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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressione 
grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra linguaggi. 
La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri tema-
tici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spazio di 
ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di rubri-
che che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere del-
le diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, progetto, racconto, 
lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viaggio, ring, 
tutorial, intervista, fundamentals – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The journal is 
conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a discourse 
on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sections that 
offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme analysed: 
editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, transla-
tion, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, interview, fundamentals. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, col-
lective perception. The principal aim of these sections is not 
to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investiga-
tion of different instances of design and to provide tools and 
materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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Fino a quando esisterà, per causa delle leggi e dei costumi, una dannazione 
sociale, che crea artificialmente, in piena civiltà, degli inferni e che complica  
con una fatalità umana il destino, che è divino; fino a quando i tre problemi del 
secolo, l’abbrutimento dell’uomo per colpa dell’indigenza, l’avvilimento della 
donna per colpa della fame e l’atrofia del fanciullo per colpa delle tenebre, non 
saranno risolti; fino a quando, in certe regioni, sarà possibile l’asfissia sociale; 
in altre parole, e, sotto un punto di vita ancor più esteso, fino a quando si 
avranno sulla terra, ignoranza e miseria, i libri del genere di questo potranno 
non essere inutili. — V. Hugo, Les Misérables, A. Lacroix, Verboeckhoven & 
Cie, Bruxelles 1862; tr. it. I miserabili, Rizzoli, Milano 2011, p. 16.

Le cases di Tschumi sono vides, necessariamente svuotate della nostalgia per 
lasciare spazio a un altro genere di occupante, non previsto dalla taylorizzazione 
funzionalista né dagli accoglienti miti familisti. Per questo Tschumi costruisce 
cases e non maisons: “case, una povera casa disgraziata, una capanna come 
‘le capanne dei nativi delle colonie’”, dal latino manere, soggiornare o abitare.  
Le cases vides di Tschumi riecheggiano, anche se lontanamente e con scarso 
desiderio di ritorno, le baracche di innumerevoli popoli esuli a causa di guerre, 
carestie o depressioni agrarie. Le loro strutture rosse non significano un romantico 
cottage cadente, ma strutture aperte per la banlieue nomade. — A. Vidler,  
The Architectural Uncanny. Essays in the Modern Unhomely, The MIT Press, 
Cambridge Mass. 1992; tr. it. Il perturbante dell’architettura. Saggi sul disagio 
nell’età contemporanea, Einaudi, Torino 2006, p. 114.

Miserabilia mette a fuoco spazi e spettri della miseria nell’immaginario e nella realtà 
muovendo da due assunti: la rimozione dello spazio di esistenza della miseria 
nella realtà concreta e immateriale occidentale a favore di “misurabili condizioni 
di povertà”; la presenza nelle città di manufatti a testimonianza di un passato  
in cui la miseria era “materia” di governo e di progetto.

La miseria in Occidente è oggi un impensato e un irrappresentabile; risulta indici-
bile e invisibile, estromessa in un altrove storico, geografico, culturale. Eppure, in 
passato la miseria ha avuto ad esempio in Italia forme maestose, dalle Scuole Grandi 
veneziane agli Alberghi dei Poveri. Al monumento sono subentrate le architetture ano-
nime dei centri di servizio o manufatti temporanei che rispondono a situazioni emer-
genziali. Se la monumentalità della miseria esprimeva un’estetica, l’architettura della 
povertà la rigetta in nome della funzionalità: oggi lo spazio della miseria risulta svuo-
tato di fenomenologie, evidenze, qualità, quantità, dimensioni, estensioni, discorsi.

Allo IUAV di Venezia il tema ha segnato gli studi che hanno insistito sui nessi 
tra sistema capitalistico, configurazione dello spazio e produzione e controllo 
sociale o sulle modalità di gestione di disequilibri e conflitti in città (Astengo, Cacciari, 
Ceccarelli, De Carlo, Indovina, Secchi e altri). La fine della stagione “politica” che 
immaginava soluzioni rimediali nell’ottica di una “abolizione della miseria” ha coinciso 
con l’affievolirsi del dialogo tra le discipline solidali nel cercare di metterla a fuoco.Lu
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7Editoriale | Editorial Miserabilia

Sara Marini



In architettura, miseria è stata oggetto di specifica osservazione negli studi storici 
dedicati alle imponenti strutture che, accogliendo, istruendo, controllando gli ultimi, 
compensavano le grandiose manifestazioni del potere. Nel 1929 Le Corbusier 
progetta l’Asile Flottant per i senzatetto di Parigi; lo stesso autore realizza nel 1933, 
con Jeanneret e sempre dentro la capitale francese, la Cité de Refuge: monumento 
alla miseria1. Nel 1986 John Hejduk disegna Abandoned Chapel: Housing for  
the Homeless per Bovisa, e nel 1994 Anthony Vidler pubblica The Architectural 
Uncanny, nel quale sottolinea il tema dei vagabondi proprio nell’opera di Hejduk2. 
Nel 2004 Gilles Clément in Manifeste du Tiers paysage ribalta l’accezione negativa 
attribuita allo spazio scartato mostrandolo come luogo ricco di diversità biologica3. 
Anche la fotografia ha continuato a indagare la vitalità delle “zone” in cui la 
miseria è motore di sperimentazioni sullo spazio pubblico. 

