
Rogers was born in Trieste—now Italy, but then still part of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire—on March 16, 1909, as a British citizen into a Jewish 
family, with an Italian mother, Ida Manni, and a British father, Romeo, 

employed with the Assicurazioni Generali. In 1914, the family left Trieste for 
Zurich where Ernesto attended elementary schools and learned German. In 1919, 
due to Romeo’s job, the family returned to Italy and settled in Rome, and in 1921, 
Ernesto moved on his own to Milan to attend the Liceo Classico “Giuseppe Parini,” 
where he met Gian Luigi Banfi (1910–45) and Lodovico Belgiojoso (1909–2004).

From 1927 till 1932, Rogers attended the architecture school at the Politecnico, 
where, together with Banfi and Belgiojoso, he befriended Enrico Peressutti (1908–
76). Just before graduation, in 1932, they met Giuseppe Pagano, then already editor-
in-chief of Casabella, who noted the group’s talent and promise, thus starting an 
influential mentorship. Soon after graduation, the four young architects founded 
the BBPR partnership, with an initial office within Banfi’s family apartment in 
Milan. After a few years they moved to another location and from 1939 to via 
dei Chiostri 2, within the historic complex of San Simpliciano’s cloisters, which 
remained BBPR’s office for their entire career. In 1933, Rogers relinquished his 
British citizenship to become an Italian citizen, thus having to serve in the Italian 
army, first in Pavia (November 1933–July 1934), then in Rome, until January 1935. 
While in Rome, Rogers took the state professional exam.

In 1933, all BBPR partners started to collaborate with the magazine Quadrante 
(1933–36). Around 1935 they joined the CIAM and in 1936 participated in 
the VI Milan Triennale and published Stile, their first important research and 
cultural manifesto—still imbued with fascist ideology. In the same year, with the 
commission for the Valle d’Aosta Master Plan, they started a long collaboration 
and friendship with enlightened entrepreneur Adriano Olivetti.

The following years (1936–40), besides sanctioning their entry into the 
international circle of the CIAM at the 1936 fifth congress in Paris, saw the 
definitive affirmation of the BBPR among the leading figures of Italian modern 
architecture with the Colonia Elioterapica in Legnano (Milan) and the post office 
at the EUR satellite town in Rome. In the fall of 1938, however, the fascist regime 
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promulgated the Racial Laws, forcing Rogers to leave the partnership and begin a 
period of anonymity and eventually exile. Between 1938 and 1943 Rogers traveled 
extensively, returning often to his native Trieste. In 1939 he was a guest of Madame 
de Mandrot (CIAM patroness) at her castle in La Sarraz, where he met Max Bill 
and Alfred Roth, who became influential friends over the following years.

In 1942, eventually realizing their misguided juvenile infatuation with the 
fascist regime, the BBPR joined the opposition clandestine movement of the 
Partito d’Azione. In 1943, after Italy’s armistice with the Allies and the German 
forces, then hostile, starting to rule Italy, Rogers was convinced by his friends to 
escape to Switzerland where he spent two years in exile. In 1944 he started to teach 
at the university campus in Vevey, near Lausanne, and in 1945 he taught also at the 
Haute École d’Architecture in Geneva, while carrying on political activity remotely 
for the Partito d’Azione. At the end of the Second World War, in May 1945, Rogers 
returned to Milan. During the war, Rogers—whose mother had also died in those 
years—lost his father at Auschwitz, as well as his friend and partner Banfi and his 
mentor Pagano at Mauthausen.

The postwar period was for Rogers and the BBPR an intense phase of resuming 
professional work and public engagement activities. Between 1945 and 1946, 
they contributed, along with other Milanese professionals, to the visionary and 
groundbreaking new master plan for Milan, “Piano AR.” In 1945 he was among 
the founding members of the Movimento Studi per l’Architettura, initially based in 
the BBPR office. From 1947 to 1959, with his partners, he directed the book series 
Architetti del Movimento Moderno for the publisher Il Balcone. Between 1946 and 
1947, Rogers took on the editorship of Domus and became more involved in the 
CIAM and its leading group of the CIRPAC.

After the Domus experience, Rogers traveled between 1948 and 1949 across 
the Americas, especially in South America. While in New York, he discussed the 
organization of CIAM 7 in Bergamo (Italy) with José Luis Sert, where Rogers 
played a leadership role. In 1949, he contributed to the first CIAM Summer School 
in London, where he also held a lecture series at the Architectural Association.

