 
area and the abandoned part of the city.

‘The map depicts a dialectical city whose form is made by the 
juxtaposition of two conditions: the modern city, with its figure-
ground relationship between monuments and the organic 
fabric of the city, and the ancient city, with its monuments 
completely liberated from their urban framework.’ 3
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At the Campo Marzio the hanging city is established 
by placing buildings and the interspace. In this city 
an autonomous infra- and suprastructure takes care 
of transport. In the map there is some infrastructure 
recognisable between all the buildings and in the birds 
eye image is in the back an aquaduct visible. Just a few 
roads and aquaducts are there, but they are more like 
constructions in themselves than interspace. The roads 
are limited space as well as their width and length is 
determined and isn’t shapelessly winding on between 
buildings as the interspace. The aquaduct can also be seen 
as road of water and as a construction. The infrastructure 
as an independent object between the buildings, not part 
of a system. 

Piranesi adds infrastructure to his Campo Marzio, and 
abandons the idea of the existing relation of a city’s street 
system and its buildings. Although he points out this 
dialectic in the city, Piranesi does not present the final 
solution to this problem. He knows it is about balancing 
the opposites in the city, balancing objects and systems, 
balancing architecture and infrastructure, but it remains 
a theory. 

Figure 24, Birdseye of the Campo Marzio with an aquaduct visible at the back.

Figure 22, Campo Marzio with an aquaduct visible.

Figure 23, Infrastucture at Campo Marzio.
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quiet. Apart from this there is the elevated highway where 
cars can travel at their own speed. The infrastructure as a 
thing through the city. 

Le Corbusier makes space in the city and uses this to 
create separate independent systems in it. He creates an 
opposition between the tower and the field. The field, a 
park where transportation takes place. The similarity with 
Piranesi is in the independence of the infrastructure in 
relation to the buildings. However there is a difference in 
approach. Piranesi takes a radical step by not organising 
buildings by an overall plan and then adds an independent 
layer of infrastructure. He points out the problem but 
only partly gives the solution. He approaches the problem 
from the view of the building. Architecture has the leading 
role in the dialectic. Le Corbusier orders his buildings on 
an open grid and gives transport and infrastructure an 
important role, if not the most important role. He makes 
infrastructure a complete system with different layers. 
Infrastructure has the leading role in the dialectic.

Le Corbusier’s Plan Voisin
Corbusier’s Plan Voisin seems to be quite extreme as it 
clears a large part of Paris. On what seems an arbitrary 
position he places his solution for a new city centre for 
Paris. The existing streets were not functioning anymore 
as they should in the eyes of Le Corbusier. 
The houses rise up from the street, creating a narrow 
passage. People are used to it because it has always been 
like this. We are used to the beauty of ugliness. Too small 
and too crowded, murky canyons, so he suggests streets 
with large dimensions and a division of pedestrian and 
car traffic. Because of the fast motorization of the society 
the streets became more filled and were used in a different 
way. Therefore it was a current topic in his time. In Vers 
une architecture he describes Rome as full and huddled 
together. He has a point since the Vespa is a popular 
mode of transportation in the narrow streets of Rome. 

In his new centre is an underground layer of transport 
for supplying the buildings as well. His way of dealing 
with the city is thought from the view of the problem of 
transportation through the city. He describes the ‘new 
street’ as a field filled with lawns under the shade of trees. 
Clear air and no noise. Through the branches of the 
trees you can see the office towers as translucent prisms. 
According to Le Corbusier they seem to float in the air 
without anchorage to the ground.