Nel 2015 Andrea Branzi e Michele De Lucchi curano a Milano la mostra The 
Aesthetics of Misery proponendo un’indagine su forme e scene disfatte della miseria. 
Nel 2022 a Monaco Who’s Next? Homelessness, Architecture and Cities espone 
progetti di architettura storica e contemporanea per i senzatetto4. Deliberatamente 
rimossa dalle città – si pensi all’“architettura ostile” e ai dispositivi anti-clochard – 
o associata agli studi sulla scarsità di risorse e di materiali, la miseria non ha luogo. 
Mentre l’aperto viene progressivamente cancellato, le antiche soglie del monumento 
sono sempre lette da chi è senza dimora come porte di “case” del ritorno.

In filosofia, miseria compare in uno dei luoghi più classici del pensiero occidentale, 
il Simposio di Platone: Penia (Miseria e Penuria), accoppiandosi con Poros 
(Espediente e Risorsa), genera Eros (Desiderio). In epoca moderna, la miseria 
resta altrettanto centrale ma, associata alla scarsità di risorse naturali per la sussi-
stenza, diventa sempre più prerogativa del discorso economico del primo liberalismo, 
che, ad esempio in Adam Smith e Thomas Malthus, ruota intorno al bisogno  
piuttosto che al desiderio con cui polemizza il nascente socialismo di Filosofia della 
miseria di Pierre-Joseph Proudhon5, a cui risponde Miseria della filosofia di Marx6.

Michel Foucault in Sécurité, territoire, population parla di “invenzione della 
povertà”7 da parte delle arti di governo a partire dal Seicento-Settecento, che finisce 
per celare la portata filosofica della miseria. In Erfahrung und Armut 8 di Walter 
Benjamin e Kafka. Pour une littérature mineure9 di Gilles Deleuze e Félix Guattari 
si assiste a un recupero della miseria quale categoria filosofica, di cui si evidenzia 
il senso già platonico di “potenzialità”, che configura la possibilità di una forma  
di vita comunitaria come sottolineato in Altissima povertà da Giorgio Agamben10. 
In tempi ancora più recenti, il nesso desiderio-potenzialità della miseria torna anche 
nei dibattiti sulla crisi ambientale in quanto alternativa ai risvolti “governamentali” 
del discorso della scarsità e del debito.

In sociologia, miseria rappresenta una sorta di concetto-limite. L’esclusione cui 
allude sembra eccedere ogni forma di solidarietà, come pure la portata del Verstehen 
weberiano11 e la stessa idea marxiana di classe. Anche un testo eccentrico come 
Soziologie scritto da Georg Simmel la elude12: il misero non è ricompreso nel gioco 
di forme della sociazione a differenza dello straniero, del nemico o del povero. 

Critica e storia. Materiali su Benjamin, Cluva, Venezia 1980, pp. 203-208.
9	 Cfr. G. Deleuze, F. Guattari, Kafka. Pour une littérature mineure, Les 

Éditions de Minuit, Paris 1975; tr. it. Kafka. Per una letteratura mino-
re, Quodlibet, Macerata 2010.

10	 Cfr. G. Agamben, Altissima povertà. Regole monastiche e forma di 
vita, Neri Pozza, Vicenza 2011.

11	 Cfr. M. Weber, Über einige Kategorien der verstehenden Soziologie, 
in “Logos. Internationale Zeitschriftfür Philosophie der Kultur”, vol. IV, 
1913, pp. 253-294; tr. it. Alcune categorie della sociologia compren-
dente, in Idem, Il metodo delle scienze storico-sociali, Einaudi, Torino 
2003, pp. 181-239.

12	 Cfr. G. Simmel, Soziologie, Duncker & Humblot, Leipzig 1908; tr. it. 
Sociologia, Meltemi, Milano 2010.

13	 Cfr. J.A. Riis, How the Other Half Lives. Studies among the Tenements 
of New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York 1890.

14	 Cfr. P. Bourdieu et al., La misère du monde, Seuil, Paris 1993; tr. it. 
La miseria del mondo, Mimesis, Milano-Udine 2015.

15	 Cfr. A. Gordon, Ghostly Matters. Haunting and the Sociological Imag-
ination, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1997; tr. it. Cose 
di fantasmi. Haunting e immaginazione sociologica, DeriveApprodi, 
Bologna 2022.

16	 Cfr. H. Lefebvre, La production de l’espace, Anthropos, Paris 1974; 
tr. it. La produzione dello spazio, Miozzi, Milano 1976.

1	 Cfr. Le Corbusier, P. Jeanneret, Œuvre complete de 1929-1934, a 
cura di W. Boesiger, Girbsberger, Zürich 1935, pp. 29-30, 94-106.

2	 Cfr. A. Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny. Essays in the Modern Unho-
mely, The MIT Press, Cambridge Mass. 1992; tr. it. Il perturbante dell’ar-
chitettura. Saggi sul disagio nell’età contemporanea, Einaudi, Torino 
2006, in particolare il cap. Architettura vagabonda, pp. 227-236.

3	 Cfr. G. Clément, Manifeste du Tiers paysage, Sens & Tonka, Paris 
2004; tr. it. Manifesto del Terzo paesaggio, Quodlibet, Macerata 2004.

4	 Cfr. D. Talesnik, A. Lepik (a cura di), Who’s Next?. Homelessness, Archi-
tecture and Cities, catalogo della mostra, ArchiTangle, Berlin 2021.

5	 Cfr. P.-J. Proudhon, Système des contradictions économiques ou 
Philosophie de la misère, Guillaumin, Paris 1846; tr. it. Sistema 
delle contraddizioni economiche. Filosofia della miseria, Edizioni 
Anarchismo, Trieste 2016.