In 1951, at CIAM 8 in Hoddesdon (UK), Rogers continued to play a leading role, 
attested also by the co-editorship of the proceedings (The Heart of the City, 1952), 
with José Luis Sert and Jaqueline Tyrwhitt. In the same year, he participated, with 
the BBPR, in the IX Milan Triennale. From 1952 to 1958, Rogers was a member 
of the “Committee of Five,” with Lucio Costa, Walter Gropius, Le Corbusier, and 
Sven Markelius, as consultants for the design of the new UNESCO headquarters 
in Paris. From 1952 to 1956, he co-directed the CIAM Summer School in Venice 
(Italy). Since 1952, he began teaching at the Politecnico in Milan, though obtaining 
tenure only in 1964.

In 1953, after declining the offer of succeeding Gropius to lead the architecture 
program at Harvard—eventually forwarded to Sert, who accepted it—Rogers started 
another editorship adventure with Casabella, which he directed until January 1965. 
In 1954, he was visiting professor at Harvard. In the same year, the BBPR participated 
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in the X Milan Triennale with the pavilion “Labirinto dei Ragazzi,” in collaboration 
with artists Alexander Calder and Saul Steinberg. From the early 1950s, the BBPR’s 
professional activity grew significantly with important commissions, including 
the landmark projects for the Civic Museums at the Sforza Castle—completed in 
1956—and the Velasca Tower—completed in 1958—both in Milan, as well as the 
mixed-use complex on Corso Francia in Turin—completed in 1959.

In 1956 Rogers was awarded an Honorary Fellowship by the American Institute 
of Architects and, to mark the occasion, he toured the USA to lecture at several 
universities, and had the opportunity to meet with Frank Lloyd Wright. In the same 
year he participated in CIAM 10 in Dubrovnik, and was appointed member of the 
reorganizing committee of the CIAM. In 1957, the neighborhood development of 
Borgo San Sergio in Trieste—on which he had been working since 1954—broke 
ground. Rogers’ seminal book, Esperienza dell’architettura—developed since 
1950—was published in 1958 and in the same year the BBPR realized the Canada 
Pavilion at the Venice Biennale.

In 1959, the CIAM held their final congress in Otterlo (The Netherlands), 
where Rogers and the BBPR were harshly criticized for the Velasca Tower. In the 
same year, Rogers held the Chair of Italian Culture at the University of California 
Berkeley. During the late 1950s and early 1960s he was also offered teaching 
posts—although unable to accept the invitations—at MIT, Harvard, Yale, and the 
Hochschule für Gestaltung at Ulm (Germany), co-founded by Max Bill. Rogers 
lectured extensively in Italy and abroad: in the USA and China in 1956—including 
at the International Design Conference in Aspen, USA, in 1957 and a lecture on 
Corbu at Columbia University in 1961—in Scandinavia in 1959, and Spain in 
1963, when he was also inducted as Honorary Fellow of the Royal Institute of 
British Architects.

In 1964, Rogers was asked to deliver a keynote speech, entitled “Elogio 
dell’architettura” (In praise of architecture), on the occasion of the conferring of 
the degree honoris causa to Alvar Aalto, Louis Kahn, and Kenzo Tange by the 
Politecnico in Milan. Also at the Politecnico, in 1966, he was asked to commemorate 
Le Corbusier, on his passing the year before, during a public ceremony organized 
by the same academic institution. In 1968, a curated selection of his editorials 
for Casabella-Continuità and a few other writings were published as Editoriali di 
architettura.

In 1964, he started to show signs of a grave illness, which progressively 
impacted his ability to speak—his assistants read his last lectures at the Politecnico 
for him. Rogers died at Gardone, on the Lake Garda, on November 7, 1969, and 
was buried in his native Trieste. The BBPR continued as a practice after Rogers’ 
passing. Enrico Peressutti died in 1976 and the last surviving partner, Lodovico 
Belgiojoso—whose son Alberico Jr. had joined the BBPR as partner in 1973—
kept the firm running until 1998. Lodovico died in 2004, while Alberico Jr. has 
continued the practice as Studio Belgiojoso.



