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Nearly a century after the fascist March on Rome and more than 75 years after the end of Mus-
solini’s regime, questions about the built legacy of Italian fascism continue to be debated. The 
fascist regime constructed thousands of new buildings across the Italian Peninsula, Italian islands, 
and the colonial territories. From hospitals, government ministries, and post offices to stadia, 
housing, summer camps, and party headquarters, the physical legacy of the regime maintains a 
presence in nearly every Italian city and postcolonial territory today. Infrastructure projects such 
as roads, railways, and bridges bear the imprint of fascism: maintenance hole covers of sewer 
systems across Italy are still marked by the regime’s insignia. In some areas, such as the Pontine 
Marshes; the Dodecanese islands; and Asmara, Eritrea, the regime built entirely new quarters or 
towns as part of colonies or land-reclamation projects to serve its expansive objectives. In many 
such sites, large sections of urban fabric or natural landscapes were erased by Fascists. In Rome, 
for example, the Fascists demolished entire neighborhoods to liberate ancient ruins such as the 
Mausoleum of Augustus and the Imperial Fora. The fascist legacy includes these absences and 
erasures as well.

The Fascists were hardly the only power in Italy to leave their mark on the physical land-
scape. The visible reminders of fascist rule spread throughout the built landscape of Italy are 
in dialogue with many preceding and succeeding political powers, which held dominion and 
constructed remembrances. Everywhere you look in Italy, there is a Medici or Borgia Coat of 
Arms, a fascio, a street or piazza named after a Savoy Monarch, or some other symbol of those 
who have ruled the Italian territories from the ancient emperors and the many family dynasties 
to political parties, cardinals, and popes. Thus, while the monuments of fascism stand out as the 
more recent symbolic political constructs, they are set in a context rich with physical markers 
of historical powers. Here is another road named after Umberto, there is another fountain with 
a papal crest of arms. Political power has been manifesting in physical form in Italy for millen-
nia; total erasure is not an option, nor is it desired. How centuries of history are layered into 
the Italian urban landscape is widely understood as something to be studied and preserved, not 
erased, as new political constructs arise. As Harald Bodenschatz observes in the pages that follow 
that “In Italy, the work of art is often above, even outside, any historical context: culture trumps 
politics and the artist or patron.”1

Yet as Bodenschatz points out, the violent history of fascism in 20th-century Italy as well 
as that of dictatorships across Europe, necessitates reconsideration different from the ancient or 
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Renaissance manifestations of power still visible in the landscape. How scholars, artists, archi-
tects, and ordinary citizens approach, adapt, and transform the physical legacy of fascism today 
reflects far more than historic preservation trends or policies. What we do with the physical 
legacy of fascism reflects which parts of fascist history we valorize, which we neglect and which 
histories get hidden from public view, diminished, overshadowed, revised, and forgotten.

In this book, we collect and share some of the many stories of how the legacy of fascism is 
being reconsidered and rewritten by artists, architects, historians, individuals, and communities. 
Together, the essays presented here examine the afterlives of fascist architecture and urbanism 
in Italy and its former colonies. Authors consider how selected sites have been transformed, 
narrated, or adapted and by whom and to what ends. Connections between meaning and archi-
tectural or urban form are subject to renegotiation and reinterpretation through these interven-
tions and representations. In the case of fascism’s vast constructed legacy, there are thousands of 
sites and ways to engage and reconsider this history. There is no singular shared response to the 
legacy of fascism in Italy or its former colonies. Moreover, the project of negotiating fascism is 
very much an ongoing one.

We do not intend with this collection of stories to provide a definitive or unified under-
standing of the reception and legacy of modern Italian architecture. Rather than seeking unity, 
we have sought to represent instead the diversity of afterlives, voices, and understandings that 
continue to emerge. This volume therefore presents a cacophony of responses rather than sum-
marily defining a collective position on the 21st-century reception of fascism. At the same 
time, these studies do provide a significant if varied body of evidence of the changing nature 
of Italian and postcolonial societies. We learn about our current moment – what it values, what 
it rejects, and how it uses history to make arguments about the past and present – through 
these stories of fascism’s afterlives. Together, these studies show us how the distance between 
the original intentions of these constructions and their reception by citizens today might be 
negotiated. Collectively, these essays help us consider whether iconic structures, resonant and 
resistant public infrastructure, and their material presence embodies or retains some essence of 
the defeated political movement or, in contrast, whether they stand as reminders of the fragil-
ity of the connection between meaning and architectural form. These stories of intervention 
and transformation indicate that the architects of fascism do not get the final say on what their 
buildings mean; instead, subsequent generations will continue to deconstruct their meanings and 
reoccupy their spaces.

The work of the authors assembled here builds on a body of scholarship about fascist archi-
tecture and urbanism published over the past seven decades. The stylistic debates, exhibitions, 
and projects of the fascist era that sought to appeal to the regime made for a highly contested, 
polemical, and dynamic creative field during the ventennio. The interpretation and study of fas-
cist Italian architecture was abundant from its inception by way of the critical perspectives of 
Edoardo Persico, Giuseppe Pagano, Massimo Bontempelli, Pietro Maria Bardi, Ugo Ojetti and 
many others, in Italy’s journals, exhibitions, and newspapers. Although the embossed name and 
phrases of the Duce on fascist monuments and public buildings provoked an immediate postwar 
damnatio memoriae, scholars were undeterred. Critical examinations of fascist-era architecture 
by Bruno Zevi, Ernesto Nathan Rogers, Giò Ponti, Leonardo Benevolo, Manfredo Tafuri, Vit-
torio Gregotti, Peter Eisenman, Diane Ghirardo, Maristella Casciato, Giorgio Ciucci, Thomas 
Schumacher, Terry Kirk, Dennis Doordan, and countless others provided a foundation for dec-
ades to come. This body of knowledge has allowed more-recent scholarship to develop and 
deepen inquiries into the complexities of a fertile formal era. Scholars have debated whether 
these works of architecture remain worthy of study due exclusively to their remarkable designs, 
because they symbolize a body of ideas, or both. Moreover, scholars have deliberated whether 
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the political intention and physical form can be separated. That is, can a great fascist building be 
valued as a work of art abstracted from the ideology that produced it? And what do we make of 
the designers? How do we make sense of the role of the architects who worked for the regime? 
Was the architect the source or merely the conduit of political and often-poetic architectural 
expression? Thanks to the decades of scholarship on fascist architecture, we are currently wit-
nessing the timely emergence of a new era of scholarship that is in turn challenging, upending, 
and in some cases validating the original and current significance of fascist-produced buildings.

While these debates persist and continue to inspire scholarship about modern Italian archi-
tecture, this volume considers a different dilemma: how have the meanings of these sites been 
transformed or preserved through their reuse, abandonment, adaptation, or acceptance? What do 
the sites of fascist production mean today? Through a critical history of the reception of fascist-
era architecture and urbanism, The Routledge Companion to Italian Fascist Architecture: Reception 
and Legacy seeks to broaden our understanding of the relationships between politics and place. It 
aims to build on histories of the reception of politically charged sites in the modern era, which 
highlight how interventions, practices, and events have altered meaning even as physical forms 
often remain. In what follows, we have sought to engage geographies from Rome to Italy’s 
Greek and African colonies, from the northern borders and autonomous regions of the country 
to the agricultural new towns and islands. Authors examine histories of reception by drawing 
on sources such as archival documents, first-hand accounts, physical documentation, web data, 
advertisements, and media representations. Together, these sources help to furnish a rich and 
complex depiction of fascism’s afterlife; they present facets of the shifting meanings grounded 
in a diverse constellation of existing and evolving places. In addition to the diversity of sites 
and scales represented here, bringing together a wide range of scholarly perspectives was a key 
aim of this project. Not only do the authors included in this volume hail from many different 
countries, but they also include architects, junior scholars, recent graduates, and some of the 
most renowned and prolific scholars in the field. Together, these many perspectives indicate that 
there is neither a single answer nor a single question confronting the afterlife of fascism, and we 
fully expect that this work will continue, hopefully with the inspiration provided by these case 
studies and perspectives.

Organization of this volume

The Routledge Companion to Italian Fascist Architecture: Reception and Legacy is organized into seven 
sections of essays by 30 contributing authors, followed by an epilogue. The book opens with 
three essays that provide broad contexts and questions and thus set the stage for the case stud-
ies that follow in the body of the volume. These three essays serve to introduce the history of 
fascist building and situate its reception in an international and political context and an Italian 
architectural context. Together, these three essays introduce many of the debates and discussions 
that are taken up in the chapters that follow.

Each section of the book was edited by a scholar of modern Italy. Section editors guided 
the development of each essay in their section and sought to identify connections between the 
divergent perspectives from this international collection of scholars. Section introductions draw 
out the essential themes, debates, or questions that stitch each section together. Like any dialogue 
between scholars with disparate backgrounds and unique cultural frames of reference, the result-
ing discourse is dissonant at times and openly challenges any sense of certainty on these topics.

Collectively, this compilation aims to broaden the number of sites, interventions, actors, and 
frameworks for understanding the reception of fascist architecture and, at the same time, illumi-
nate the current fraught discourse by giving voice to new debates over the regime’s legacy today.
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Historical contexts, voices, and questions

Before we can consider the reception of Italian modern architecture and urbanism, it is first neces-
sary to review what the Fascists built and the key debates of the era. In “The Fascist Legacy in the 
Built Environment,” Francesco Cianfarani takes us deep into the history of the era in Italy in order 
to set the stage for the essays that follow. Cianfarani provides a succinct but detailed overview of 
period interventions in the physical landscape by calling on the legacy of foundational scholarship 
and authors. He outlines the major projects, building types, stylistic movements, and key figures. 
This detailed summary of fascist building projects situated in the cultural overview of the venten-
nio provides the necessary context for understanding the case studies in the chapters that follow.