6	 Cfr. K. Marx, Misère de la philosophie. Réponse à la Philosophie de la 
Misère de M. Proudhon, Frank-Vogler, Paris-Bruxelles 1847; tr. it. Miseria 
della filosofia. Risposta alla “Filosofia della miseria” di Proudhon, Editori 
Riuniti, Roma 2019.

7	 Cfr. M. Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population. Cours au Collège de France 
1977-1978, Seuil-Gallimard, Paris 2004; tr. it. Sicurezza, territorio, popola-
zione. Corso al Collège de France 1977-1978, Feltrinelli, Milano 2005.

8	 Cfr. W. Benjamin, Erfahrung und Armut, in “Die Welt im Wort”, no. 10, 
7/12/1933, pp. 213-219; tr. it. Esperienza e povertà, in F. Rella (a cura di), 

Eppure, anche la miseria ha una forma spaziale. Tale “spazio di rappresentazione” 
è stato denunciato come scandalo in cui viveva the other half nel testo How the 
Other Half Lives di Jacob Riis o esplorato dalla sociologia documentaria dopo il 192913. 

La miseria resta però un objet caché dell’immaginazione sociologica, relegata 
ad aree sottosviluppate o colpite da eventi catastrofici. La sua quotidianità riemerge 
nel tentativo di dare voce a soggetti “invisibili” come testimoniato in La misère du 
monde di Pierre Bourdieu14. E va a costituire lo sfondo di diverse etnografie su forme 
estreme di marginalità, informalità e violenza lette come esito di una svolta punitiva  
e di processi di produzione di hyper-ghettos e urban outcast. Come scrive Avery 
Gordon, se la teoria femminista, postcoloniale e intersezionale aiuta a pensare  
la miseria come sessuata, razzializzata e materialmente (ri)prodotta, la dimensione 
eccessiva che la definisce sembra però “accomunare”, indicando qualcosa che 
resta e incombe, come uno spettro15.

La miseria è dunque una questione di spazio e di spazialità, nella realtà e nell’im-
maginario. In primo luogo, lo spazio architettonico: quello evidente, teatralizzato  
e sovraesposto nel passato e quello invisibilizzato, anonimo, residuale e incombente, 
dunque spettrale, che progressivamente gli è subentrato. In secondo luogo,  
lo spazio filosofico delle parole per designare e raccontare la miseria. In terzo luogo, 
lo spazio delle parole tra le persone, ovvero lo spazio sociale, ciò che Henri Lefebvre 
designava come territorio di rappresentazione16. Laddove la miseria non è rap-
presentata o rappresentabile, non svanisce affatto: nell’anonimato finisce piuttosto 
per essere interiorizzata, esprimendosi tutt’al più nella colpevolizzazione e nell’inde-
bitamento, perfino nella criminalizzazione della povertà, a cui fa da contraltare 
l’immiserimento morale dei quartieri benestanti, sempre più isolati e chiusi al resto 
della città. Ne scaturisce una urbanità in stato permanente di crisi, dove lo spettro 
di una miseria ovunque incombente finisce per legittimare un’arte di governo 
dell’emergenza e della precarietà. Solo lo spazio “smisurato”, scartato, dimenticato, 
persiste come ambito in cui la miseria può insediarsi, accamparsi, riconoscersi.
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As long as social damnation exists, through laws and customs, artificially creating 
hell at the heart of civilization and muddying a destiny that is divine with human 
calamity; as long as the three problems of the century – man’s debasement 
through the proletariat, woman’s demoralization through hunger, the wasting 
of the child through darkness – are not resolved; as long as social suffocation 
is possible in certain areas; in other words, and to take an even broader view,  
as long as ignorance and misery exist in this world, books like the one you are 
about to read are, perhaps, not entirely useless. — V. Hugo, Les Misérables,  
A. Lacroix, Verboeckhoven & Cie, Bruxelles 1862; En. tr. Les Misérables, Random 
House, New York 2010, p. 51.

Tschumi’s cases are vides, necessarily emptied of nostalgia in order to prepare 
for another kind of inhabitation, one not predicted by functionalist taylorization 
or cozy family myths. It is for this reason that Tschumi builds cases and not 
maisons: ‘case, a poor and wretched house, a hovel, as in the “hovels of natives 
in the colonies”’, from the Latin casa or cottage, as opposed to the maison, 
manse or mansion, from the Latin manere, to dwell in. Tschumi’s cases vides 
echo, but form a long way off and with little desire to return, the forgotten huts 
of numberless peoples, displaced by war, famine, or agrarian depression. 
Their red frames stand not as signs of some romantic ruined cottage but as open 
structures for the nomadic banlieue. — A. Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny. 
Essays in the Modern Unhomely, The MIT Press, Cambridge Mass. 1992, p. 102.

Miserabilia focus on spaces and spectres of misery in imagination and reality. 
Two assumptions underlie it: the removal of the space of existence of misery in the 
concrete and immaterial context of the West in favour of ‘measurable conditions  
of poverty’, and the presence of buildings in cities as evidence of a past in which 
poverty was a ‘matter’ of governance and planning. 

Misery in the West is today unthinkable and unrepresentable, unspeakable and 
invisible, exiled to a historical, geographical, cultural elsewhere. Yet, in the past, 
misery took majestic forms in Italy, for instance, from the Great Schools of Venice 
to the almshouses for the poor. Monuments gave way to the anonymous architecture 
of service centres or temporary structures responding to emergency situations.  
If the monumentality of misery expressed an aesthetics, the architecture of poverty 
rejects it in the name of functionality: today the space of misery is emptied of 
phenomenology, evidence, quality, quantity, scale, extension, discourse.