APAO Associazione per l’Architettura Organica (Association for Organic 
Architecture)

BBPR Banfi, Belgiojoso, Peressutti, and Rogers

BEIC [Fondazione] Biblioteca Europea di Informazione e Cultura

CBD Central Business District

CEP Comitato di coordinamento per l’Edilizia Popolare (Coordinating 
Committee for Affordable Housing)

CGE  Compagnia Generale di Elettricità

CIAM Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (International 
Congresses of Modern Architecture)

CIRPAC Comité international pour la résolution des problèmes de 
l’architecture contemporaine (International Committee for the 
Resolution of Problems in Contemporary Architecture)

Corbu* Le Corbusier

ENR Ernesto Nathan Rogers

EUR Esposizione Universale Roma (Rome World Expo)

EZIT Ente Zona Industriale di Trieste (Industrial Zone Agency 
of Trieste)

FAR Floor Area Ratio

INA Istituto Nazionale delle Assicurazioni (National Institute 
of Insurance)

IUAV Istituto Universitario di Architettura di Venezia (School 
of Architecture, Venice, It.)

MARS Modern Architectural Research [Group]

MIAR Movimento Italiano per l’Architettura Razionale (Italian 
Movement for Rational Architecture)

MIT Massachusetts Institute of Technology

ABBREVIATIONS
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MSA Movimento di Studi per l’Architettura (Movement for Architectural 
Studies)

Piano AR Piano Architetti Riuniti (United Architects Plan)

PIM Piano Intercomunale Milanese (Milanese Inter-Municipal Plan)

UIA  Union Internationale des Architèctes (International Union of 
Architects)

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization

* Corbu was a nickname given to Le Corbusier by his fellow artists in Paris and has 
been widely used. Le Corbusier was a pseudonym in its own right that he had given 
himself in 1920 for his real name Charles Édouard Jeanneret-Gris, deriving it from 
his great-grandfather Le Corbezier (or Lecorbesier). The nickname Corbu had a 
reference to Le Corbusier’s appearance: typically dressing in a close-fitting black suit, 
wearing a black bowler hat and exactly circular glasses, all of which reminded his 
friends of the image of a raven, corbeau in French. 
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This book is about a way of being an architect, the way that Ernesto Nathan Rogers 
(1909–69) exemplified throughout his life and career. A way that was highly 
characterized by a clear commitment to advance the Modern Project in architecture 
and to operate as a public intellectual. In other words, the focus is more on the 
mentality and the themes that Rogers developed as a modern architect, striving 
to serve society as a public intellectual, rather than his architectural theories or 
body of works, which, in fact, were developed in collaboration with his partners at 
the BBPR firm in Milan: Gian Luigi Banfi (1910–45), Lodovico Belgiojoso (1909–
2004) and Enrico Peressutti (1908–76).

Rogers’ theories and works are of course also included as necessary elements 
and materials to support and verify the arguments of the study, but they are not 
the primary focus. In fact, only a selection of BBPR’s works are presented and 
discussed when they are germane to the themes under consideration. This is also 
consistent with Rogers’ vision, as he inaugurated his life-long writing career with 
an article on the education of the architect1 and prefaced his most important book, 
Esperienza dell’architettura (1958),2 a curated collection of previously published 
or prepared writings, with a reflection on the craft of the architect, concluding 
his writing career with a brief article on “a few principles for the architect.”3 In 
that, Rogers was well in the footsteps of his most admired architect–intellectual 
in history, Leon Battista Alberti, who made sure at the onset of his treatise to first 
define the profile of the architect—quoted by Rogers on numerous occasions—
before delving into “all things building.”4 At the same time, in his introduction 
to Esperienza, Rogers stated: “I am not a philosopher, nor a man of letters, but 
an architect who reads literature (and poetry), who writes, but essentially designs 
and verifies himself on the construction site.”5 As Bruno Zevi posited in reviewing 
Esperienza soon after its release, “We need to go back to Leon Battista Alberti or 
Baudelaire to find such a synthesis of artist and critic … Rogers’ value (…) can be 
fully grasped only before his works of art and BBPR’s buildings. Everything else is 
‘additional qualities,’ humanly highly sensitive and cultured, of the personality of 
a true architect.”6

INTRODUCTION
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This particular way of being an architect goes well beyond that “Italian style” 
of being an architect, with which Peter Smithson tried to diminish, with a not 
so hidden condescension, “Uncle Ernesto’s”—as he called him—contribution, 
along with those of some of his younger collaborators, such as Giancarlo De Carlo 
and Vittorio Gregotti.7 Indeed, Rogers’ influence was exerted primarily by how 
he modeled his professional life. As recognized by another collaborator, Luciano 
Semerani: “Rogers has been a Master to us for his way of being an architect.”8

Rationale

What have been the motivations behind this study? Why another book on 
Rogers after the many publications already produced on him and on his BBPR 
partnership? A few reasons are behind this effort.