The traditional way of building with brick and stone is 
gone. The towers are nothing but glass and proportion. 
The towers themselves are 400 meters apart which leaves 
an enormous field between them. Between them are the 
motor-roads and the footpaths. He creates promenades for 
pedestrians on different levels with different functions on 
it. In his text he describes them as extremely peaceful and 

Figure 25, Plan Voisin.
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Lesson of Rome
For his books and plans like Plan Voisin, Le Corbusier 
makes several sketches of Paris to show what Paris really 
is. He draws just the monumental buildings like the Sacre 
Coeur, the Eiffel Tower and the Notre Dame in a field. 
The city through its monumental objects defines it. The 
sketches remind in a way of Piranesi’s Scenographia 
and Ligorio’s Imago. In his Plan Voisin Le Corbusier 
mentions the view on monuments through the trees as a 
charming image. Here it seems like Le Corbusier uses the 
monuments as objects to make a start for his Plan Voisin. 
He uses his lessons of Rome to reconstruct Paris’ centre.
Is the position of Plan Voisin as arbitrary as it seems? 
The existing Boulevard de Sebastopol determines the 

Figure 26, Le Corbusier in Rome.

main axes of the plan as well as its orientation. Along the 
Seine there are several monumental buildings saved from 
the destruction just beside the area, Le Corbusier claims 
for his plan. In the middle of his plan he creates a giant 
plaza with two monumental arches on it. The Porte Saint 
Denis and Porte Saint Martin as two objet trouves. Does 
Le Corbusier use monuments as a foundation of his new 
city centre of Paris just as Piranesi does for his Campo 
Marzio? In their search for the new city there is an overlap 
in their view through objects. Through the dialectic of 
infrastructure and architecture Le Corbusier and Piranesi 
both look for a new urbanism to deal with the problems 
in the city. On their own way and in their own time both 
were suggesting a re-envisioning of the city. 
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Arata Isozaki used Giovanni Battista Piranesi’s historical drawing of the Campo Marzio as an under layer for his Mirage 
City exhibition at the InterCommunication Center in Tokyo, Japan, from April 19th to July 13th of 1997. This exhibition was 
the starting point of this research into these utopian projects and the involvement of metabolism’s relation between objects 
within the city as a living organism. 

Metabolism, the Thing as a 
Living Organism
Roland van Deelen

Figure 1, Piranesi’s Campo Marzio as an under layer for Isozaki’s Mirage City project.
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Metabolism was a post-war Japanese architectural 
movement that fused ideas about architectural mega 
structures with those of organic biological growth. As a 
living thing, metabolism didn’t conceived architecture and 
cities as closed systems but as open and organic systems 
which is constantly involved in a process of regeneration 
and change.

Izosaki divided metabolism in ‘molar’ metabolism 
from the 1960’s and the ‘molecular’ metabolism at the 
1990’s. At the 1960’s, during the tremendous economic 
and urban growth of Japan, many projects were aimed 
at not being built and architecture should be able to 
fluctuate when the function fluctuates. The architecture 
was expected to become a complex structure which was 

open and dynamic. At the 1990’s the tools of designing 
had changed from hard to soft technology, from actual 
to virtual and the framing shifted from a rough overview 
to detailed sections. Through this development, the 
metabolism with special attention for the thematic grown 
and change was called the molecular metabolism.2 

Isozaki’s reaction on the Japanese tremendous economic 
and urban growth was comparable to molar metabolism 
with his Incubation Process project in 1962. Isozaki said:

“the city of the future is a ruin, the future city is the ruin itself.”1

He emphasized the interdependence of the old and the 
new elements in the city. The project envisioned a system 

Figure 2, Isozaki’s Incubation Process (1962).
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with elements to be combined without restrictions, 
which was intended to optimize urban functions and to 
maximize population density. Isozaki installed a large 
table covered with an aerial photograph of a part of Tokyo. 
He used nails as joint cores and connected the nails with 
colored wire representing offices and residences.

Isozaki made an molecular metabolism exhibition project 
called the Mirage City – Another Utopia in 1997. Isozaki’s 
Haishi project was a conceptualization of an artificial 
island within a real geographic space at first in 1995 but 
became the prototype of the exhibition. The exhibition 
was an experiment in transposing topology. The island 
went through a transformation as four different islands 
with the same coastlines but transformed by different 
functional agents.