At IUAV in Venice, the theme shaped studies that insisted either on the links 
between capitalist system, spatial configuration, and social production and control, 
or on the methods of managing imbalances and conflicts in the city (Astengo, 
Cacciari, Ceccarelli, De Carlo, Indovina, Secchi, and others). The end of the ‘political’ 
season which envisioned remedial solutions with a view to the ‘abolition of misery’ 
coincided with the fading of the dialogue between the disciplines engaged in  
the pursuit of bringing it into focus.

In architecture, misery was the subject of specific observations in historical 
studies concerned with the massive structures that, by accommodating, educating, 
and controlling outcasts, compensated for the grandiose displays of power. In 1929 
Le Corbusier designed the ‘floating asylum’ for the homeless in Paris; in 1933  
the same architect created, with Jeanneret and always inside the French capital, 
the Cité de Refuge: a monument to misery1. In 1986 John Hejduk designed 
Abandoned Chapel: Housing for the Homeless for Bovisa, and in 1994 Anthony Vidler 
published The Architectural Uncanny, in which he emphasized the theme of 
vagabonds in Hejduk’s work2. In 2004, Gilles Clément in Manifeste du Tiers paysage 
overturned the negative meaning attributed to the discarded space, showing it as a 
place rich in biological diversity3. Photography keeps investigating the vitality of  
the ‘zones’ in which misery is the driving force for experimentation on public space. 

In 2015 Andrea Branzi and Michele De Lucchi curated The Aesthetics of Misery 
exhibition in Milan, presenting an investigation into forms and scenes of misery.  
In 2022 in Munich Who’s Next? Homelessness, Architecture and Cities exhibited 
historical and contemporary architectural projects for the homeless4. Deliberately 
removed from cities – consider ‘hostile architecture’ and anti-homeless devices – 
or associated with studies on the scarcity of resources and materials, misery  
has no space. While the open is progressively erased, the ancient thresholds  
of the monument are always read by the homeless as doors to ‘homes’ of return.

In philosophy, misery appears in one of the most classic places of Western 
thought, Plato’s Symposium: Penia (Misery and Poverty), coupling with Poros (Plenty 
and Resource), begets Eros (Desire). In modern times, misery remains just as central, 
but associated with the scarcity of natural resources for subsistence, it becomes 

Luigi Bartolini, Monte Velino da Avezzano, 1922. Acquaforte | Etching, 15,7 × 7,8 centimetri | 
centimetres. Collezione e | Collection and courtesy Luciana Bartolini.
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increasingly the prerogative of the economic discourse of early liberalism, which, 
for example in Adam Smith and Thomas Malthus, revolves around need rather 
than desire, polemicising the nascent socialism of Pierre-Jospeh Proudhon’s The 
Philosophy of Misery5, to which Marx’s The Poverty of Philosophy responds6. 

Foucault in Sécurité, territoire, population speaks of the ‘invention of poverty’ 
by the arts of governance from the 17-18th century onwards, which ends up 
concealing the philosophical significance of misery7. In Walter Benjamin’s Erfahrung 
und Armut8 and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s Kafka. Pour une littérature 
mineure9 we witness a recovery of misery as a philosophical category, where the 
already Platonic sense of ‘potentiality’ is highlighted, configuring the possibility  
of a form of communal life as pointed out in Altissima povertà by Giorgio Agamben10. 
In even more recent times, the link between desire and the potentiality of misery 
is seen again in the debates on the environmental crisis as an alternative to  
the ‘governmental’ implications of the discourse on scarcity and debt.

In sociology, misery represents a kind of limit concept. The exclusion to which 
it alludes seems to exceed any form of solidarity, as well as the scope of the Weberian 
Verstehen11 and the Marxian idea of class itself. Even an eccentric essay such  
as Soziologie by Georg Simmel avoids it12: the miserable are not included in the 
interplay of forms of society unlike the foreigner, the enemy, or the poor. Yet even 
misery has a spatial form. This ‘space of representation’ was denounced as a 

scandal in which the other half lived in the Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives 
or explored by documentary sociology after 192913. 

However, misery remains an objet caché of the sociological imagination, relegat-
ed to areas that are underdeveloped or affected by catastrophic events. Its everyday 
life re-emerges in an attempt to give voice to ‘invisible’ subjects, as in Pierre 
Bourdieu’s La misère du monde14. And it forms the background of various ethnogra-
phies on extreme forms of marginality, informality and violence interpreted as  
the result of a punitive turning point and of production processes of hyper-ghettos 
and urban outcasts. As Avery Gordon writes, if the feminist, postcolonial and 
intersectional theory helps to consider misery as sexed, racialized and materially 
(re)produced, the excessive dimension that defines it, however, would seem to be 
one that ‘unites’, indicating something that remains and looms, like a spectre15.

Misery is therefore a question of space and spatiality, in the reality and in  
the collective consciousness. In the first place, the architectural space: the evident, 
theatricalized and flaunted one in the past and the invisible, anonymous, residual 
and looming, therefore ghostly one, which has gradually taken over. Secondly,  
the philosophical space of words to designate and speak about misery. Thirdly, 
the space of words between people, or the social space, what Henri Lefebvre 
designated as the territory of representation16. Where misery is not represented 
or representable, it does not disappear at all: in anonymity it rather ends up being 
internalized, expressed at the most in blaming and indebtedness, even in the 
criminalization of poverty, which is counterbalanced by the moral immiseration of 
affluent neighbourhoods, increasingly isolated and closed to the rest of the city. 
The result is an urban space in a permanent state of crisis, where the spectre of 
impending poverty everywhere ends up legitimizing an art of governing emergency 
and precariousness. Only the ‘boundless’, discarded, forgotten space persists as 
an environment in which misery can settle, set up camp, recognize itself.