First of all, there was need of a study intended for an international audience. 
While there is copious literature in Italian, there are very few international 
publications accessible beyond academic circles—and this is in spite of Rogers’ 
international stature. Together with his BBPR partners, he was a member of the 
CIAM from the mid-1930s—just a few years after graduation—member of the 
Council from 1947; member of the Comité des Cinq, a team of consultants for 
the UNESCO Headquarters in Paris, which included Le Corbusier and Walter 
Gropius (1952–58); lectured extensively across the world and taught at several 
international universities—being also offered in 1952 to succeed Gropius at the 
helm of the Harvard Graduate School of Design;9 was made Honorary Fellow of 
the AIA in 1956 and of the RIBA in 1963; was close friends with the greatest figures 
of modern architecture, including Wright, Corbu, Mies, Aalto and, especially, 
Gropius; BBPR was involved with projects around the world, from New York to 
Barcelona. Even Reyner Banham, who engaged with Rogers in a heated debate in 
the late 1950s, called Rogers a “hero figure of European architecture of the late 
Forties and early Fifties.”10

Second, there was a need for a comprehensive study on Rogers for his “model” 
of the modern architect. After the 1973 exhaustive monograph by Bonfanti and 
Porta,11 which was in fact on BBPR as a firm, subsequent publications and studies—
for the most part compiled in multi-author anthologies or magazines’ special 
issues—have mainly tackled particular aspects of Rogers’ career.12 It seemed to 
me that there was need for a study on Rogers as architect–intellectual in his entire 
complexity. As noted by Gregotti: “he was the figure that, more than any other, 
underscored the importance, for the artistic practice of architecture, of placing the 
responsibility of the intellectual next to, and as a foundation of, the practice of the 
professional and of the artist.”13

Finally, another motivation came from two other convictions of mine, which 
may be regarded as hypotheses or assumptions for the thesis of the study. On one 
hand, the conviction that, with Jürgen Habermas,14 modernity is an unfinished 
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project and, consequently, that modern architecture is still in “evolution”—to 
use a term dear to Rogers—thus requiring an ongoing revision of the model of 
the modern architect. On the other hand, the conviction that the model of the 
architect–intellectual is still relevant, today more than ever, as also articulated by 
Marco Biraghi in a recent study.15

Aims

In order to demonstrate the above argument, this study aims at showing the 
following aspects of Rogers’ works.

First and foremost, the universal value of Rogers’ legacy. Obviously, his work—
especially his artistic work as partner of the BBPR—was highly influenced by the 
specific social and cultural conditions in which he operated, mostly in Italy from 
the mid-1930s to the mid-1960s, but the international impact of his activities 
warrant an evaluation within an international perspective. Also his activities on 
the side of the profession—still part of his overall persona as an architect—were 
quite strongly related to the Italian cultural milieu, but all his engagements cannot 
be seen as limited to that supposed “Italian style” of being an architect referred 
to by Peter Smithson—“the office, the magazines, teaching abroad, summer 
schools.”16 This study tries to demonstrate how those activities were functional to 
the idea of the modern architect–intellectual—besides, didn’t Corbu call himself 
an “homme de lettres”?17

In addition, this study wants to challenge the notion of Rogers as the precursor 
of Post-Modernism. Simply because Rogers tried to evolve modern architecture 
from its initial—though necessary—historical complex and—also necessary—
contextual indifference, there is no ground to label him as a precursor of the 
superficial historicist revival of Post-Modernism. Simply because some of his 
young collaborators would eventually pursue research that may be seen as part 
of the postmodernist phase of modern architecture, it is senseless to hold Rogers 
accountable for such developments. Or simply because of his innate open-
mindedness and empathetic  disposition to encourage younger generations—
as well as contemporary colleagues, for that matter—in their  uncertain and 
experimental explorations, inevitably yielding questionable results.