Utopia
The Haishi project was to construct an artificial island in 
the South China Sea near Macao (China), commissioned 
by the municipal government of Zhuhai City and was 
fully named Haishi Jimua. Haishi is a Chinese term 
which literally means ‘city on the sea’ and it also implies 
a ‘mirage’. It was envisioned as an island city which was 
detached from the contemporary political institutions 
and social conventions of the mainland. Because Haishi is 
a new artificial island on the sea, there is also no cultural 
or historical heritage.3 That’s why it’s possible to see this 
project as an utopia. The first person writing about utopia 
and a reverence to Isozaki was the English philosopher 
and writer Sir Thomas More in his books Utopia in 1516 
and 1518. In his books More is describing an ideal self-
sufficient island which was discovered after a long journey 
over the ocean.4 In opposite of the metabolistic way of 
thinking Isozaki and More are both describing an island 
with permanent facilities but the users are not related to a Figure 3, Illustration of Thomas More’s Utopia in 1518.

location for an indefinite period of time. Also the shapes 
of the islands are looking very similar. More is describing 
the shape of Utopia in the following quote.

“The island of Utopia is in the middle two hundred miles 
broad, and holds almost at the same breadth over a great part 
of it, but it grows narrower towards both ends. Its figure is not 
unlike a crescent. Between its horns the sea comes in eleven 
miles broad, and spreads itself into a great bay.” 2

More also illustrated the island of Utopia. In the second 
book he added two stonework bridges (the horns) which 
are connecting Utopia with the mainland. 
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Urban objects
Before Isozaki used Piranesi’s Campo Marzio, as an under 
layer at the Mirage City exhibition, he already made the 
connection between an important Roman object and a 
project location without any heritage. Isozaki was asked to 
design the Center Building for a new Japanese town called 
Tsukuba in 1979. Tsukuba was realized by the Japanese 
after World War II. The city was realized 60 miles from 
Tokyo and its goal was to reduce the density in Tokyo. 
When he started to work at the project he discovered the 
city planning methods of the new city had failed and the 
building was named a center to evoke the state lurking in 
the background. Isozaki’s response was as follows:

“Architecture 1979… seemingly arbitrary constellation of 
architectural quotes and images all over the world. The aim was 
to dismantle nationalist aspirations using a disjunctive formal 
technique. Reversing the figure and ground in Michelangelo’s 
Campidoglio, transforming Giulio Romano’s ruins, reinstating 
Ledoux’s emergent columns, and eroding Borromini’s elliptical 

windows. All these allusions combat the emergence of a single 
topos.” 3 

Isozaki made several levels at the square referring to 
the Asian rice fields but only constructed Western 
architectural fragments within these Asian rice fields. 
The elements of the square should be full of meaning but 
they are missing the historical Asian context and cultural 
identity because of the different non-Eastern cultural 
elements. 

Figure 4, Map of the Haishi island near Zuhai City at the South China Sea.

These two bridges also seems to be adopted by Isozaki to 
connect the Haishi island to the mainland. 

Figure 5, Michelangelo’s Campidoglio in Rome.

Figure 6, Isozaki’s square at the Center Building in Tsukuba.

At the Mirage City exhibition in 1997, Isozaki referred 
to a historical Roman object again by using Piranesi’s 
Campo Marzio. 

Piranesi published the Campo Marzio in his fifth book 
in 1762. This book was called Il Campo Marzio and he 
imagined a reconstruction of the eternal city. The central 
part of the map was based on archeological discoveries in 
Rome. But when reconstructing this part of Rome, Piranesi 
was not restricted by these archeological discoveries.
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The city became a combination of these archeological 
discoveries and was supplemented with his imagination, 
without a center or boundaries. Piranesi created a very 
clear vision about the identity and diversity of the city by 
imagining aspects like history, economics, politics and 
arts. With all these aspects he has created a statement of 
a city landscape which evoke architects and archeologists 
to think about the Campo Marzio. 

Isozaki mentioned that the scale of the Campo Marzio’s 
central part was very close to the scale of the Mirage 
City. That’s why Isozaki directly used this central part 
of the Campo Marzio as the under layer of the project 
combined with the coastlines of Haishi. The footprints 
of the buildings at the Campo Marzio are used as sites 
for existing works from, by Isozaki, invited architects to 
create a new experimental development of Haishi. 