Selected Writings, Harvard University Press, Cambridge Mass. 
2005, vol. 2, pt. 2, pp. 731-736.

9	 Cf. G. Deleuze, F. Guattari, Kafka. Pour une littérature mineure, Les 
Éditions de Minuit, Paris 1975; En. tr. Kafka. Toward a Minor Literature, 
University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis-London 1986.

10	 Cf. G. Agamben, Altissima povertà. Regole monastiche e forme-di-
vita, Neri Pozza, Vicenza 2011; En. tr. The Highest Poverty. Monastic 
Rules and Form-of-Life, Stanford University Press, Stanford 2013.

11	 Cf. M. Weber, Über einige Kategorien der verstehenden Soziologie, 
in “Logos. Internationale Zeitschriftfür Philosophie der Kultur”, vol. IV, 
1913, pp. 253-294; En. tr. Some Categories of Interpretive Sociology, 
in “The Sociological Quarterly”, vol. 22, no. 2, Spring 1981, pp. 151-180.

12	 Cf. G. Simmel, Soziologie, Duncker & Humblot, Leipzig 1908; En. 
tr. Sociology. Inquiries into the Construction of Social Forms, Brill, 
Leiden-Boston 2009.

13	 Cf. T. Riis, How the Other Half Lives. Studies among the Tenements 
of New York, Charles Scribner’s Sons, New York 1890.

14	 Cf. P. Bourdieu et al., La misère du monde, Seuil, Paris 1993; En. tr. 
The Weight of the World. Social Suffering in Contemporary Society, 
Stanford University Press, Stanford 2000.

15	 Cf. A. Gordon, Ghostly Matters. Haunting and the Sociological 
Imagination, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1997.

16	 Cf. H. Lefebvre, La production de l’espace, Anthropos, Paris 1974; En. 
tr. The Production of Space, Blackwell, Oxford-Cambridge Mass. 1991.

1	 Cf. Le Corbusier, P. Jeanneret, Œuvre complete de 1929-1934, edit-
ed by W. Boesiger, Girbsberger, Zürich 1935, pp. 29-30, 94-106.

2	 Cf. A. Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny. Essays in the Modern 
Unhomely, The MIT Press, Cambridge Mass. 1992, particularly ch. 
Vagabond Architecture, pp. 207-216.

3	 Cf. G. Clément, Manifeste du Tiers paysage, Sens & Tonka, Paris 2004; 
En. tr. Manifesto of the Third Landscape, Trans Europe Halles, Lund 
2007.

4	 Cf. D. Talesnik, A. Lepik (eds.), Who’s Next. Homelessness, Architec-
ture, and Cities, exhibition catalogue, ArchiTangle, Berlin 2021.

5	 Cf. P.-J. Proudhon, Système des contradictions économiques ou 
Philosophie de la misère, Guillaumin, Paris 1846; En. tr. System of 
Economical Contradictions. Or, The Philosophy of Misery, Tucker, 
Boston 1888.

6	 Cf. K. Marx, Misère de la philosophie. Réponse à la Philosophie de 
la Misère de M. Proudhon, Frank-Vogler, Paris-Bruxelles 1847; En. 
tr. The Poverty of Philosophy. Answer to the “Philosophy of Poverty” 
by M. Proudhon, Progress Publishers, Moscow 1955.

7	 Cf. M. Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population. Cours au Collège 
de France 1977-1978, Seuil-Gallimard, Paris 2004; En. tr. Security, 
Territory, Population. Lectures at the College De France, 1977-78, 
Palgrave MacMillan, London 2007.

8	 Cf. W. Benjamin, Erfahrung und Armut, in “Die Welt im Wort”, no. 
10, 7/12/1933, pp. 213-219; En. tr. Experience and Poverty, in Idem, 

Luigi Bartolini, Scarabeo Ercole, 1934 ca. Acquaforte | Etching, 28,8 × 24,2 centimetri | centimetres. 
Collezione | Collection Timpanaro del Gabinetto, Museo della Grafica, Pisa. Courtesy Università di Pisa.
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Human life, distinct from juridical existence, existing as it 
does on a globe isolated in celestial space, from night to 
day and from one country to another – human life cannot 
in any way be limited to the closed systems assigned  
to it by reasonable conceptions. The immense travail of 
recklessness, discharge, and upheaval that constitutes life 
could be expressed by stating that life starts only with  
the deficit of these systems; at least what it allows in the way 
of order and reserve has meaning only from the moment 
when the ordered and reserved forces liberate and lose 
themselves for ends that cannot be subordinated to anything 
one can account for. It is only by such insubordination  
– even if it is impoverished – that the human race ceases to 
be isolated in the unconditional splendor of material things.
La vita umana, distinta dall’esistenza giuridica e tale quale in realtà si 
svolge su un globo isolato nello spazio celeste, dal giorno alla notte, da 
una contrada all’altra; la vita umana non può in alcun caso venir limita-
ta ai sistemi chiusi che le vengono attribuiti in talune concezioni ragio-
nevoli. L’immenso travaglio di abbandono, di scorrimento e di tempesta 
che la costituisce potrebbe essere espresso dicendo ch’essa comincia solo 
con il deficit di tali sistemi; quanto meno, la dose di ordine e di mode-
razione ch’essa ammette non ha senso se non a partire dal momento in 
cui le forze ordinate e tenute in serbo con moderazione si liberano e si 
perdono per fini che non possono venir assoggettati a niente di cui sia 
possibile render conto. È soltanto con una tale insubordinazione, anche 
miserabile, che la specie umana cessa di essere isolata nello splendore 
incondizionato delle cose materiali.