Harald Bodenschatz’s opening essay, “Urbanism, architecture and dictatorship: Memory in 
transition,” situates questions about the reception of Italian fascism in comparison to other 
nations in Europe and the Soviet Union. Bodenshatz argues that “we are currently experienc-
ing a shift in the culture of remembrance in Europe.” Comparative case studies illustrate how 
this shift is unfolding in the different national and political contexts across Europe and Rus-
sia. Through these comparisons, he seeks to understand the reasons for essentially differing 
responses to the legacies of five early-20th-century dictators. Situating one Italian artifact – the 
restoration of a Mario Sironi painting at La Sapienza in Rome – in the context of monuments 
in Portugal, Spain, Germany, and the Soviet Union highlights both the commonalities and dis-
tinctly Italian approach to navigating its postwar and post-fascist history. The tendency to view 
art and architectural productions as autonomous objects that stand apart from their political 
and social contexts surfaces most clearly in the Italian case. Yet as Bodenschatz argues, “In this 
debate an architectural viewpoint tends to fall short.” He calls instead for recognizing that how 
we address such a rich and potent physical legacy reflects something of our current politics and 
agendas. What we choose to remember and forget as we address these works of art and archi-
tecture defines a contemporary cultural moment. By contrasting just a few examples, he begins 
to reveal a wider range of possible responses than we could find in Italy alone. Bodenschatz’s 
study thus challenges us to question what types of responses are missing from the Italian context.

An interview with Paolo Portoghesi conducted by Luca Arcangeli for the Routledge Com-
panion begins to offer one response to Bodenschatz’s questions about how and why the physical 
legacy of fascism has evolved in Italy. As one of the most important critical voices and creative 
forces in architecture today, Portoghesi offers a long view on the cultural responses to fascist 
architectural culture in Italy. Portoghesi resituates the roles of leading critics, historians, archi-
tects, and writers, including Bruno Zevi, Marcello Piacentini, Luigi Moretti, and Pier Paolo 
Pasolini, whom he calls Italy’s greatest intellectual of the last century. Portoghesi makes a com-
pelling argument for questioning the polarization between good and evil, which fosters a nar-
row and reductionist approach to history: all cultural productions associated with fascism are 
labeled as evil and therefore bad. He argues that it is critical to see and value the good created by 
the fascist dictatorship just as it is critical to see and acknowledge the negative aspects of liberal 
democracies. Only by acknowledging the complexity of this history might we begin to honestly 
engage it. Portoghesi also responds to the question posed recently by Ruth Ben-Ghiat: why are 
the monuments of fascism still standing?2 He argues that this question inherently resorts to the 
polarizing and reductionist dialectic of good and bad, fascist and anti-fascist, and thus reflects an 
overly simplistic interpretation of fascism as a cultural force. His perspective raises the follow-
ing question: if we maintain strict divisions between good and bad, do we make ourselves more 
vulnerable to dictatorships cloaked in social programs and aesthetic beauty once again? What do 
we risk when we put faith in these simplistic divides? Will we fail to see evil at work in liberal 
democracies, for example?
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Global capital: Fascism, democracy, and power  
in the Eternal City

The first section of essays centers on some of the most renowned sites of Italian fascism in the 
capital: the Foro Mussolini, now known as the Foro Italico, and the Palazzo della Civiltà Italiana, 
now occupied by global fashion brand Fendi. These two sites remain among the most monu-
mental and highly visible markers of fascism in Italy today and have consequently been the 
subject of widespread debate and criticism. Edited by Stephanie Pilat, Global capital: Fascism, 
Democracy and power in the Eternal City (Section 1) considers the divergent histories of these 
two showcases of fascist design by exploring questions of ownership, daily use, and advertise-
ments and branding campaigns that have exploited these familiar icons. At a most basic level, 
the uses of these sites provoke questions about reception, reutilization, and branding in public 
media. The four authors ask, who has the right to determine how these sites are represented, 
occupied, and accessed? Who bears the responsibility for their maintenance and preservation? 
As Pilat argues, these sites may foreshadow the decline in the power of the nation-state and the 
rising power of global corporations. If that is the case, what responsibility do political leaders and 
citizens alike have to intervene on behalf of the public?

Conditional colonies

Conditional colonies (Section 2) considers four case studies of postcolonial sites in Greece and 
North Africa. Case studies in this section examine sites in Leros, Greece; Kallithea near Rhodes, 
Greece; Mogadishu, Somalia; and Asmara, Eritrea. Section editor Sean Anderson reminds us that 
at the center of these investigations of reception, these afterlives of buildings, are the human 
lives of generations. Anderson identifies three vital frameworks for considering how the lives of 
colonial subjects, Italian settlers, and contemporary residents engage the spaces of Italy’s colonies. 
First, we must consider how fascist urban and architectural projects were designed to choreo-
graph, stage, enhance, oppress, and control human life. Second, Anderson draws our attention 
to the legal and governmental infrastructure that facilitated subordination and control through 
violence. Finally, there are the artifacts of fascism: the buildings and towns scattered across the 
former colonial territories. These are the “ephemera of colony” that “attest to the efficacy of 
construction and an aesthetic(s) that retains meaning in quantity inasmuch as presence.”3 In the 
process, Anderson challenges us to maintain focus on the lives that were and continue to be 
affected by the colonial project. At a moment when refugees from Northern Africa undertake 
dangerous journeys to escape war and oppression, Anderson questions whether indeed it is pos-
sible to yet demarcate a truly postcolonial moment. Has the subordination of these lives, these 
people, truly ended?

An international group of scholars considers the four specific sites in this section from a range 
of perspectives and in the diverse local political contexts of Greece, Somalia, and Eritrea. How 
each site has been renegotiated reveals the ways the histories of these postcolonial territories have 
diverged since the fall of the fascist regime. These case studies also highlight how the culture of 
remembrance, highlighted by Bodenschatz, is evolving in particular ways in these contexts. In 
each case, the meaning of fascism’s built legacy is in the process of being transformed.

As Anderson questions, “when we discuss modern architecture and urbanism more broadly, 
the difficulty remains: how do we understand the role of maintenance, that process by which 
individual buildings both eschew and compound their colonial and/or fascist meanings?”4 
Given that these sites are subject to a wide range of different preservation laws, their fates vary 
widely. Buildings in Asmara, for example, have been subject to the influence of UNESCO. In 
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other instances, the prospects of economic development overshadow the cultural symbolism and 
violent legacy of an oppressive regime. Thus, despite the fact that nearly a century has passed 
since Mussolini came into power, the lives of thousands in formerly colonial territories continue 
to be shaped by the physical constructs of fascism.

Contested territories

Contested territories (Section 3), edited by Francesco Cianfarani, examines how the tools, tech-
nology, and structures of modernity were employed to build the fascist state. The design and 
construction of new settlements became a primary strategy for addressing a slate of fascist aims: 
demographic concerns, economic instability, food policy, and more. The planned construction 
of new towns and neighborhoods, along with forced or encouraged migrations to these new 
areas, allowed the Fascists greater control over the population. As Cianfarani argues, these new 
settlements were the product of the engines of modernity: machines, infrastructure projects, 
technology, and social science studies came together to radically transform these sites and the 
lives of thousands. Ironically, this confluence of economic and social challenges with modern 
technology and research methods led to the belief that rural settlements and towns, which 
would reconnect Italians with their agricultural heritage and land, were the ideal setting in 
which to build a stronger fascist state. Italy’s modernity, in other words, was not showcased in a 
metropolis, but rather in small towns, villages, and suburbs.

The four case studies in this section examine the afterlives of new communities constructed 
by the fascist state, including new settlements in Bolzano and Rome, the entirely new agricul-
tural towns of the Agro Pontino, and the military industrial town of Guidonia. These case studies 
share some common aspirations but differ notably due to their local contexts and thus in their 
post-fascist histories. In Bolzano, for example, the fascist state sought to Italianize a city domi-
nated by a German-speaking population through the construction of semi-rural settlements 
populated by Italian migrants from other regions. The new towns of the Agro Pontino area were 
similarly envisioned as idealized agrarian communities. In the new town of Guidonia, located 
just outside of Rome, in contrast, the need to develop an industrial town in the service of the 
air and space industry motivated the design. Rome’s borgate, such as Quarticciolo, were neither 
fully urban nor rural in character but rather occupied a position between these two poles. As a 
consequence of these different aims and contexts, the afterlives of these sites vary dramatically. 
Nevertheless, the fascist experiment with using the tools and technologies of modernity to reor-
ganize Italian life through new settlements continues to shape the daily lives of thousands today. 
How residents are renegotiating these modernization project sites across the country reveals 
both the power of the original strategy and the limits of that power.