Creating the urban
The exhibition “Mirage City – Another Utopia” functioned 
as an experimental model for the conceptualization and 
realization of an utopian city for the 21st century, which 
Isozaki called the age of informatics. The exhibitions 
format stemmed from a suspicion of the supporting 
principles of modern society; monolithic universality, 
linear progress and vertical hierarchy. The transformation 
from modernity to the new age should came from the 
concept of various “inter-ness” called: 

Inter-activity
Inter-communality
Inter-textuality
Inter-subjectivity
Inter-communicatively

It was not an exhibition of a complete work, but a progress 
workshop in which a new utopian idea could take shape. 
That’s why Isozaki’s Haishi was the base for the exhibition 
models. During the exhibition four different models 
were presented and the public could participate in the 
development of these city planning models with the 
intention to show that city planning is possible without 
a master plan. 

Figure 7, Piranesi’s Campo Marzio as the under layer of the Mirage City project. Figure 8, Map of the exhibition.
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The four models at the exhibition were;
Prototype: This was the Haishi plan Isozaki proposed to 
the municipal government of Zhuhai City. It translated 
several aspects of Chinese cultural heritage into 
architectural types. 

Visitors: During the twelve week exhibition, twelve 
architects made guest appearances. Each participant’s 
work was performed one after the other and they 
proposed their own ideas in relation to the previous one. 
They collaborated with the audience and developed or 
opposed, succeed or destroyed Haishi.

Figure 9, Map of the protoype project.

Figure 10, Illustration of the signatures project.

Figure 11, Photo of a visitors project.

Figure 12, Map of an internet project.

Signatures: This is the model with the under layer of the 
Campo Marzio. A total of forty-eight architects, living 
in or were somehow connected with the cities they got 
assigned, were invited to propose architecture, objects or 
systems with their signatures. 

Internet: Any participant could send any idea through 
the internet. The ideas were automatic organized and 
combined with self-organizational programs. 
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Some contributions
The map from the signatures project was a gathering 
point for a wide variety of designs by architects  who are 
living in different places all over the world and who are 
having different ways of thinking.

Unfortunately, not all of the architects transmitted a 
project for the signatures project. And at the majority of 
the received projects there was no clearly connection to 
its environment added by the architects.

All the received proposes are colored red at the map of 
the signitures project. The compleet list with the invited 
architects and proposed cities is as follows:

City / Architect 
1 Ahmadabad / Balkrishna V. Doshi
2 Atami / Kengo Kuma
3 Bangkok / Sumet Jumsai
4 Barcelona / Enric Miralles
5 Basel / Herzog & de Meuron
6 Beijing / Yung, Ho-Chang
7 Berlin / Daniel Libeskind
8 Bilbao / Frank O.Gehry
9 Budapest / Gabor Bachman
10 Cardiff / Zaha Hadid
11 Columbus / Jeffrey Kipnis
12 Florence / Adolfo Natalini
13 Groningen / Alessandro Mendini
14 Helsinki / Steven Holl
15 Hong Kong / Rocco S.K.Yim
16 Ishinomaki / Osamu Ishiyama
17 Jerusalem / Zvi Hecker
18 Kitakata / Kazuyo Sejima
19 Kuala Lumpur / Ken Yeang
20 Kumamoto / Kazuhiro Ishii
21 Lausanne / Bernard Tschumi
22 Lille / Rem Koolhaas
23 London / Pascal Schoening
24 Los Angeles / Michael Rotond
25 Manila
26 Mexico City / Enrique Norten

27 Milan / Andrea Branzi
28 Monaco / Peter Cook
29 Moscow / Yuri Avvakumov
30 Munster / Bolles+Wilson
31 Naples / Francesco Venezia
32 New York / Peter Eisenman
33 Nimes / Jean Nouvel
34 Paris / Dominique Perrault
35 Rome / Vittorio de Feo
36 Rotterdam / Ben van Berkel
37 Salzburg / Hans Hollein
38 Sao Paulo / Christian de Portzamparc
39 Sendai Toyo Ito
40 Shanghai
41 Singapore
42 Seoul / Ryu, Choon-Soo
43 Taibei / Lee, Chu-Yuan
44 Tokyo / Kijo Rokkaku
45 Vienna / Coop Himmelblau
46 Yokohama / Riken Yamamoto
47 Yoro / Syusaku Arakawa
48 Zurich / Hans kollhoff

Figure 13, Map with all received proposes.
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The following projects had been adapted to the new 
location on the island by the architects. Natable are the 
architects who wanted to create relations with other 
objects within the surrounding environment. 