*	 This quote is from | La citazione è tratta da G. Bataille, La notion de dépense 
(1930), in Idem, Œuvres complètes, Gallimard, Paris 1970, vol. I (Premiers 
Écrits, 1922-1940), pp. 302-320; En. tr. The Notion of Expenditure, in Idem, 
Visions of Excess. Selected Writings, 1927-1939, edited by A. Stoekl, University 
of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 1985, p. 128; tr. it. La nozione di dépense, 
in Idem, La parte maledetta preceduto da La nozione di dépense, Bollati 
Boringhieri, Torino 1992, p. 21.

Alberto Sinigaglia, Vieteran, 2020.
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The reflection on the city is a constant and consistent theme 
in the work of Steven Holl, witnessed in his numerous stud-
ies, writings and architectures presented in ‘Pamphlet 
Architecture’ series (1978-1997)1, in the well-known text 
Urbanisms. Working with Doubt  2, in Urban Hopes. Made 
in China by Steven Holl  3, up to his most recent urban pro-
jects and thinking on environmental issues.
In parallel with his interest in modern philosophy, in par-
ticular phenomenology, he explores different topics, such 
as building types and typology, urban large-scale build-
ing plan types that evolved in the contiguous sites in cities 
organised on gridiron plans4, inhabited bridges5, spatial 
and functional structures of rural and urban house types 
– the vernacular architectural building blocks of American 
communities6 –, large-scale urban buildings with hetero-
geneous or hybrid programs7, together with the explora-
tion of strategies to counter sprawl at the periphery8 and 
the recent exploration of design implications related to 
a new phase of the project, aimed at examining the per-
spectives opened by the pandemic emergency on the 
responsibilities of architecture towards the environment9.
Ken Kaplan writes that ‘the most politically dangerous 
area of investigation in architecture is imagining new cit-
ies. That is why so few architects tender propositions in 
this area’10.
Holl’s works, both realised and theoretical11, serve as 
moments of reflection on urban strategies, providing a 
way to experiment with concepts, ideas and forms aimed 
at defining solutions to the problems inherent in cities. 
The preoccupation with the form of the American city 
is a topic of discussion in different issues of “Pamphlet 
Architecture”. For instance, in Alphabetical City 12, Holl 
attempted to transcribe European research of typology 
and urban form into a specifically American context and 
again in Edge of a City he explores strategies to counter 
sprawl at the periphery of six cities: Milano, Cleveland, 
Phoenix, Manhattan, Dallas-Fort Worth and Fukuoka13. 
Each of these visions proposed living, working, recrea-
tional, and cultural facilities juxtaposed in new pedestri-
an sectors that might act as social condensers for new 
communities, through high-density settlements in con-
trast with the horizontal city: ‘These five urban para-
digms were proposed for places where the forms of their 
respective cities lack clarity, at their sprawling peripher-
ies, which are incapable of precisely demarcating the 
critically important difference between urban and rural 
– a role once fulfilled by the city wall’14.
The following discussion focuses on ideas of architec-
ture and the city, and how these ideas are translated into 
practice. It examines the presence of public space both 
as a response to be declined case by case and as a con-
stant element.

La riflessione sulla città è un tema che Steven Holl affronta 
con costanza e coerenza nel suo lavoro, come testimoniano 
i suoi numerosi studi, scritti e progetti presentati nella serie 
“Pamphlet Architecture” (1978-1997)1, nel noto testo Urban-
isms. Working with Doubt  2, in Urban Hopes. Made in China by 
Steven Holl  3, fino ai suoi più recenti progetti urbani, accom-
pagnati da contributi teorici sulle tematiche ambientali.
Parallelamente al suo interesse per la filosofia moderna, 
in particolare per la fenomenologia, Holl esplora differen-
ti argomenti che riguardano diversi modelli e tipi di edifici, 
dai progetti su larga scala che si sono evoluti nei siti con-
tigui delle città sviluppate su planimetrie a griglia4, ai ponti 
abitati5 e alle strutture spaziali e funzionali per alcune tipo-
logie di case rurali e urbane – le costruzioni architettoniche 
vernacolari delle comunità americane6 –, unitamente agli 
edifici urbani di grandi dimensioni con programmi etero-
genei o ibridi7 e all’esplorazione di strategie per contrasta-
re lo sprawl urbano8, fino alla recente ricerca focalizzata 
sulle implicazioni progettuali legate a una nuova fase del 
progetto, volta a esaminare le prospettive lasciate aperte 
dall’emergenza pandemica sulle responsabilità dell’archi-
tettura nei confronti dell’ambiente9. Come ha scritto Ken 
Kaplan, “nell’architettura, il campo di ricerca più pericolo-
so dal punto vista politico consiste nell’ideare nuove città. 
Ecco perché un numero così esiguo di architetti avanza 
delle proposte in questo settore”10.
Le opere di Holl, sia quelle realizzate sia quelle teoriche11, 
servono come momenti di riflessione sulle strategie urba-
ne, fornendo differenti modalità di sperimentazione di 
concetti, di idee e di forme volte a definire soluzioni ai 
problemi inerenti alle città. L’interesse per la forma del-
la città americana è argomento di confronto in diversi 
numeri di “Pamphlet Architecture”. Ad esempio, in Alpha-
betical City 12, Holl tenta di trascrivere la ricerca europea 
sulla tipologia e sulla forma urbana in un contesto speci-
ficamente americano e ancora in Edge of a City esplora le 
strategie per contrastare l’espansione urbana nelle peri-
ferie di sei città: Milano, Cleveland, Phoenix, Manhattan, 
Dallas-Fort Worth e Fukuoka13. Ognuna di queste visioni 
propone strutture abitative, lavorative, ricreative e cultu-
rali giustapposte ai nuovi sistemi pedonali che posso-
no fungere da condensatori sociali per nuove comunità, 
attraverso insediamenti ad alta densità in contrasto con 
la città orizzontale: “Questi cinque paradigmi urbani sono 
stati proposti per luoghi in cui le forme delle rispettive cit-
tà mancano di chiarezza, con le loro periferie tentacolari 
che risultano inadeguate a demarcare con precisione la 
fondamentale differenza tra urbano e rurale – compito un 
tempo svolto dalle mura della città”14.
L’intervista che segue si focalizza sull’idea di architettura 
e di città e sui modi in cui queste sono tradotte nella prati-
ca professionale, e fornisce una disamina della presenza 