Figures and frameworks

Figures and frameworks (Section 4), edited by Mia Fuller, considers case studies of Italian archi-
tects who worked under or for the fascist regime. These case studies begin to illustrate how the 
reputations and legacies of these architects has evolved in the decades after World War II. If the 
meaning of buildings can be transformed by subsequent generations of users, this collection 
of essays ask how we might also reinterpret the choices of the designers of these buildings. As 
Fuller outlines, the politics of the most celebrated architects working under fascism has been a 
contested subject of discussion for decades. How, scholars have debated, could one valorize and 
celebrate projects such as the Casa del Fascio in Como given that its author, Giuseppe Terragni, 
was a committed fascist? Or as Fuller asks, “How then to reconcile good architecture with bad 



Introduction

7

politics?”5 Fuller’s overview of the historiography of architects and fascism echoes Paolo Por-
toghesi’s call to move beyond simplistic labels of good and bad. Fuller traces how the biographies 
and works of fascist architects have been revised and politicized by historians and critics in a way 
that reflects their shifting agendas and more broadly the evolving reception of fascism.

The five chapters in this section examine the biographies and evolving understanding of 
architects such as Cesare Valle, Giuseppe Vaccaro, Umberto Nordio, Luigi Moretti, Angiolo Maz-
zoni, and Armando Brasini. The careers of these architects were by definition or default products 
of the regime. These essays examine how the architects of fascism reinvented themselves or 
were reinterpreted by others in the postwar era. Cesare Valle was one of many talented designers 
whose careers spanned the fascist and postwar eras; ambitious commissions for the Duce helped 
launch his career. An essay on Giuseppe Vaccaro, in contrast, argues that his work as a designer and 
practitioner was devoid of political commitments to the ethos of fascism. The case of Umberto 
Nordio illustrates how an architect’s reputation intersected with the afterlife of one of his most 
notable designs. Commissioned by Mussolini, Nordio’s unfinished project for the University of 
Trieste emerged reduced with changes in planning and execution as political rivalries reshaped 
the process. A comparative study of Luigi Moretti’s Fencing Academy in Rome and Angiolo 
Mazzoni’s Florence train station infrastructure highlights how architects and their legacies inter-
sect and overlap. The final chapter in this section involves the American reception of fascist-era 
design through the case of Robert Venturi. Sidestepping the more popular Rationalist interests of 
American researchers and practitioners, Venturi sought to challenge high-brow elitist minimal-
ism. During the early 1950s, he embraced the controversial Baroque-inspired works of Armando 
Brasini. Crossing political lines, Venturi began to put distance between the politics and the forms 
of fascism and paved the way for later generations of architects to do the same.

Fabricating fascism: Building typologies and materials

Certain physical products were so strongly associated with fascism that their rebranding or 
transformations have been particularly difficult. Fabricating fascism: Building typologies and 
materials (Section 5), edited by Stephanie Pilat, brings together five essays that explore the after-
lives of the building types and materials invented and promoted by the regime. While adapting 
any fascist building to a new life and new use is challenging, those structures defined to support 
uniquely fascist organizations present particular difficulties. Essays in this section consider how, 
for example, buildings constructed for the Ministry of Communications, ONMI, and GIL, have 
been repurposed and reinterpreted. In border regions and cities in which Italian, Austrian, and 
Slovenian communities have long struggled for political control, such as Bolzano, Trento, and 
Trieste, the questions surrounding what to do with fascist architecture are complicated by con-
temporary political struggles. If these case studies offer nuanced and specific stories that grow 
out of their local conditions, the story of a building product, linoleum, is at once narrower and 
more universal. As Medina Lasansky’s essay highlights, the nativist language used to promote 
linoleum as an Italian material under fascism has many echoes in the contemporary brand cen-
tered on “Made in Italy” and even the politics of food. Together, these five essays highlight how 
the physical matter of those most fascist inventions is negotiated and represented.

Remnants of place: Reception and polemics at  
the extremities of empire

Edited by Kay Bea Jones, Section 6 examines three sites far from the fascist epicenter of 
Rome. These cities north of the capital continue to negotiate the public realms that once 
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exemplified regime control. Two prominent cities considered here – Genoa and Brescia –have 
exemplary piazzas and infrastructure built by Mussolini and his best-known designer, Mar-
cello Piacentini, that are little changed due to either popular reception or inertia. Both Brescia 
and Genoa were subject to aggressive urban revitalization programs under fascism. Mussolini 
was present at each locale to inaugurate the interventions. Representative monumental urban 
designs were managed and designed by architect Marcello Piacentini. The afterlives of these 
places, marked by renewed interest in fascist buildings, challenge presumptions about recep-
tion. In the case of Genoa, some buildings have been subject to modifications or erasure in 
the name of fascist cleansing while economic speculation and disinterest in history were more 
accurately to blame.

A third city, Trento, in a once contested and now autonomous region, is the stage for the story 
of a prominent modern architect before and after World War II. Two works built 20 years apart 
by architect Adalberto Libera, a Trento native, highlight distinctions and continuities between his 
powerful fascist-era status and his postwar work. The contemporary appreciation of both pro-
jects by Trento citizens presents a view into local reception of noteworthy structures designed 
by the same hand in different political contexts. Building on these case studies is the story of a 
postwar settlement that was born of a fascist precedent: a mountainside resort in the Dolomites 
modeled on the fascist colonia but executed in a hybrid language of vernacular and international 
architecture. This final essay instead invites reflection on the afterlife of fascist ideologies in 
the form of collective communities that seem driven more by early socialist tendencies of the 
regime than by later ideologies of its postwar power abuses.

Continuity or crisis

In Continuity or crisis (Section 7), Brian McLaren introduces four essays that consider the 
threads of continuity, moments of rupture, and evolving debates that link the fascist era to the 
postwar one. The question of continuity or crisis was originally raised by Ernesto Nathan Rog-
ers, the postwar editor of Casabella Continutá, when he renamed the widely read journal to 
emphasize the continuity with prewar Rationalist design ambitions. The question of whether 
to build on the past or seek change, as McLaren argues, can be traced through histories of ideas, 
people, buildings, and aesthetics. The essays in this section explore questions of the continuity 
between form and meaning in particular. Critics at the time and more-recent scholars have 
asked whether abstract forms in particular can be easily disconnected from applied or intended 
meanings.

To explore these questions, authors in this section consider arguments over the meanings of 
modernism by Ugo Ojetti and Carlo Enrico Rava, among others. Some advocates of progressive 
modernism tried to disconnect interwar designs from the politics of the regime, while others 
argued for flexibility in the associations between abstract form and meaning. The expressive 
ambiguity of modern form continued to energize many designers, whose careers continued 
into the postwar period. Essays explore these debates and questions without drawing unified 
conclusions; rather, they highlight areas for further study. At a broader level, McLaren questions 
whether the re-emergence of extreme right-wing ideology and a renewed fascination with 
fascism and Nazism reveal the dangers of resurfacing continuities. He questions whether this 
renewed interest in extreme and violent ideologies reflects forgetfulness or nostalgia. McLaren 
finds some promise in the inconclusiveness that “specific political ideologies can be associated 
with abstract forms,” which suggests inspiration for further study.
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Epilogue

Our volume concludes with a case study by Jeffrey Schnapp titled “Small victories.” Schnapp 
worked with a team of local curators and designers to create the “BZ ’18–’45” exhibition inside 
Bolzano’s 1928 Monument to Victory, designed by Marcello Piacentini. Placed on the main axis 
to the new Italian area of the city, the Monument to Victory directly confronted the old Austrian 
city of Bozen at a conflicted moment in its long history. The picturesque German-speaking 
town in the South Tyrol was settled on the confluence of three rivers by Bavarians in the 7th 
century and has been home to a primarily German-speaking population ever since. Bozen, or 
Bolzano as it is known in Italian, and the region were transferred to Italian rule after the First 
World War. In an effort to Italianize the city and its population, the government enacted a series 
of policies – for example, family names were changed, the German language was prohibited, and 
school curricula were revised. At the same time, Italian migrants were provided new housing and 
jobs, while German speakers were displaced. Political unrest and violence followed annexation 
and created long-lasting cultural animosities in the town.

Piacentini’s Monument to Victory was constructed as a bold assertion of power by Italians 
but viewed as a despised symbol of occupation by German speakers aligned with Austria. It was, 
in other words, a symbol of perpetual conflict. Schnapp tells the story of a community searching 
for a way to heal these wounds and to deal with the most visible marker of divide: the Monu-
ment to Victory. As he details, the “BZ ’18–’45” exhibition sought to create an honest portrayal 
of the histories and transform one of the area’s most reviled artifacts into a site for dialogue, 
exchange, awareness, and cultural healing.

The “BZ ’18–’45” exhibition case study serves to reconnect us with Bodenschatz’s opening 
essay, which compares European responses to the legacy of dictatorships. Bodenschatz argued 
that “a new generation of scholars with a less political impetus, but often a sharper eye for 
detail, has arisen to explore that inheritance by soberly dismantling some of the legends about 
it.”6 Schnapp and his collaborators are among this new generation. Bodenschatz has called on 
international scholars to lead efforts to engage and reframe the physical legacy of fascism and to 
help direct legislation and action. The way in which Schnapp and his collaborators intervened 
in Bolzano provides a powerful example of how a group of scholars, curators, and designers can 
engage the legacy of fascism directly while enabling the community to move forward from it. 
In the “BZ ’18–’45” exhibition, we see a community taking hold of their fascist past and using 
it to define a new future.

Notes

 1 See Harald Bodenschatz’s essay in this volume.
 2 See, for example, Ruth Ben-Ghiat, “Why Are So Many Fascist Monuments Still Standing in Italy?” 