Yet Rogers did publish those Neo-Liberty works in Casabella-Continuità without 
stating clearly his cultural distance, thus conveying the impression of an implicit 
endorsement of them—as he duly recognized as one of his editorial shortcomings. 
Instead, as Alexander Tzonis, for example, has stated, “Rogers formulated the 
concept of Critical Regionalism, the new positioning of architecture and urbanism 
that responds to the concerning technological, social, cultural and economical 
reality of globalization at the closing of the twentieth century.”18 Indeed, Critical 
Regionalism arrived at its current formulation sparked by Kenneth Frampton’s 
reflections, but it cannot be denied that Rogers’ thought had in it the seeds of such 
an approach. The book also tries to demonstrate this.
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Rogers’ works and thought cannot be reduced to simplistic terms. One has 
to understand their complexity and this is another aim of the book. Complexity 
is likely to bring along ambiguities and, sometimes, contradictions—balanced 
though by frequent moments of lightning and dazzling intuition. In reflecting on 
Rogers’ legacy, Francesco Tentori has rightly remembered a few verses by Walt 
Whitman: “Do I contradict myself? Very well then, I contradict myself. (I am large, 
I contain multitudes.)”19 So true of Rogers as well. Some contradictions, aporias, 
questionable goals—such as the early enthusiasm for “corporativist urbanism” or 
wanting to define a certain “Italianness” for Italian architecture, both being legacies 
of a juvenile and wrong infatuation with fascism—do not affect the overall superb 
quality of Rogers’ intellectual contribution. A contribution where the BBPR works 
remain the core, but one that cannot be fully appreciated without Rogers’ writing. 
And it is not a simple writing, it is not a structured discourse in the form of a 
treatise—which he had in mind to develop but never got around to—or a major 
piece of written theory, such as, for example, The Architecture of the City (1966) by 
his mentee Aldo Rossi. Rogers’ thought, at its best in the intensity and the critical 
urgency of a short, focused writing, or speech, was not made for a structured book. 
In fact, he never authored a good one, his best publication (Esperienza) being 
a curated collection of past essays. The only book that he really composed, Gli 
elementi del fenomeno architettonico (1961)20 was less than satisfactory—hurriedly 
put together for an academic contest—and Rogers himself pulled it from the 
market soon after its release.

Rogers had the humility, but also the strength and the discipline, to be his own 
first critic. A distinct attitude of critical thinking that he also maintained in other 
spheres of his activities, such as when he edited magazines—for example, when he 
pulled the plug, finally unconvinced, on a monographic issue of Casabella-Continuità 
on “tradition,” on which his collaborators had been working for a while21—or at the 
office during the design process. Belgiojoso recalled that, during their discussions, 
Rogers was always pushing for improvements: “We should never be content to have 
reached a goal: you settle too soon with your solutions.”22 And when they used to 
complain about Rogers’ critique of a design that they worked hard to develop the 
previous day and on which all of them had agreed, he used to rebut: “Yesterday was 
yesterday … do you like it today?” And they had to continue to improve the design 
for a more perfect solution.23 Again Belgiojoso: “ ‘Being honest with oneself ’ was 
the first point of his credo, and it was, at the same time, a moral principle.”24

Rogers / BBPR

These recollections by Belgiojoso tie with an overarching problem of this study: 
how is it possible to single out Rogers’ contribution from the collaborative career 
of the BBPR? The book includes a whole chapter devoted to Rogers’ experience of 
“teamwork,” which for him was one of the fundamental guiding principles of the 
modern architect. However, the chapter discusses how that experience unfolded, 
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which projects could be looked at as exemplary to understand such an approach, 
and various forms of collaboration in which Rogers engaged—beyond BBPR—
in order to demonstrate how teamwork was not only a new and a better way to 
practice architecture, but, more broadly, a mindset that sustains the experience of 
the modern architect in the world, as an intellectual and a citizen.

Here the question is how is it possible to isolate Rogers as a subject of a critical 
and historical analysis from the web of ideas, experiences, and works that he himself 
wove throughout his career in his interactions with his closest collaborators at the 
firm? It is not easy, but this study is primarily focused on what Rogers meant for a 
“modern architect” and the model that he exemplified, rather than reassessing the 
works of the BBPR. Even though being probably more present in the daily routine 
of the office than Rogers, the other BBPR partners also engaged themselves in 
a variety of endeavors, such as writing, public speaking, teaching, consulting, 
and participating in other professional teams or associations. Yet, there is little 
doubt that Rogers exemplified this model more than the other partners, hence 
the significance of studying and discussing his particular experience. At the same 
time, BBPR have been always very clear that the professional work that came out 
of their firm was the indivisible product of their common intellectual efforts, 
and that it was pointless to try to distinguish the respective contributions of the 
partners. Hence, the architectural works and projects discussed in this book are 
always discussed—and duly credited—as BBPR’s works.

FIGURE 0.1 BBPR at the office, circa 1934. From left to right: Enrico Peressutti, 
Lodovico Belgiojoso, Ernesto Nathan Rogers, Gian Luigi Banfi. © BBPR, courtesy of 
Alberico Belgiojoso.
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Discussing Rogers “and” BBPR, as was done for this book, required a 
particular—dual—analytical method that, even though it often required shifting 
perspectives and contexts, in the end, mirrored Rogers’ mentality and his acting in 
accordance with the complex nature of modern culture.