4 Enric Miralles
Miralles connected his project Diagonal Mar Park at 
Barcelona to the project. At the moment of the exhibition 
the project was just assigned to Miralles, so at that 
moment the project still was in an early phase. For both 
locations Miralles designed a clearly central park and he 
was using a branching system to connect his design to its 
environment. 

6 Yung-Ho Chang
Chang connected his project for a pavilion at the Jinhua 
Architecture Park to the project. He wanted  to reflect his 
interest in the introverted spaces of the traditional Beijing 
buildings and to take it over on the Haishi project. The 
courtyards in the proposal are directly taken from the 
pavilion. 

Figure 15, The proposal of Enric Miralles.

Figure 14, Sketch from the Diagonal Mar Park project. Figure 16, Drawing of the Jinhua Architecture Park pavilion.

Figure 17, The proposal of Yung-Ho Chang.
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Figure 19, The proposal of Gabor Bachman.

Figure 18, Proposals of shapes. Figure 20, Drawing of Ryo’s stadium proposal.

Figure 21, The proposal of Choon-Soo Ryu.

9 Gabor Bachman
Bachman connected a theoretical project from Budapest 
to the project. He wanted to create a relation point with 
nations and cultures from other projects. He prepared 
a structural unit in the morphology of the plan. The 
neighboring units of Bolles + Wilson, Coop Himmelblau, 
Ben van Berkel, Daniel Libeskind, Alessandro Mendini 
and Rem Koolhaas would be similar in the inducement 
of his plan, but with the characteristics of different 
European traditions. According to Bachman the thought 
of the object is total architectural coexistence of a virtual 
city of the 21st century. 

42 Choon-Soo Ryo
Ryu is an architect with experience in the design of large 
indoor stadiums and connected his project of the Sarawak 
stadium in Malaysia. He thought the location could be a 
central point of Haishi and that’s why it should be able 
to accommodate a stadium. The roof of the proposed 
stadium was from another project. This roof structure 
was very similar to an idea for the 1988 Seoul Olympic 
Swimming Hall. But finally, this roof structure for the 
Olympic Swimming Hall was compromised for a more 
conventional structure at that time. 
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44 Rokkaku Kijo
Kijo connected his Budokan project at Tokyo to the 
project. At the picture the Budokan is illustrated as a 
small object within the remarkable roots which are spread 
in the environment of the location. These roots doesn’t 
represent a typical Japanese shape, but it should represent 
a imitation of the Japanese martial arts heritage in the 
landscape. That’s why the shape is illustrating the Budokan 
as an unit and meanwhile its rooted in the surrounding 
environment. In this surrounding environment the roots 
are repeating and responding to its surroundings to create 
an integrated appearance without ending.

Figure 23, The proposal of Rokkaku Kijo.

Figure 22, Illustration of the responding roots within the surrounding environment. Figure 24, Drawings with different contours of the boundaries. 

Figure 25, The proposal of Yokohama and Yamamoto.

46 Yokohama / Riken Yamamoto
They proposed a boundary installation of walls which is 
reacting to the buildings at the island. Each time a new 
building is added on the island, the boundary wall will be 
installed automatically. 
They made several proposals with different contours of 
the boundaries and within these proposals, they created 
closed curves which are parallel to the building areas. 
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The profession of the architect is a very old one, which withstood the tests of time for a long period now. However, is it 
possible to make architecture just as time resistant as the creator of it? Is there such a thing as eternal architecture? Or is that 
something which only exists on paper and are the architects, like Piranesi, who only design on paper the truly great ones. 