October 5, 2017, www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/why-are-so-many-fascist-monuments-
still-standing-in-italy; “Modern Italy: Volume 24 – Special Issue: The Difficult Heritage of Ital-
ian Fascism,” Cambridge Core, accessed November 18, 2019, /core/journals/modern-italy/issue/
special-issue-the-difficult-heritage-of-italian-fascism/9AD03BC99051D06387338E75C1C5E786.

 3 See the section introduction by Sean Anderson in this volume.
 4 Ibid.
 5 See Mia Fuller’s section introduction in this volume.
 6 See Harald Bodenschatz’s essay in this volume.

http://www.newyorker.com
http://www.newyorker.com
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Introduction: A precious but complicated heritage

No period of modern Italian history left a greater legacy of state-sponsored architecture 
than the ventennio. Between the two world wars, Italian designers and engineers produced an 
incredible amount of infrastructure, entirely new cities, new agricultural settlements, insti-
tutional buildings, and public housing projects. This physical legacy is geographically spread 
throughout the territory and former colonies of the regime, from small rural towns and impe-
rial settlements to works in the very heart of the capital. The architecture constructed under 
the regime was characterized by tremendous stylistic diversity and technical experimentation 
in public buildings and infrastructure. During the fascist era, especially in the years of maxi-
mum political consensus for Mussolini (1929–36),1 Italian architects created a series of origi-
nal and innovative masterpieces, that negotiated between modernity and Italian traditions. As 
Kenneth Frampton describes, these designers “were cognizant of modernity but not seduced 
by it.”2 For the most part, these thousands of interventions into the built fabric of the Italian 
and colonial landscape remain today. From freeways, rural roads, bridges, and sewer systems 
to Fascist Party Headquarters, schools, stadia, and more, the built environment envisioned and 
constructed under fascism still stands. That physical legacy therefore maintains an undeniable 
role in the lives of millions today.

This essay provides a broad overview of fascist building in order to set the stage for the 
many case studies of the reception of this architecture that follow. Only by first establishing 
the scope and reach of fascist-era construction activities can we understand the afterlives of 
this body of work in context. This essay builds on decades of scholarship by Italian and inter-
national scholars, who have investigated the vast scope of fascist urbanism and architecture. 
Although studying fascist architecture as works of art was politically difficult in the immedi-
ate postwar period, by the late 1970s and 1980s, a rigorous scholarly field was taking shape 
thanks to the efforts of architectural historians and critics. Among the leading scholars in this 
early period were Maristella Casciato, Giorgio Ciucci, Carlo Cresti,Francesco Dal Co, Silvia 
Danesi, Cesare De Seta, Italo Insolera, Fulvio Irace, Alessandra Muntoni, Giorgio Muratore, 
Luciano Patetta, Sergio Poretti, Paolo Portoghesi, and many others. International scholars such 
as Harald Bodenschatz, Dennis Doordan, Peter Eisenman, Richard Etlin, Diane Ghirardo, Spiro 
Kostof, Borden Painter, Jr, Jeffrey Schnapp, and Thomas L. Schumacher broadened the audience  
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for scholarship beyond the Italian-speaking community. A new generation has steadily built 
on this foundation with specific studies on Italian architecture during the interwar period. 
This generation includes Mia Fuller, Medina Lasansky, Mario Lupano, Flavio Mangione, Brian 
McLaren, Marco Mulazzani, Paolo Nicoloso, David Rifkind, Michelangelo Sabatino, and many 
more. This collective body of scholarship has examined a wide range of design topics, techni-
cal developments, and social contexts of Italian architecture during the ventennio. The rigorous 
debates among architects under fascism helped shape a dynamic physical legacy, which has made 
it rich topic of study for scholars. The richness of the physical heritage stems, in part, from the 
key role ascribed to architecture and urbanism under Mussolini. Under fascism, architecture 
was not just a tool not for political propaganda it was also utilized for the social and economic 
advancement of Italian society. The social and economic damage caused by World War I, inspired 
Mussolini to establish an ambitious agenda designed to modernize the economy and remedy the 
lack of natural resources for Italian industry. A new generation of architects was called on to real-
ize this agenda and to give shape to a dramatic process of modernization enacted throughout the 
Italian territory. During the interwar period, new social, technological, and industrial processes 
had to be housed into new architectural forms and spaces. For the first time, modern means of 
transportation, like trains, and communication systems, like mail, radio, and cinema, were largely 
accessible not just to elites but to a much broader population. Fascist social organizations used 
public spectacles and rituals as a means to establish and maintain control over public opinion and 
society. New forms of social associations, linked to sports and leisure activities, necessitated new 
building typologies, including modern theaters, summer camps, and stadia. These buildings vis-
ibly marked the presence of the regime and its influence in the built landscape, as did the Fascist 
Party Headquarters that were erected in every city and town.

It is difficult to fully explain the incredible aesthetic and ideological diversity that emerged in 
urban design and architecture during this period, as well as in allied disciplines, including muse-
ography, scenography, industrial design, and applied arts. Jeffrey Schnapp argues that Italian “aes-
thetic overproduction” in the design disciplines during fascism may have been an attempt “to 
compensate for, fill in, or cover up (fascism’s) forever unstable ideological core.”3 This insightful 
interpretation, recently echoed by Aristotle Kallis,4 only partially explains the diversity of aes-
thetic and technical responses of Italian architecture under the regime, however.

One could also argue that the rise of fascism coincided with a key moment in the history 
of Italian architecture and urbanism. The political ascension of fascism occurred at the very 
moment that the long-term processes of modernization involving the world of construction 
began to have their greatest impact. By the end of the 1920s, modern building techniques in 
Italy were finally developed such that they could be widely tested on different types of projects.5 
The vast number of public building programs encouraged by the regime provided opportunities 
for experimentation with modern building materials and construction techniques developed 
by international modernist designers. Reinforced concrete structures, glass façades, and steel 
elements were mixed with traditional load-bearing and vaulted constructions, often generat-
ing a new formal syntax that combined European Rationalism with classical and vernacular 
vocabularies. At the same time, technological progress inspired new aesthetic explorations in 
architecture, directly linked to the world of visual arts. The interplay between different artistic 
influences, such as classicism, eclecticism, and modern movements, including constructivism, 
purism, and futurism, fostered an extremely lively and open-minded design culture. The futurist 
movement in particular had a strong connection to fascism, owing to their shared revolutionary 
rhetoric and critique of Italian traditions, both in sociopolitical life and in the arts.6 Additionally, 
the philosophical contributions of Benedetto Croce and Giovanni Gentile had a noteworthy 
role in counterbalancing the futurist cult of technology and machine aesthetics.7 In this regard, 
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Giorgio de Chirico’s metaphysics strongly influenced the aesthetics of younger generations of 
Italian architects, who wanted to combine Le Corbusier’s and Mies’s modernist strategies with 
“the eternal present” of the Italian landscape.8

This cultural milieu allowed different styles to flourish under the regime, especially between 
the end of the 1920s and the beginnings of the 1930s. Historians of modern Italian architecture 
have categorized the three main stylistic orientations, groups, or movements in Italy during this 
period as Accademici, Novecento, and Rationalists.9 These three styles, while very different one 
from another, shared the cultural goal of creating a new language for Italian architecture that 
was at once both modern and national. Given that Italy was unified as a modern nation only 
after 1861, national identity was still being formed in the early 20th century. Therefore, in the 
early years of the Fascist regime, how architectural culture could foster national identity was still 
an open question.

In the immediate years that followed World War I and until the end of the 1920s, two major 
architectural movements gained leading positions in this debate. The first one, profitably cen-
tered in Rome, was the group of traditionalists, or Accademici, which included Cesare Bazzani, 
Armando Brasini, Arnaldo Foschini, Gustavo Giovannoni, and Marcello Piacentini, among oth-
ers. This group was defined and promoted by the critic and journalist Ugo Ojetti, editor of 
the magazine Dedalo. Most of the Accademici were professors in prestigious Italian schools of 
architecture and engineering. They advocated for a reinterpretation of 19th-century eclectic 
styles, such as Neo-Renaissance and Neo-Baroque, carefully updated to meet the needs of 
modern building typologies. A second group of architects, located in Milan, included architects 
Giuseppe De Finetti, Emilio Lancia, Paolo Mezzanotte, Giovanni Muzio, Giò Ponti, and Piero 
Portaluppi. This group, called Novecento, gathered around Margherita Sarfatti, a curator, critic, 
and prominent cultural advisor to Mussolini. The Novecento group promoted a simplified neo-
classicism, which synthetized aspects of modern architecture – simple geometric compositions, 
abstract volumes, minimal ornaments – with elements of classicism, such as columns, pilaster 
strips, pediments, and niches.

The third architectural position developed in Italy at the end of the 1920s, and its emergence 
parallels the story of Gruppo 7, a group of recent architecture graduates from the Politecnico 
School of Milan. Gruppo 7 included Carlo Enrico Rava, Luigi Figini, Guido Frette, Sebastiano 
Larco Silva, Gino Pollini, Giuseppe Terragni, and Ubaldo Castagnoli, who was replaced by Adal-
berto Libera in 1927. This movement of young architects strongly criticized the approaches of 
both Accademici and Novecento architects. It also clearly rejected the aesthetics of avant-garde 
movements, including Italian futurism, which it accused of advocating for a romantic and indi-
vidualistic interpretation of the mission of the architect in the modern society. In contrast, 
Gruppo 7 architects argued for the creation of an architecture that was socially engaged and 
responsive to the economic, functional, and technological logics driving contemporary Euro-
pean modernism. Indeed, in their early creative manifesto published in 1926 in the journal 
La Rassegna Italiana, Gruppo 7 architects argued that “the new architecture, the true architec-
ture must result from a rigid adherence to logic, to rationality.”10 After a series of exhibitions 
and manifestos, Gruppo 7 expanded their group, in 1928, into a national association, based in 
Rome: the Italian Movement for Rationalist Architecture (MIAR, or Movimento Italiano per 
l’Architettura Razionale).