Approach

How did this study try to accomplish what has been just described?
A first step has been to identify those themes in Rogers’ artistic and intellectual 

experience that are fundamental components for the profile of the architect as 
exemplified by Rogers. The discussion of each theme is articulated through writings 
and works, consistent with Rogers’ firm belief that an architect’s value is “verified 
on the construction site.” Obviously, all themes wove through Rogers’ and other 
BBPR partners’ careers. Therefore, each chapter follows a chronological order of 
its own, not dissimilar— though a bit accentuated—to the format of Esperienza, 
where Rogers divided his collected writings into three parts, according to various 
themes and categories,25 each following its own chronological order.

The other component of the approach was to consider Rogers’ entire career, 
including its early part—basically, pre-Second World War—which was treated 
with equal focus and rigor. As aptly questioned by Francesco Bucci, “in order to 
grasp the true value of Rogers’ thought, would it not be better to revisit all the 
phases that he lived in, without limiting ourselves to the brief post-war season for 
which we are used to remembering him?”26 I believe the wholeness that Rogers 
was advocating for, regarding the experience of the architectural phenomenon, 
should also be followed in considering and critically evaluating the arc of any 
artist’s creative trajectory.

Finally, the weaving of the discourse with both theoretical reflections and works 
of architecture seemed another necessary angle of the approach to analyze Rogers’ 
legacy, as one of the two components would not have offered sufficient material 
for a full comprehension of his oeuvre. Consistent with this and with Rogers’ 
approach when he was studying and discussing figures of the less or more recent 
past—as a critic engagé and not as an historian27—my perspective has been that of 
an architect who reflects, rather than an historian. I am aware of the limitations 
of such a hybrid method, which of course does not pretend to substitute the 
necessary in-depth analysis of the historian. On the contrary, I hope that this book 
will be a stimulus for more studies into Rogers’ oeuvre, also of historical nature. 
Yet, I am also confident in the benefits of the approach of this book as a way to 
foster a cultural dialog with the history of our field and to keep questioning our 
identity as modern architects in the pursuit of the evolving and unfinished project 
of modernity.



1 CRITICALITY

For Rogers, one of the most important aspects of being a modern architect was 
to exercise a critical understanding of, and a creative response to, reality and 
the challenges of artistic practice. The architect, according to Rogers, cannot be 
satisfied with just developing a good project, as professionally sound as it may be: 
there is a moral obligation to put her/his skills, creativity, and intelligence to good 
use for the advancement of the art, the meaningful shaping of the environment 
and the betterment of society.

The seeds for his notion of criticality were already planted in the young Rogers 
during his formative years at the Politecnico in Milan through the teachings of one 
of his professors, Ambrogio Annoni, not on modern architecture per se—which 
at that time was still struggling to make its way through the school’s conservative 
environment—but on preservation. While Rogers and his fellow classmates 
Banfi, Belgiojoso, and Peressutti did not learn much—with few exceptions—from 
Politecnico’s conservative, historicist faculty, essentially going through a self-
directed education, sensitive to what was happening in Northern Europe in the 
1920s, the teachings of Annoni had a lasting impact. What characterized Annoni’s 
theory about preservation was the so-called “case-by-case” approach, whereby 
the architect has to exercise her/his best judgment, through rational method 
and artistic sensitivity, while tackling the problem at hand without preconceived 
ideas or ideological strategies about what and how to preserve. This was in stark 
contrast with the leading preservationist of the time, Rome-based Gustavo 
Giovannoni, who preached an ideologically rigid approach to the preservation of 
historic structures and urban organisms, in addition to an ideological opposition 
to modern architecture.1 For a case-by-case approach, which Rogers and his 
professional partners at BBPR followed later in their career when they were given 
commissions involving historic fabrics—but also more in general for any project—
the exercise of critical judgment was crucial. However, it had to be supported 
by a rigorous method of analysis, alternative options evaluations, and a creative 
process: a method similar to the one that was at the foundation of the Modern 
Project in architecture, as symbolized by Corbu’s famous dictum “Architecture is 
a well-posed problem.” Architecture became a problem that could be rationally 
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defined without preconceptions, critically evaluated through a rational method 
and creatively resolved as a critique to consolidated stereotypes.2