Steven Holl, Spatial Retaining Bars, Phoenix, 1989. For every image in this interview | Per tutte le immagini  
in questa intervista: courtesy Steven Holl Architects.
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Diana Carta	 The ideas about urban planning are currently 
suffering from a kind of fatigue and are over-
shadowed by the frenetic capitalism devel-
opment. The dynamics governing urban 
policies are increasingly driven by market 
rules and private development programs. In 
some cases, there is even a lack of a precise 
overall city plan. In this scenario, how can 
architecture express a social content?

Steven Holl	 Private developer projects can sometimes 
be guided into shaping large public spaces 
instead of individual iconic buildings. The 
shaping of an overall public urban space 
might create a social potential no single 
building can accomplish.

DC	 In Urbanisms. Working with Doubt there is a 
focus on the macroscale of cities through the 
lens of architecture. It is interesting how the 
ambition of Asian clients to realize new urban 
visions, in contrast to your former vision stud-
ies15, have been declined in your projects into 
new types of public spaces.

SH	 We were fortunate to be asked to design huge, 
multifunctional building projects in China. 
Instead of building objects, we aimed at shap-
ing public space. For example, in Chengdu, the 
Sliced Porosity Block began with our rejection 
of the ‘towers on a podium’ approach of the 
client16. Instead, we shaped the inner voids of 
the block. It had sunlight limit restriction codes, 
which gives its sliced form. The geometry is 
exactly as sunlight exposure rules dictated. 
The inner gardens were a joy to develop.

DC	 Could be also Linked Hybrid project in Beijing 
related to this discourse? 

SH	 Linked Hybrid is likewise an effort to shape 
new public urban spaces with a developer 
client brief. If the program/brief of a develop-
er is large enough, there is great potential to 
form urban space.

dello spazio pubblico sia come risposta da declinare caso 
per caso, sia come elemento costante.

Diana Carta	 Gli approcci sulla pianificazione urbana sof-
frono attualmente di una sorta di stanchez-
za e sono messe in ombra dallo sviluppo 
frenetico del capitalismo. Le dinamiche che 
governano le politiche urbane sono sempre 
più guidate dalle regole del mercato e dai 
programmi di sviluppo privati. In alcuni casi, 
manca addirittura un preciso piano generale 
sulla città. In questo scenario, come può l’ar-
chitettura esprimere un contenuto sociale?

Steven Holl	 I progetti di sviluppo privati a volte posso-
no essere orientati a plasmare grandi spazi 
pubblici al posto di singoli edifici-icona. La 
progettazione dello spazio urbano pubblico, 
nel suo complesso, potrebbe dare vita a un 
potenziale sociale che nessun singolo edifi-
cio può realizzare.

DC	 Una parte del suo testo Urbanisms. Working 
with Doubt è dedicata alla macro-scala delle 
città vista attraverso la lente dell’architettu-
ra. È interessante notare come l’ambizione 
dei clienti asiatici di realizzare nuovi progetti 
urbani, in contrasto con i suoi studi sulla cit-
tà15, sia stata declinata in nuove tipologie di 
spazi pubblici nei suoi progetti.

SH	 Abbiamo avuto il privilegio di essere invita-
ti a progettare enormi edifici multifunzionali 
in Cina. Invece di costruire oggetti, abbia-
mo mirato a plasmare lo spazio pubblico. 
Ad esempio, a Chengdu, lo Sliced Porosity 
Block è un progetto iniziato con il nostro rifiuto 
dell’approccio “torri su un podio” richiesto dal 
cliente16. Piuttosto, abbiamo modellato i vuoti 
interni del sistema di edifici. Avevamo dei limiti 
da rispettare per quanto riguarda l’esposizio-
ne alla luce solare che hanno dettato la forma 
dei tagli nei volumi, e la geometria degli edifici 
si conforma esattamente alle regole di espo-
sizione alla luce solare. È stato poi un piacere 
sviluppare il progetto dei giardini interni. 

DC	 Anche il progetto Linked Hybrid di Pechino 
potrebbe essere ricondotto a questo discorso? 