In the following years, Gruppo 7 and MIAR gained the critical attention and support of 
powerful intellectuals, including Giuseppe Pagano, who served as the director of the prestigious 
architectural magazine Casabella; Edoardo Persico, an architecture and art critic and codirector 
of Casabella with Pagano; Massimo Bontempelli and Pietro Maria Bardi, directors of the maga-
zine Quadrante.11 MIAR consequently had a tremendous impact on the national architectural 
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debates of the early 1930s and made a strong case for the national affirmation of the so-called 
Italian Rationalism. As characterized by Etlin, Italian Rationalism was “a distinctly Italian ver-
sion of the avant-garde European architecture now known as Modern Movement or the Inter-
national Style.”12 Terry Kirk further defined the movement as open to recovering elements of 
the national building tradition but also “attentive to functional requirements and the nature of 
new construction methods and materials.”13 To better understand the characteristics of Italian 
Rationalism in contrast to contemporary European modernisms, it is helpful to consider the 
work of Rationalist architect Giuseppe Pagano (1896–1945) and, in particular, his studies of 
Mediterranean vernacular architecture.

Giuseppe Pagano and Guarniero Daniel’s “Rural Italian Architecture: Functionality of the 
Rural House” installation at the 1936 Milan Triennale serves as the best example of an argument 
in favor of the Italian roots of modernism. The associated catalogue, Architettura rurale italiana,14 
which published iconic black-and-white photographs of examples of Italian and Mediterranean 
vernacular building types, had a tremendous impact on the development of the Rationalist 
agenda in Italy. As Michelangelo Sabatino explains, Pagano’s cultural agenda “opposed the tri-
umph of bombastic classicizing architecture realized under Fascism in the name of ‘Italianness,’ 
and projected the tectonic and material simplicity of the vernacular in opposition to its pictur-
esque simulation.”15 Pagano and Daniel, in other words, provided a clear way in which modern 
architecture could be interpreted as distinctly Italian in origin. Like other MIAR architects, 
Pagano argued that Italian Rationalism had clear roots in the simple, functional, and contextual 
traditional Mediterranean architecture. This argument established a connective thread between 
contemporary Rationalism and the vernacular architecture of the Mediterranean region. As 
Sabatino argues, this reinterpretation of the vernacular highlighted “traditional values grounded 
in Italy’s agrarian past, and ultimately cast it as a source for contemporary functionalist prac-
tice.”16 Pagano’s emphasis on the Mediterranean roots (mediterraneità) of Italian Rationalism was 
in response to criticism of Rationalism from Novecento and Accademici architects. Both groups 
accused the young Rationalists of championing foreign models alien to Italian building tradi-
tions (e.g., Le Corbusier, Mies, Bauhaus, etc.). In the highly politicized context of Fascist Italy, 
such accusations of foreign influence could be damning. Therefore, the mediterraneità argument 
of Pagano was instrumental to publicly establishing that the designs of MIAR architects had 
truly Italian origins and inspirations. In terms of their political orientation, many of the archi-
tects associated with Italian Rationalism and MIAR embraced Mussolini and the National 
Fascist Party; many were ardent Fascists.17 Therefore, more than Accademici and Novecento groups, 
MIAR searched for a continuous dialogue with Mussolini. Italian Rationalists viewed them-
selves as revolutionary architects working in the service of the regime and argued they were the 
only designers capable of fully representing the Fascist state with their modern projects.

How did Fascist leaders respond to this diversity of cultural positions? What were the rela-
tionships between the three main architectural factions, particularly young Rationalists, and the 
regime? How did these relationships change and evolve during the 20-year history of the dicta-
torship? Diane Ghirardo and Giorgio Ciucci provided early studies of the relationships between 
the politics of fascism and the architectural culture of the time.18 In her foundational essay “Ital-
ian Architects and Fascist Politics,” Ghirardo attacked earlier studies of fascism that presented the 
Italian interwar architectural debate as simply a “battle between revolutionary modernism and 
a reactionary regime.”19 As Ghirardo argues, this simplified attempt to rescue modernism from 
its associations with fascism ignores a significant body of evidence. In the end, it is impossible to 
define one single predominant fascist style or rescue any one style from the politics of fascism. 
Assigning a specific architectural style for the Italian sponsored-state buildings during the inter-
war period simply does not correspond to the reality of the regime, especially before 1935. The 
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Fascist regime supported and encouraged the construction of thousands of projects, reflecting a 
wide variety of approaches to design. After the 1935 invasion of Ethiopia, a more unified fascist 
style marked by a cold classicism began to emerge in certain projects, such as the E42/EUR 
district in Rome. Yet overall, the incredible number of state-sponsored interventions in the 
interwar period does not reflect the predominance of one stylistic orientation above all others.

The Italian Communist leader Palmiro Togliatti once described fascist ideology as ever 
changeable like a chameleon.20 Historian Giorgio Ciucci found echoes of this chameleonic 
ability to morph and adapt in the Italian architecture during the regime. Indeed, the relation-
ships between the National Fascist Party, Italian architecture, and, by extension, urban planning 
were chameleon-like; these relationships were strongly influenced by the contingent logics 
of consensus and propaganda.21 In this regard, the impossibility of clearly defining a stylistic 
identity for fascist architecture resulted from the regime’s “efforts to appeal simultaneously to 
diverse aspirations and social groups” for its political success.22 Nevertheless, the most eloquent 
interventions realized by interwar Italian designers are often a direct result of economic politics 
and social visions outlined by Mussolini himself. These projects, which still have an invaluable 
influence on the life of millions of Italians, were created as physical responses to and manifes-
tations of fascist ideology, especially regarding regional and town planning, urban design, and 
housing.

Fascist urbanism and new towns

Fascism sponsored the construction of new towns across Italy and in the colonies as well as 
smaller rural settlements. The designs for these projects did not, however, grow out of a coherent 
fascist urban policy, but rather, they reflect evolving ideas, political opportunism, and sometimes 
conflicting beliefs. As Aristotle Kallis argues, at the core of fascist ideology lay contradictory feel-
ings about the modern city. On one side, there was the futurist love for the speed and technology 
manifest in modern urban life. On the other side, there existed a nostalgic feeling toward rural 
life and traditions, seen as the ideal means to redeem the corrupted modern human.23 Conse-
quently, fascist approaches to urban design and redevelopment varied widely. From policies for 
the economic development of historic centers and the role of social housing to the relationships 
between town and regional planning and strategies for industrial centers and infrastructure, the 
Fascist regime and its architects did not espouse a cohesive urban vision or policy.24

Scholars have examined the many contradictory manifestations of fascist urbanism through 
a number of key studies. Key works include Riccardo Mariani’s foundational research on fas-
cist new towns;25 Guido Zucconi’s extensive survey of the evolution of town planning culture 
under Mussolini;26 and Giorgio Ciucci’s many studies of fascist regional and town planning.27 
In the 1980s, Diane Ghirardo first published her groundbreaking study of fascist new towns.28 
More recently, novelist Antonio Pennacchi sparked the interest of a popular audience with his 
award-winning journal-essay Fascio e Martello, focused on the critical investigation of the design 
of Duce’s new towns and their social and physical heritage in contemporary Italy.29 In recent 
decades, a body of scholarship on the Italian colonies has emerged: Giuliano Gresleri, Pier Gior-
gio Massaretti, Stefano Zagnoni, and Donata Pizzi’s studies on the Architettura e città d’oltremare;30 
Mia Fuller and Ruth Ben-Ghiat’s in-depth work on colonialism under the regime,31 and Brian 
McLaren and Sean Anderson’s contributions on Italian Libya and Italian East Africa.32

Taken together, this scholarship has established a variety of significant ideas and cultural posi-
tions that characterized and motivated Italian urban planning during fascism. Despite the lack of 
a coherent policy, the fascist imprint on the Italian state was in many cases enacted through the 
medium of urban planning. An examination of Mussolini’s rhetoric and selected projects begins 
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to illustrate the roles that the dictator and, by extension, the regime played in the development 
of debates and strategies related to urban development.