Rogers’ process of self-education included an intense study of the most 
advanced research going on at that time in France, Germany, Austria, and Russia, 
and among the many lessons that he learned from the pioneers of modern 
architecture was the critical mentality that would serve him and his partners well 
in their later career. As Rogers later observed, while interrogating himself about 
the common denominator of Corbu’s manifold research, geared at envisioning—
beyond stylistic formulas—whole new dimensions and manifestations of modern 
living as critiques of consolidated cultural patterns,

Le Corbusier’s first act is a complete rejection of consolidated models, not only 
in terms of forms, but especially in terms of the contents that determine those 
forms. More than an inventor of original forms, he is an inventor of “worlds”: 
the world of those who dwell, the world of those who co-habit within the city, 
the world of those who work in the countryside, the world of those who retreat 
to pray in a church or in a convent. The world, finally, of those who need care 
in a hospital.3

Beyond important figures within the field of architecture, recent—such 
as Loos, Van de Velde, Gropius, and Le Corbusier—and more distant—such 
as Leon Battista Alberti—Rogers also found inspiration to form his own critical 
sensibility in other protagonists of Italian culture and society, such as philosopher 
Enzo Paci and industrialist Adriano Olivetti.4 We shall discuss the relationship 
between Rogers and the former in a later chapter, but here we should dwell on 
the relationship with the latter, because it also relates to the BBPR’s first important 
“critical” work.

The Valle d’Aosta Master Plan

Enlightened capitalist, man of great culture, combining innovative business vision 
with a genuine humanitarian spirit, Adriano Olivetti belonged to the second 
generation of a legendary Italian industrial dynasty, initiated by Adriano’s father, 
Camillo. Rogers, twenty-five, and Adriano Olivetti, thirty-three, met in Trieste—
Rogers’ hometown where he continued to return frequently—in 1934 to discuss 
a possible commission for the young firm of BBPR—just graduated in 1932—and 
other Milanese professionals: a regional master plan for Italy’s north-westernmost 
region of Valle d’Aosta. Olivetti’s factory—at the time producing typewriters, based 
on Camillo’s notable 1930 M40 model—was located in Ivrea, a small town north-
east of Turin, just at the foot of the Alps, and along the river Dora Baltea that runs 
from the Valle d’Aosta to the south of the Po Valley. Olivetti understood that Ivrea’s 
potential for growth was also related to the growth of its hinterland, consisting 
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mainly of the Valle d’Aosta, hence his interest in launching a comprehensive 
regional plan for the economic and social development of that region.

Far and logistically secluded from the more developed areas of industrial 
Northern Italy—notably the industrial triangle of Turin–Milan–Genoa—the 
mountainous territory of the Valle d’Aosta was suffering from poverty, lack 
of economic development, and weak infrastructure. Nevertheless, the valley 
boasted spectacular natural environments—e.g., the Mont Blanc and the Cervino/
Matterhorn mountainous groups—that needed only to be exploited for tourism. 
Olivetti had the vision to unlock the valley’s untapped potential. However, he did 
not see just an opportunity for economic growth, as he also cultivated a genuine 
humanitarian concern for people’s living standards. Certainly influenced by his 
father Camillo’s inclination toward a moderate form of “socialism”—in addition 
to his own vague initial fascination with fascist “corporativism”5—Adriano had a 

FIGURE 1.1 BBPR, Piano per la Valle d’Aosta (1934–36), urban design plan for the city 
of Aosta by Banfi, Peressutti, and Rogers. © BBPR, courtesy of Alberico Belgiojoso.
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vision for community development and a humane approach to industrial growth 
that benefited from architecture and urbanism. As Rogers recalled many years later 
in his passionate commemoration of his dear friend Adriano,6 the Valle d’Aosta 
Master Plan, beyond its own value as a regional plan, was the embodiment of 
Olivetti’s philosophy: politics, social reform, economy, and urbanism converging 
together toward an idea of civic growth. In his foreword to the master plan 
document Il piano della Valle d’Aosta, Olivetti outlined his clear vision: “The plan 
wanted to show how, going beyond traditional and limited models, a modern 
state could change a region where there is a need of renewal and environmental 
recovery, to bring it back to its entire social and human dignity.”7