1 Time Koolhaas, 4 Times 
Piranesi
Emma Lubbers

Figure 1, Piranesi’s Campo Marzio garden through the floor of the CCTV building.
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Piranesi and Koolhaas. Two architects who live in a 
complete different time and place. However, both are 
engaged in something similar; they are desperately trying 
to create something which withstands the test of time. 
That is probably why Koolhaas seems to have some sort 
of unfathomable fascination for this eighteenth century 
artist. Time and again Piranesi keeps reappearing in 
Koolhaas’ work. One time momentary and only a reference, 
then almost literally in the form of a building. 

More than two centuries after Piranesi, Rem Koolhaas 
appeared on the architectural stage.  The Dutch architect 
who likes to seek two incompatible variables and unites 
them into one design, never avoiding the seemingly 
impossible. An architect who is also engaged in the 
creation of idealistic dream worlds both theoretical and 
practical. 
Now and then the works of Piranesi emerge around 
Koolhaas’ person or work. Never explained; a silent hint 
to an artist he secretly admires? 

Cherish your fascinations
Piranesi, the Italian artist and architect who created 
worlds of which people past en present could only dream 
of. Nevertheless, only one building from Piranesi as an 
architect has actually been built. However in his drawings 
he did maybe something even more admirable. He 
permitted himself a freedom in which he could create 
anything he liked; something beyond architecture. To 
design something like Piranesi did, you have to possess 
the confidence that you as an individual have the ability 
to change something.

“Don’t let people know the ideas you love, the games you’ve 
played, the places you’ve visited in your mind. Keep your treasure 
to yourself.”1

Sometimes literally, sometimes more subtle, Piranesi 
keeps reappering. Koolhaas has the means to actually 
build the buildings which look like the drawings which 
Piranesi drew. Is Koolhaas thereby the builder of the 
dream world imagined by Piranesi? 
Piranesi was a progressive artist in his time. He created 
worlds which were not real, and which could never be built. 
One of his drawings is Campo Marzio, a map of Rome. 
However, this is a map of Rome where city fragments 

Figure 2: Giovanni Battista Piranesi (1720-1778). Figure 3: Rem Koolhaas (1944).
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from different times are combined into one collection of 
large monumental buildings with no streets in between. It 
was possibly a way to deal with the eternalness of Rome, a 
city where history always lurks somewhere in the streets, 
buildings and sculptures. He drew a Rome for which he 
probably liked it to exist, but which would never be, an 
urbanity that could never return. For every building that 
you built within the city of Rome you have to consider the 
consequences for the context and history. It is something 
you cannot avoid or ignore.

He was free to put buildings together the way he liked. The 
way koolhaas interprets the airport is a way of designing 
with no context at all, everything is possible. But how 
do you structure something with no context, can this 
generate new ways of thinking? It is actually quite similar 
to Piranesi’s Campo Marzio. Both show us a collection of 
objects; buildings put together with no streets in between.  
In the scale model for the Schiphol design Koolhaas 
puts seemingly random objects together. One of those 
objects is the Campo Marzio map. An object among other 
objects, or did it have a deeper meaning, a reference to a 
comparable city, to a thing. Simultaneously, it exhibits a 
kind of ironic contradiction. A map of an eternal city in 
the center of the model surrounded by uneternal objects.

Piranesi as the ironic 
The problem of context was also of importance for the 
design of Schiphol airport in the Netherlands. A problem 
which Koolhaas solved by designing a completely new 
location for Schiphol airport in the sea. Free from context 
and history, the truly uneternal city. 