Mussolini’s positions on urban planning grew out of disdain for the dense and compact tra-
ditional 19th-century city that emerged after the Industrial Revolution. Mussolini’s outspoken 
rejection of industrial urbanism and modern metropolitan life was forcefully outlined in the 
May 1927 speech to the Chamber of Deputies, known as the “Discorso dell’ascensione” (the 
Ascension Day Speech).33 In this speech, Mussolini openly accused modern urban conditions of 
causing individual and social problems such as physical and mental illness, bourgeois individu-
alism, a low birthrate, and class conflict. Mussolini viewed these urban diseases as arising from 
and connected to the logics of capitalism and the temptations of bolshevism. To address these 
dangers, Mussolini promoted the massive development of the Italian countryside. The redis-
covery of the countryside under fascism was justified by nationalistic and propaganda purposes.  
As Aristotle Kallis, describes, this agenda also provided “a strategy for re-appreciating the unique 
defining characteristics of italianità.”34 The Italian rural landscape, with its millennial traditions 
and customs, according to Kallis, was considered an ideal framework in which to define Italian 
identity amid the dramatic growth of European nationalisms in the 1920s.35

Demands beyond propaganda, however, contributed to the turn toward rural investment, 
particularly economic conditions and the need to increase productivity. The desired return to 
rural life, according to Mussolini, had to be implemented alongside the erection of a dense net-
work of small autonomous settlements planned to massively reinvigorate the Italian agricultural 
economy. The “battle for wheat” and a number of other policies were created by the regime 
to move the state toward independence from foreign food imports. The foundation of new 
rural centers became crucial to these efforts. New towns were founded in strategic spots of the 
Italian territory that were ripe for reclamation. Swamplands that were affected by malaria but 
that could be transformed into potentially fertile ground after the installation of new drainage 
infrastructure were targeted for new developments.

As scholars have demonstrated, the Fascists’ campaign to redevelop the Italian countryside 
had two key motivations beyond food independence.36 First, the Fascists sought to use these 
new towns to shift entire populations from areas of high unemployment (mostly from the poor 
north-east region of Veneto) toward productive rural areas.37 The second goal was to launch a 
demographic challenge to Italians to increase the birthrate. Mussolini argued in his May 1927 
speech that Italy’s future success on the international economic and military stage, depended 
on an increase in the Italian population. The aim was for Italy’s population to match those of 
the strongest European nations, like the United Kingdom, France, and Germany, by increasing 
to 60 million by 1950.38 The goal of creating the maximum area of cultivable soil for national 
self-sufficiency in food production was therefore associated with the goal of supporting an 
increasing population.

Consequently, a vast policy of land reclamation was developed by the regime throughout the 
entire Italian territory, following initiatives planned under the preceding Liberal governments 
before 1922. Fascist programs differed, however, from earlier strategies for national land recla-
mation; the new concept of bonifica integrale (“integral” land reclamation) drove fascist planning 
initiatives.39 The idea of the bonifica integrale extended beyond the aim of reclaiming strategic 
swamped territories through the construction of hydraulic infrastructures. The primary objec-
tive of these operations was to radically transform these areas into agriculturally productive 
territories. Land-reclamation initiatives were therefore imagined in tandem with the redistri-
bution of drained land to new settlers and the construction of autonomous rural settlements. 
This interconnected set of goals was articulated in 1928, with the national legislation number 
3134, also called Mussolini’s Law, which established the types of interventions to be proposed 
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and the funding for these undertakings.40 From 1928 until the end of World War I, the Fascist 
campaign for land reclamation produced a new built and natural landscape in areas of the Italian 
countryside affected by malarial swamps. The campaign was enacted throughout the peninsula, 
including Istria and lowland Friuli, Ferrara Province, Tuscan Maremma, Metaponto, Calabria, 
Sicily, and Sardinia.

The most important battleground for national land reclamation was the Pontine Marshes, 
an area below sea level between the Via Appia and the Tirrenian coast, approximately 30 miles 
southeast of Rome. The land reclamation of the Pontine Marshes (Bonifica dell’Agro Pontino) was 
among the most significant infrastructural, urban, and environmental developments undertaken 
by the regime. The new towns of the Pontine Marshes were also among the most celebrated 
successes; Fascists’ promotions of these projects helped to build support for the regime evident 
in the highpoint of popular consensus expressed by Italians for Mussolini in the early 1930s.41 
The Bonifica became synonymous with national recovery, the tangible realization of Mussolini’s 
eugenic beliefs, synthetized in his motto: “Redeem the earth; and with the earth, man; and with 
men, the race.”42

The large-scale reclamation of the Pontine Marshes started in 1928 and originally involved 
private landowners, who were financed by the Fascist state with support for 75% of the costs. 
However, in 1931, Mussolini decided to charge the Opera Nazionale Combattenti (ONC) with 
completion of the work, to speed up the process of draining. The ONC, the National Veterans 
Organization, was founded in 1917 to help decommissioned soldiers. It was responsible not only 
for these hydraulic infrastructure projects but also for the construction of streets, farmhouses, 
and rural settlements.43 It was also responsible for the selection of settlers and the allocation of 
farmsteads in the new towns. The choice of the ONC to lead the project was not a casual one. It 
was the proof that the regime viewed the work in the Pontine Marshes as a military operation, 
which was so difficult and demanding that only veterans could be entrusted with the task.44

Under the guidance of the ONC, the “battle of the swamps” was transformed into a monu-
mental hydraulic infrastructure project, which resulted in the creation of a territorial check-
erboard composed of more than 10,000 miles of artificial canals and trenches. To grasp the 
monumentality of the project, one has only to note that in 1933, at the peak of the work, it 
involved a maximum number of 124,000 workers.45 This massive hydraulic infrastructure work 
was complemented by an intense construction campaign to build new towns on the reclaimed 
land, alongside a series of smaller service villages, called borghi. These villages and towns would 
be connected to one another through a capillary network of radial roads. The new towns of 
the Pontine Marshes were designed as urban centers and provided with primary services and 
administrative buildings for settlers. Starting in 1932, five new towns were subsequently inaugu-
rated in the Pontine Marshes: Littoria (1932), Sabaudia (1934), Pontinia (1935), Aprilia (1937), 
and Pomezia (1939). Generally speaking, the masterplans of these new towns reflected a calcu-
lated compromise between patterns that recalled traditional urban forms and Rationalist princi-
ples.46 Urban schemes usually followed centralized and orthogonal or stellar layouts. The castrum 
layout, in the tradition of the ancient Roman fortified military camps, usually composed of a 
main north-south axis (cardo) and an east-west one (decumanus), was particularly popular in fascist 
town planning. Public spaces were typically defined and organized by function: administrative, 
religious, commercial, or military. The center of town, which had the town hall, was typically 
defined by a central rectangular porticoed piazza. The town hall itself was usually characterized 
by the presence of a civic tower. This urban landmark served as a symbolic element borrowed 
from the tradition of the medieval civic towers. It was designed to provide a sense of orientation, 
a beacon, for settlers working in the surrounding flat countryside. It also marked the progress of 
the work day with the sound of bells, another archetypical element in traditional Italian urban 
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centers. In the early foundation cities especially, the civic tower was connected to the town hall. 
However, in later foundation cities, like Guidonia, the main landmark was commonly annexed 
to the Casa del Fascio and transformed into the Lictor’s Tower (Torre Littoria).47

Conversely, the urban models that inspired the design of residential lots and streets were 
drawn from international design precedents, especially German Rationalist siedlungen. Low-
density housing usually encircled the civic center. Single family houses or rowhouses were usu-
ally developed according to linear aggregations, often detached from the streets and surrounded 
by private vegetable gardens. The architectural languages used in the residential designs was 
diverse and included vernacular-inspired designs at Littoria and the more-Rationalist works of 
Sabaudia. These projects thus reflected the cultural and technical background of each designer 
and the stylistic diversity embraced, or at least permitted, by the regime.

Littoria was the first Pontine town to be inaugurated in 1932. The name was drawn from 
the Roman lictor, a symbol of authority for early kings and then magistrates in Republican 
times. It was envisioned as the largest agricultural center of the Pontine Marshes. Littoria’s 
masterplan and main administrative buildings were designed by architect Oriolo Frezzotti, who 
worked for the ONC technical office. As suggested by Diane Ghirardo, Littoria’s masterplan 
synthetizes classical urban planning principles, outlined since the Renaissance.48 In fact, with its 
radial layout, Littoria recalls the Renaissance models for ideal cities, such as Filarete’s Sforzinda. 
The main center of the town, a rectangular porticoed piazza, is crossed by a north-south axis 
and two diagonal avenues, which connect the town center to the Appian Way, the surround-
ing borghi, and the sea. Public buildings form the boundary of the main squares and generate 
a strong sense of enclosure, in the spirit of classical town planning. Each key institution – the 
municipality, the church, and the ONC headquarters – has its own dedicated piazza, with the 
government buildings situated in the central one and the others spread outward. Similarly, the 
architectural style adopted by Frezzotti for Littoria’s institutional buildings is inspired by Ital-
ian traditions and far from being considered modernist. The buildings have a strong undertone 
of classicism, with traditional elements, like plasters, arches, cornices, and friezes, simplified in 
shape and decorations.49