Completed in 1936—when it was exhibited at the IV Milan Triennale—and 
officially and fully presented in 1937 in Rome, the plan, whose team included, as 
architects/planners, BBPR and already experienced and recognized professionals 
such as Piero Bottoni, Luigi Figini, and Gino Pollini, consisted of a massive set of 
450 boards (150 x 50 cm) and five models. In its introductory part, the plan offered 
an analysis of natural assets, geography, history, demographic trends, economy, 
social characters, infrastructure, and tourism. The master plan also included more 
detailed plans for the Italian area of Mont Blanc—by Figini and Pollini—the Breuil 
Valley—by Belgiojoso and Bottoni—the city of Aosta and the tourist center at 
Pila—both by Banfi, Peressutti, and Rogers—and a new residential neighborhood 
in Ivrea—by Figini and Pollini. For each of these detailed plans, the urbanistic 
and architectural vision rested on a thorough analysis of geography, agricultural 
activities, land-ownership, existing housing conditions, demographics, and 
economic strengths and weaknesses. One of the team members, Piero Bottoni, 
proudly considered the plan “the most comprehensive regional plan developed so 
far in Italy and probably in the world.”8

As exemplified in the vision for Aosta by Banfi, Peressutti, and Rogers, the 
proposal advanced a critique of current conditions and development models, 
to suggest a new modern environment in a harmonic dialog with nature. The 
refined and balanced fabric of abstracted, modern volumes was tempered by a 
clear, though veiled and subtle, historical reference to Aosta’s Roman history, 
with the new stadium situated the way a Roman amphitheater would have been 
located in a typical Roman new town. The 3D urban design interpretation of a 
2D larger planning strategy, aligned with the most advanced experimentations by 
Corbu and other Northern European architects and planners, was also a critique 
of traditional disciplinary tools and modes of operation.

Rationalism of the 1930s

The critical approach that BBPR manifested in the Valle d’Aosta large-scale 
planning work was also taken for their initial architectural design challenges. 
BBPR fully engaged in the fervor of urban renewal and new construction pursued 
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by the fascist regime, taking a political alignment with the Fascist National Party 
that Rogers and all the others, in hindsight, deeply regretted. Rogers did not shrink 
to comment on various occasions about the mistake they made, along with many 
other artists and architects—namely, the most distinguished of all, Giuseppe 
Terragni—who had embraced the fascist ideology. Rogers recalled that “through 
egocentrism, we posited absurd syllogisms, such as the one that went: Fascism is a 
revolution, our art is revolutionary, therefore Fascism will have to adopt our art.”9 
In fairness, the fascist regime maintained a rather ambiguous position toward 
cultural and artistic movements, mostly encouraging rhetoric and monumental 
revivals—and increasingly so through the years—but also supporting modern 
experimentations, such as in the fortunate case of the competition for the new 
railway station in Florence (1932), won by Giovanni Michelucci’s team. As Palmiro 
Togliatti, who eventually became the post-Second World War leader of the Italian 
Communist Party, already noted in 1935:

What do we find in the Fascist ideology? Everything. It is an eclectic ideology … 
an exasperated nationalist ideology … [but also] fragments of social-democratic 
models … organized [controlled] capitalism … and from communism: 
planning, etc. The Fascist ideology contains a series of heterogeneous elements. 
We need to keep this in mind, because it allows us to understand what this 
ideology is functional for.10

This contextual extenuation notwithstanding, the painful mistake remains, 
especially when compared with the few artists and intellectuals, such as Edoardo 
Persico, who saw the real nature of the regime from its early years and instead 
maintained a firm and ethical stance of opposition.

In spite of their political blindness toward the fascist regime, BBPR continued 
to cultivate a working method that led them to grow a body of work that Bonfanti 
and Porta did not hesitate to call “critical architecture.”11 Already in the mid-1930s, 
they took part in several national design competitions, the first important being 
the one in 1934 for the Palazzo del Littorio in Rome, the new headquarters of the 
Fascist National Party on via dei Fori Imperiali, in the midst of the archeological 
district of the Roman Fora. More than 100 teams participated, seventy-two were 
selected for a public exhibition, and twelve for a second phase of the contest. 
BBPR, with Figini and Pollini, and engineer Arturo Danusso—who several years 
later would consult with BBPR for their landmark work, the Velasca Tower in 
Milan—developed a project with a clearly modern vocabulary, in critical rejection 
of any rhetoric monumentalism or historicism that the regime was ambiguously 
supporting along with, though more mildly, modern architecture.

The competition sparked a great deal of debate, with important figures of the 
regime dispensing their views, such as Ugo Ojetti—an influential fascist intellectual 
and art historian—who harshly criticized the projects by Terragni’s team, which 
was still admitted to the second phase, and by BBPR—for “its buildings completely 