“Its massive infrastructures combined with virgin territories 
offer the ideal condition to start from scratch and build in an 
almost unconditional freedom, liberated from the constraints that 
hamper the development of the traditional city”.2 

Figure 4: Design for Schiphol airport by OMA.
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Piranesi as the nostalgic 
“What ever happened to urbanism?” is the title for an 
essay in Koolhaas’ book S,M,L,XL. In the background of 
this title, there is Campo Marzio map again. 
The presence of this map is the only form in which 
Piranesi in the book appears. A silent listener to the 
argument about the demise of the urban. The classical 
city like Rome seems like the perfect city to us, urbanism 
and architecture which we should aspire. But apparently 
Piranesi was not entirely satisfied with this eternal city. 
He might have been the first one to see that the profession 
of the urbanist or the concept of the city was not something 
meant to last. Like Koolhaas states in S,M,L,XL: 

““The” city no longer exists. As the concept of city is distorted 
and stretched beyond precedent, each insistence on its primordial 
condition– in terms of images, rules, fabrication– irrevocably 
leads via nostalgia to irrelevance.3

In a scale model it is possible to show the thingness of the 
city. It is possible to expose the objects that we pass by 
every day, to change them into things. 
Do the ‘cities’ like Schiphol or Piranesi’s Campo Marzio 
consists of objects like real cities? It is a way of city building 
that we do not know, a structure that we cannot wrap our 
minds around. The streets are missing and there are no 
historical buildings at all, or solitary historical buildings. 
They are not just cities of objects, they are cities filled with 
things. Here lies a challenge for designers, a challenge to 
transform the ordinary objects into extraordinary things. 
The question is whether we should pursuit the making of 
an eternal or an uneternal city. Like many things, in time 
the cities will start to work for us again, we will find our 
way through the leftover spaces; we find our place in the 
non-places. They become familiar to us; they slowly turn 
into objects again. Perhaps we must accept that cities are 
changeable and not eternal, that we can only live in the 
city of things of a short amount of time.

Figure 6: Page from S,M,L,XL.

Figure 5: Model for Schiphol airport by OMA.



225

with the idea that they would truly be built. It is a way of 
designing with an unprecedented freedom. It could even 
be a way of really thinking about the objects around us 
and thereby turning them into things. In other words, 
thinking about the thingness of things and translate that 
into a design. 
In the first concept drawing for the Euralille project 
there is something visible of the map from Piranesi. And 
therefore it is no surprise that we again, find ourselves 
dealing with the collection of buildings with no streets 
and roads in between. The roads and railways run over 
each other and underneath the levels where people reside 
and walk. Koolhaas might even have succeeded to build 

the hanging city4 which Piranesi probably imagined, 
when he created his Campo Marzio. 
In the project is composed of various buildings with 
public functions, in the intermediate region, people are 
to the whims of the city. Yet, these intermedate places are 
of great importance for the project. Those are the places 
that accommodate the most essential task of this city.
The infrastructure of the Euralille project is clearly 
visible in the so called Espace Piranesien. This name is 
a reference to an etching series made by Piranesi entitled 
Carceri d’invenzione. 

Piranesi as the spoil
A development characteristic for this century, and 
different from when Piranesi lived, is the development 
that programs have become more abstract and are no 
longer connected to a place or a city. This is also the case 
for the Euralille project, a project where Koolhaas and his 
architecture company OMA, were in charge of the master 
plan. A project in Lille with a large program , but as the 
most important for a new TGV station. 
An important part of the Euralille project is therefore the 
connection between various types of public transport, 
public spaces and parking space. In his book S,M,L,XL, 
Koolhaas explains that the only reason that they were 
not totally paralyzed by the immensity of the project, is 
the fact that they did not really believe the project would 
actually be realized. This is probably the similar way of 
working as Piranesi did. He did not make his etchings 

Figure 7: Concept sketch Euralille by OMA.

Figure 8: l’Espace Piranesien.
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The etching series by Piranesi depict a prison comprising 
of arches, stairs and roads that go nowhere and could 
have never been built. People have often tried to draw 
the impossible plans and sections of Piranesi’s prison, 
always without success. l’Espace Piranesien shows many 
similarities with the etching. Only, in the real building, 
the stairs and escalators do really go somewhere. Again, 
at first sight Koolhaas has managed to build the drawings 
from Piranesi. But is it the same? 
The many escalators and stairs in the building in Lille 
lead to something. If they did not, it probably was a 
failed project. Unlike the Carceri etchings, where the 
beauty lies in the eternal, forest of stairs going nowhere. 
Is this building the Carceri drawing in bricks and glass, 
or is the drawing the true nature of the building and 
the ordinary objects around us. Like Bill Brown stated: 

“..the most familiar forms, once we look, seem unpredictable and 
inexplicable, to poets and physicists both”. 5 

Are the stairs and walls which we see every day really 
what we assume they are? Or maybe, Piranesi’s drawing 
shows us the thingness of the stairs by detaching it from 
its original purpose. 