In contrast, Sabaudia’s design was the result of a competition launched by ONC in 1933 and 
won by young Rationalist architects Luigi Piccinato, Gino Cancellotti, Alfredo Scalpelli – all 
former MIAR members – and Eugenio Montuori. The town, situated in a beautiful lagoon 
landscape, is notable for its sophisticated masterplan and spatial sequences. Unlike Littoria, in 
Sabaudia, the main axes of the masterplan end by framing a building or architectural landmark 
rather than proceeding endlessly and crossing the public spaces. This scheme, called bayonet 
layout (impianto a baionetta), had the main objective of dramatically enhancing the sense of enclo-
sure in the town center. Moreover, it created a much more dynamic transition from the entry 
paths to the public spaces.50 In Sabaudia, the civic tower is the most important element in the 
urban composition. In contrast to Littoria’s tower, the tower here is detached from the town hall 
to create a backdrop for one of the circulation paths into the main square. Moreover, the form, 
location, and orientation of the tower generate the offset relationship with the bayonet joint. 
This scheme was echoed in other fascist foundation cities, including Aprilia, Segezia (1939–42, 
by Concezio Petrucci), and Incoronata (1939–43, by Giorgio Calza Bini and Roberto Nicolini). 
These projects reflect the influence of late-19th-century studies about the aesthetic qualities of 
the medieval Italian streets and public spaces, particularly Camillo Sitte’s research.51 Sitte’s ideas, 
promoted in the Roman School of Architecture by Gustavo Giovannoni, focused on reinter-
preting medieval public spaces and entry sequences as a basis for modern town planning. As a 
result, the classical stellar or cardo-decumanus schemes are here enriched with picturesque views 
and less-predictable transitional sequences.
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A sober and unadorned Rationalism distinguishes both Sabaudia’s civic and residential build-
ings. There are no pitched roofs, arches, or colored plasters to be found amid the buildings. Each 
and every decorative element of the façades – stringcourses, cornices, intrados – is reduced to 
the minimum thickness, to enhance the purity of the masses and dramatize their interplay with 
the emptiness of streets and public spaces. Celebrated by Rationalist architects as a victory for 
Italian modern architecture, Sabaudia was hailed as the best example of the Pontine Marshes 
program by postwar international critics.52 However, the Fascists’ building of foundation cities 
did not conclude with the Pontine Marshes campaign. The construction of rural satellite towns 
continued until the fall of the regime, as evidenced by rural settlements in Southern Italy, par-
ticularly in Sicily (e.g., Borgo “Antonio Bonsignore,” Agrigento, by Donato Mendolia, 1939–40) 
and in the province of Foggia, Puglia. Borgo Segezia by Concezio Petrucci and Borgo Incoro-
nata by Giorgio Calza Bini and Roberto Nicolini were both built between 1939 and 1943, for 
example.53

After the 1935 invasion of Ethiopia and the resulting international sanctions against Italy, 
the new town program was directed toward the construction of productive settlements, which 
were considered strategic for ensuring adequate supplies of energy and support for the military 
industrial complex. In fact, the prospect of war in Europe, combined with the necessities of 
autarchy resulting from sanctions, led the Fascist government to plan new settlements designed 
to reinforce military power and economic self-sufficiency. Examples of this second phase are 
Guidonia (1937), the City of the Air, east of Rome, designed to host the military headquarters 
and staff of the most important Italian aviation training center, and the towns of Arsia (1937, by 
Gustavo Pulitzer Finali) and Carbonia (1938, by Pulitzer Finali, with Cesare Valle, Ignazio Guidi, 
Eugenio Montuori), centers for the coal industry, in Istria and Sardinia.54

The fascist new towns were largely forgotten by public opinion immediately after World War 
II and then derided by early postwar architectural critics.55 The majority of these new towns 
continued to grow, however, during the years of reconstruction. Although the majority of these 
towns lost the intensity of their original aesthetics as well as their spatial and economic relation-
ship with the surrounding rural landscape, they nevertheless proved capable of evolving to host 
new economic activities and social groups of Republican Italy. The reasons these new towns 
were able to be both resilient and flexible enough to adapt to societal changes of the postwar era 
are many. Among them, Diane Ghirardo has argued that this resilience is partly derived from the 
“traditional plans and . . . responsiveness to the social and cultural habits, expectations and needs 
of residents.”56 New town planners’ understanding and implementation of the basic principles 
of regional and town planning seems to have allowed fascist new towns – especially the ones 
in the Pontine Marshes – to survive the demise of the political regime that created them. They 
have been able to transform themselves from rural posts dominated by a single class to mixed-
use centers and diverse communities.

The renovation of existing cities

Mussolini cited the same problematic motivators for the new towns – lack of modern regional 
infrastructure, overcrowding in cities, and rural to urban migrations – as the justification for 
radical interventions within existing cities. In a November 1928 article titled “Sfollare le città” 
(Empty out the cities) in the official regime’s journal, Il Popolo d’Italia, Mussolini clarified the 
role of cities in fascist society and proposed a national campaign against industrial uncontrolled 
urbanization (inurbamento).57 A negative consequence of industrial development was the unregu-
lated internal immigration flow from countryside to city. Starting in the late 19th century, this 
phenomenon had been responsible for the unstoppable loss of workforce in the agricultural 
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sector and the creation of a large number of unemployed workers precariously living in indus-
trial centers across Italy. As a consequence, the Fascists’ urban policies encouraged the depopu-
lation of existing historic centers, with particular attention paid to the main Northern Italian 
industrial cities and Rome, the capital city. Underlying this agenda was Mussolini’s concern 
for the social issues that he viewed as resulting from the rapid and unplanned growth of Italian 
cities. By encouraging municipal administrations and urban planners to adopt policies to mod-
ernize historic centers and facilitate metropolitan depopulation and low-density developments, 
Mussolini sought to avoid the creation of working-class neighborhoods adjacent to the historic 
centers, which were feared to be potential sources of social conflicts and anti-fascist groups.

Mussolini’s proposals were broadly discussed by Italian urban planners at the time. The neces-
sity of modernizing existing cities and working to create a lower and sustainable building and 
population density was already a subject of discussion. Under the preceding Liberal governments, 
civic leaders attempted to renovate historic centers by creating room for national celebration 
monuments, new administrative districts, transportation hubs, and arteries. These policies were 
also inspired by emerging ideas about hygiene and health as connected to the built environment 
and particularly overcrowding.58 These beliefs and policies often resulted, however, in demoli-
tion projects that worsened conditions in historic centers and forced the lowest and most fragile 
classes from the center toward peripheral neighborhoods. One example of this approach was the 
demolition work undertaken in the historic center of Rome to realize the 1909 urban general 
masterplan (PR), drafted by engineer Edmondo Santjust di Teulada. Under the Santjust plan, the 
isolation of major ancient monuments of the city and the widening of existing streets for mod-
ern traffic was a premise for the destruction of homes of the working class.59 This approach was 
inherited by fascism. Moreover, Fascist authorities added to the Liberal agenda the possibility 
of clearing away medieval buildings around ancient Roman monuments. Without the medieval 
accretions surrounding them, ancient monuments could be reframed with new fascist backdrop 
buildings to establish a visual and symbolic connection between the past and the regime.

At the center of the debate about the future of Italian historic cities was Gustavo Giovannoni 
(1873–1947). A member of the Roman Accademici, Giovannoni had an eclectic approach and 
throughout his whole life followed a wide range of interests. He was an engineer, architect, his-
torian, and professor and one the main promoters of the foundation of the School of Architec-
ture of Rome.60 Giovannoni is also undoubtedly the father of modern urban planning in Italy. 
He helped found it as an autonomous discipline on the basis of 19th-century understandings 
of hygiene, urban studies, and historical town planning expertise. His contribution to the urban 
and architectural culture in Italy is also evident in his idea of the “integral architect” (architetto 
integrale), a professional figure whose knowledge spanned artistic and technical knowledge and 
who worked for the responsible transformation of existing cities and territories.

Giovannoni strongly criticized extensive demolition policies in historic centers. On the con-
trary, he proposed a more cautious approach to clearance that was capable of preserving existing 
ambient qualities while improving hygienic qualities and decreasing density. His approach to the 
modernization of existing cities became internationally renowned as the theory of diradamento 
edilizio (building thinning out). An example of Giovannoni’s method in the interwar period is 
Concezio Petrucci’s sanitation plan for the historic center of Bari.61

Petrucci, a student of Giovannoni, successfully defined a program of selective urban clear-
ances inspired by the principles of diradamento in Bari. The main idea that inspired Petrucci’s 
plan was the principle of the preservation of the city’s visual and spatial continuity. According 
to Petrucci, and Giovannoni by extension, the historic center is seen as an organism and trans-
formed with the idea of avoiding dramatic discontinuities into it. Petrucci’s applications of the 
diradamento process were based on extremely accurate survey drawings of this historic center, 
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both in plan and through perspective views. In fact, the designed demolitions for the Bari 
sanitation plan were always compared against perspective drawings. This important step in the 
process allowed him to better respect the scale of the interventions and to enhance existing but 
underappreciated picturesque vistas and vantage points in the old city.62

Giovannoni’s approach did not, however, always play well with the grandiose plans of the 
regime. In this regard, the best interpreter of Mussolini’s desires for the most celebrative trans-
formation programs in Italian cities was Marcello Piacentini (1881–1960). Piacentini was a 
key protagonist of the Italian cultural panorama during the interwar period. He was an archi-
tect, urban planner, and theorist, son of a well-known Roman designer (Pio, designer of the 
Roman Palazzo delle Esposizioni). His impact on Italian urban design and architectural culture 
was immense. At the same time, his legacy in the cityscape of the most important Italian his-
torical centers is ever present in the construction of streets, piazzas, towers, monumental arches, 
headquarters, and mixed-use blocks.

Under fascism, Piacentini was involved in some of the most complex and significant urban 
interventions. He led urban renovation projects in the historical centers of Brescia (Piazza della 
Vittoria, 1928–32), Turin (via Roma, 1934–38), Genova (Piazza della Vittoria, 1931–40; Piacen-
tini’s Tower, with Angelo Invernizzi, 1937–41), and Rome (via della Conciliazione, with Attilio 
Spaccarelli, 1937–50). These projects shared the idea that the modern development of cities had 
to be in continuity with the existing historical centers, and in complete contrast to them. Fol-
lowing Giovannoni’s ideas, Piacentini respected the atmosphere and environments of existing 
Italian centers. In contrast to Giovannoni, however, his urban visions were also guided by the 
necessity of representing the new political and economic powers.