Figure 9: escalators and stairs in l’Espace Piranesien. Figure 10: Le Carceri d’Invenzione.

Figure 11: The impossible sections?
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“We begin to confront the thingness of objects when they stop 
working for us.” 6

Are the escalators and stairs just objects we pass by every 
day, or do they stand out against the backdrop of the 
world? Unfortunately, people feel probably not the same 
in l’Espace Piranesien as the feeling the Carceri etching 
brings them.

Piranesi as the lost
Perhaps architecture on paper is the best we can wish 
for these days. Koolhaas does presumably not believe in 
eternal architecture. 

“How many of these buildings deserve eternal life? This question is 
essentially forbidden in Europe, where urban context is assumed 
to be something that should be preserved and respected, not 
destroyed. In many cases, of course, that is entirely legitimate. 
But when we looked at these buildings – their materials not 
intended to last forever, their programs merely articulations of a 
momentary financial legitimacy – it became difficult to consider 
them part of Europe in a historical sense. They were not conceived 
with claims of permanence; they are a kind of provisional – short-
term – architecture.” 7 

Apparently, eternal architecture is not something for 
which we have the luxury today. It almost looks like 
Koolhaas has resigned himself there. The freedom 
in materials, money and space that Piranesi and his 
contemporaries had is something Koolhaas is missing.  

Figure 12: Piranesi as a garden.
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The builders of worlds
It is both remarkable and intriguing how Piranesi keeps 
appearing around Koolhaas. Piranesi lived centuries ago, 
miles away from Koolhaas. But what if they both had lived 
in these modern times. After Piranesi had recovered from 
all the chocking developments and monstrosities which 
the modern age has brought, will he be disappointed 
because nothing he ever imagined has slightly been 
realized? Probably, but I think we all are a bit. Besides, he 
did the same with Rome. The city could never live up to 
the Rome that his drawings suggested.   

Koolhaas made a good attempt to realize his idealistic 
utopias, but in real live those projects almost always 
disappoint. So maybe some things are just better on 
paper. There is a substantial difference between a real 
world which never can be entirely perfect and an unreal 
but beyond architecture Piranesian-like-world. We 
should see these two pioneering man next to each other. 
Side by side, both trying to make the city more beautiful. 
Piranesi, the man who changes objects into things, make 
us notice them and show us their real nature. Koolhaas, 
always trying to find the borderline between things and 
objects. Sometimes showing us the thingness of things, 
the other moment making them almost oblivious in the 
backdrop of the world. So Koolhaas is not the builder of 
the dream worlds imagined by Piranesi. They are both the 
builder of worlds. Regardless whether imaginary or real, 
thing or object. 

However, money was something which was not a very 
big issue with the CCTV project in Beijing. OMA was 
commissioned to design a building for the Chinese 
state television. Yet another project where mysteriously 
Piranesi appears. 
This time not in a design by Koolhaas himself, but by 
landscape designer Petra Blaisse, who made the design 
for the surrounding landscape. 
The design is based on the Campo Marzio map by 
Piranesi; it is composed of large pixels, which seen from 
above form the Piranesi map.
   
“..as a symbol of loss, its pattern evokes a memory of an urbanity 
that could never return”.8 

To strengthen this feeling and almost mocking the past 
urbanity, Koolhaas places rudely buildings over the 
Piranesi map. Making an end to the eternal city.
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Figure 14, Fragments of ancient map of Rome.
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Figure 15, Fragments of ancient map of Rome.
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Figure 16, Fragments of ancient map of Rome.
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Figure 17, Fragments of ancient map of Rome.
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Figure 18, Fragments of ancient map of Rome.
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Figure 19, Fragments of ancient map of Rome.
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