As with Giovannoni, Piacentini’s approach to planning was guided by a deep knowledge 
of architectural history. In one of his early projects, the Italian Pavilion for the 1915 Panama 
Pacific International Exhibition in San Francisco, for example, he revealed a strong debt to 
late-19th-century Italian eclecticism, particularly Neo-Renaissance town planning and archi-
tecture. However, Piacentini soon came in contact with Central European architecture, par-
ticularly the Vienna Secession and German modernism. While in his first institutional projects, 
he displayed his passion for Neo-Renaissance and Romanesque architecture (Bank of Italy in 
Rome, 1914–23), in private residences and condominiums for Roman high society, he dem-
onstrated a language strongly influenced by the Austrian architects Hoffman and Olbrich. This 
corresponded to an interest in Viennese town planning, with particular regard to Otto Wagner 
and Adolf Loos’s urban visions for modern Vienna. When the Fascists came to power in 1922, 
Piacentini was already in the center of urban and architectural debates. As a freemason and 
liberal, he was never a strong supporter of fascism, unlike many younger Rationalists, such as 
Libera, Moretti, and Terragni. Paradoxically, he was one of the few architects of the regime who 
was prosecuted by Blackshirts as a mason and friend of anti-fascist politicians in the early years 
of the regime.63 Piacentini’s relationship with Mussolini and fascism was strictly and cynically 
professional: he used fascism for his professional and cultural goals and was used by fascism 
for its political agenda. Piacentini’s primary goal was to develop a national urban culture and 
architectural style, both modern and reflective of the millennia of traditions in the peninsula. 
His professional fortune was that his objectives totally coincided with one of the main goals of 
fascism, “a political movement of aggressive nationalism.”64

Piacentini’s interventions and demolitions in the interwar periods were often characterized 
by historians as sventramenti (disemboweling, taking the guts out of, making hollow).65 This 
gutting practice aimed to generate necessary vehicular arteries by slicing through the dense 
palimpsest of old Italian cities. At the same time, it allowed for the construction of modern 
buildings in expensive central areas. In contrast to diradamenti, which aimed not to alter the scale 
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of the existing streetscape, sventramenti resulted in grandiose, out-of-scale thoroughfares, which 
were often flanked by anonymous neoclassical façades theatrically framing existing historical 
landmarks, like churches, towers, or arches. As notated by Spiro Kostof, this diffuse policy of 
clearances in the main Italian historical centers was enthusiastically endorsed by Mussolini. In 
his speeches throughout Italy, the Duce celebrated drastic interventions in historic Italian cities 
by advocating for the “healing pick” (il piccone risanatore), or “his majesty the pick” (sua maestà 
il piccone).66

Piacentini’s plans for the historic core of Brescia (1927–32), a town in the Lombardy region 
of Northern Italy, are exemplary of this approach. Here Piacentini planned demolitions in the 
dense city center to create room for a modern headquarters and a new institutional piazza. The 
latter, called Piazza della Vittoria, inaugurated in 1932, was designed in the spirit of Italian medi-
eval piazzas. New public facilities, a post office, an insurance tower, and a hotel were built on 
the outskirts of the piazza. These buildings, constructed of reinforced concrete framed with and 
encased in brick and marble, were realized in a monumental style that balanced Piacentini’s clas-
sicism with citations of local Romanesque architecture. This simplified Neo-Romanesque for-
mula Piacentini adopted in Brescia helped adapt the new buildings of the Italian economic and 
political power to the forms of the medieval city. As described by Etlin, the Brescia project was 
among the best examples of Piacentini’s approach to urban design, particularly his understand-
ing of Sittesque principles.67 The asymmetrical layout of buildings of different heights around 
the piazza, the presence of arcaded porticos, and the placement of Arturo Dazzi’s marble statue 
personifying The Fascist Era on the outskirts of the public space, in the spirit of the Florentine 
Piazza della Signoria, illustrate Piacentini’s cultural debt to Camillo Sitte and Gustavo Giovan-
noni’s studies on medieval public spaces.

The most iconic structure built on the Brescia Piazza della Vittoria, the Torrione INA, was 
designed for the National Insurance Institute headquarters, and it is considered to be the first 
skyscraper in Italy. Together with the Generali Group, INA and other insurance and bank-
ing companies acquired the area and financed the project. The renovation plan of Brescia is 
therefore the proof of these speculative interests manifested by parastatal and private com-
panies in Italian historic centers during the interwar period. Indeed, it was not just political 
power, in the figure of Mussolini or government representatives, that promoted the radical 
transformation of historic centers but also a mix of interests that pushed for large-scale real 
estate operations.

Urban development in Rome and Milan

Fascist interventions in Italy’s capital, Rome, the political stage for the nation, warrant special 
attention. Scholars Antonio Cederna and Italo Insolera first examined the transformation of 
Rome under Mussolini, condemning the monumental practices of gutting in the historic center 
and offering a harsh judgment of the Duce’s planning ideas.68 A similar conclusion was reached 
by scholar Spiro Kostof, who undertook significant studies on the urban development of the 
city from 1870, the year in which Rome was annexed to the Italian monarchy, to 1950.69

More recently, Aristotle Kallis and other scholars have analyzed the main urban interventions 
in Rome in the interwar period. Kallis describes these works as responding to a twofold neces-
sity expressed by Mussolini. On one hand, Rome’s urban planning had to transform the historic 
city into a contemporary metropolis. On the other hand, Rome’s transformation was used to 
create the ideal scenario for the propaganda campaigns of the regime. The city was exploited 
to stage the celebrations of its military and economic achievements, as “the sanctuary of a new 
International Fascist political religion.”70
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To enhance the propaganda possibilities, Mussolini’s Rome, the Third Rome, needed to 
stage the ruins and monuments of the First Rome (the cities of the emperors, the capital of the 
Roman Empire) and the Second Rome (the city of the popes, the capital of Christianity).71 
Thus, from the early 1920s until the beginning of war, the city’s historic center was at the center 
of a vast program of transformation. This campaign resulted in extensive works of “creative 
destruction”:72 a set of massive and arbitrary clearances aimed at carving out monumental roads 
for military parades (via dell’Impero, today via dei Fori Imperiali, 1924–32) or making space 
around symbols of the Roman Empire (isolations around the Theatre of Marcellus, 1926–32, 
and the Mausoleum of Augustus, 1934–38). Mussolini’s architects worked alongside the best 
archeologists and art historians of the Italian school, such as Antonio Muñoz, to excavate the 
most prestigious archeological sites of the city and include them into new vehicular and spatial 
arrangement of the Third Rome.

Construction projects in the capital reflected the main directions and principles established 
in the 1931 urban general masterplan (PR) of the city, edited by a committee that included Pia-
centini and Giovannoni. On one side, the plan focused on renovating the city center; it allowed 
for the opening of new vehicular arteries and for sanitary improvements of older urban tissues 
through works of diradamento. On the other side, it envisioned the expansion of the modern 
city, through upper-class and middle-class neighborhoods developed around the edges of the 
existing city (neighborhoods Flaminio, Trieste, Salario, Appio, and Portuense). Social housing 
interventions for the working class and the urban proletariat, considered politically dangerous 
by the regime, were not clearly planned in the 1931 plan. The land acquisitions, planning, and 
design of Roman social housing complexes was managed by the ICP (Istituto Case Popolari), 
a public agency for workers’ housing, which was involved in a significant series of projects in 
Rome during the interwar period.73 ICP interventions were located in peripheral areas of the 
city. They were usually mid- and low-density developments that ranged from neighborhoods 
inspired by the international Garden City movement (Garbatella) to settlements designed in the 
spirit of Rationalist housing, called borgate ufficiali (Val Melaina, Primavalle, Tufello, Tiburtino III, 
Quarticciolo, Trullo).74

The 1931 plan combined the symbolic goals of the regime with the pragmatic needs of 
making Rome an efficient modern capital. However, the lack of a codified decision process for 
implementing the large-scale strategies into particular projects did not allow city leaders to ever 
fully realize the objectives of the 1931 plan. In fact, several ideas envisioned by Piacentini and 
Giovannoni for the “Third Rome” remained on paper, like the proposal for two new above-
ground railway stations in addition to the existing Termini station. At the same time, other pow-
erful ideas, which were not part of the original 1931 version, were annexed to the plan after its 
approval, as proof of the continuous change of priorities established by Mussolini for the future 
of the city.

One of the most controversial modifications to the 1931 plan was among the most dramatic 
fascist sventramento projects in the historic center: the opening of via della Conciliazione (road 
of Conciliation). As in the case of via dell’Impero, which visually linked the Colosseum and the 
Altare della Patria in piazza Venezia, via della Conciliazione was designed to make Bernini’s St. 
Peter’s square freely visible from Castel Sant’Angelo and the Tiber river. However, in contrast 
to via dell’Impero, via della Conciliazione was envisioned as symbolically connecting the Italian 
nation and the Holy See. In fact, in 1929, the Kingdom of Italy, represented by the Duce, and the 
newborn Vatican state signed a mutual agreement (the Lateran Pacts, also called the Concilia-
tion) which finally ended disputes that resulted from the unification of Italy in the 19th century.

The project was carried out by Piacentini and architect Attilio Spaccarelli from the early 
1930s. It envisaged a grand approach to the Roman Basilica, and by extension, the newborn 