SH	 Anche con il Linked Hybrid abbiamo cerca-
to insieme al committente di dare vita a nuo-
vi spazi urbani pubblici. Se il programma o il 
progetto di un costruttore si rivela alquanto 
generoso, ci sono grandi potenzialità per pla-
smare lo spazio urbano.

DC	 Cosa ci può dire riguardo al progetto della 
Hunters Point Library per la Queens Public 
Library di New York?17

DC	 What about Hunters Point Library, Queens 
Public Library, New York?17

SH	 The small library at Hunters Point could have 
been a flat, one-level building. Instead, we 
made it vertical, offering the users spectacu-
lar urban views of Manhattan while shaping 
the site into a public reading garden.

DC	 With regards to the importance of a city visions 
that start from the perspective of the landscape, 
urban boundaries form an area of interest 
where city and natural landscape overlap and 
exist without choice or expectation. This zone 
requires visions and projections that delineate 
the demarcation line between urban and rural. 
In this intermediate zone between nature and 
the city, can we hope to create a new synthesis 
of urban life and urban form? 

SH	 I hope that corresponding to new urban form, 
natural landscapes can be preserved. Our 
proposals for the zones between the natural 
and the city also had the goal of restoring and 
rewilding landscapes. The destruction of nat-
ural habitats is the primary cause of our cur-
rent crises in biodiversity. Loss of habitats is 
leading to tragic loss of species. 

DC	 With regards to the Spatial Retaining Bars 
project in Phoenix it is interesting to read 
these words18: ‘In the Western landscape, 
the twin figures of horizontal extensivity – 
the road and the desert – have created an 
unmappable, unmeasurable space. This is 
a characteristically American landscape, 
which cannot be contained within famil-
iar forms of urban space’19. So, in Phoenix 
the theme of restraint becomes even more 
explicit. The voids created by structures of 
this work seem to create a dialogue with the 
vastness of the territorial scale. How is this 
project related to the lost canal system of the 
Hohokam Indians, who inhabited Phoenix 
before the new settlers? In terms of structure, 
materials, dimensions? What is the impor-
tance of the relationship with the history?

SH	 Per la piccola biblioteca di Hunters Point avrem-
mo potuto realizzare un semplice edificio a svi-
luppo orizzontale e a un piano, ma abbiamo 
optato per uno sviluppo verticale, che regala 
agli utenti panorami spettacolari di Manhattan 
e allo stesso tempo conferisce al sito il caratte-
re di un giardino pubblico dedicato alla lettura.

DC	 Per quanto riguarda l’importanza di un’idea di 
città che parta dalla prospettiva del paesag-
gio, i confini urbani rappresentano un ambi-
to nel quale la città e il paesaggio naturale si 
sovrappongono e coesistono inevitabilmen-
te senza alcuna prospettiva. Questo territorio 
necessita di visioni e proiezioni che traccino 
una linea di demarcazione tra urbano e rurale. 
Possiamo sperare di creare una nuova sintesi 
tra vita urbana e forma urbana in questa zona 
intermedia tra ambiente naturale e città?

SH	 La mia speranza è che i paesaggi naturali pos-
sano essere preservati in armonia con le nuo-
ve forme della città. Le nostre proposte per la 
zona di margine tra città e campagna avevano 
anche l’obiettivo di ripristinare e ri-naturalizza-
re i paesaggi. La distruzione degli habitat natu-
rali è la causa principale dell’attuale crisi della 
biodiversità. La perdita di habitat, infatti, sta 
portando a una drammatica perdita di specie.

DC	 A proposito del progetto Spatial Retaining 
Bars di Phoenix è significativo riportare que-
ste parole18: “In Occidente, la strada e il deserto 
sono due figure che rappresentano l’estensio-
ne orizzontale del paesaggio e creano insieme 
uno spazio non mappabile, non misurabile. È 
un paesaggio tipicamente americano, che non 
può essere circoscritto nelle forme precostitu-
ite dello spazio urbano”19. Quindi, a Phoenix il 
tema del controllo diventa ancora più esplici-
to. I vuoti creati dalle strutture di quest’opera 
sembrano dialogare con la vastità della sca-
la territoriale. In che modo questo progetto 
è collegato all’antico sistema di canali crea-
to dalla civiltà Hohokam che occupava l’area 
di Phoenix prima dell’arrivo dei nuovi coloni, 
in termini di struttura, materiali, dimensioni? 
Qual è l’importanza del rapporto con la storia?

SH	 Per oltre mille anni l’antica civiltà Hohokam, 
che contava una popolazione di circa ottanta-
mila persone, ha forgiato un’esistenza in armo-
nia con l’aspro deserto di Sonora. Hohokam 
è un termine della lingua dei nativi americani 
Pima che significa “coloro che sono scompar-
si”. Gli Hohokam realizzarono per le coltivazio-
ni di mais, zucca e fagioli un sistema di canali 
irrigui larghi circa nove metri e profondi oltre tre 
metri e mezzo. Al pari degli ingegneri, questa 
popolazione indigena è stata capace di portare 
l’acqua per centinaia di chilometri nel deserto.  

Steven Holl, Sliced Porosity Block concept sketch, Chengdu, 2012.

Steven Holl, Horizontal Skyscraper, Shenzhen, 2009.
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SH	 The ancient Hohokam civilization of 80,000 
mastered life in balance with the harsh Sonoran 
Desert for over 1,000 years – Hohokam is a 
Pima Indian word meaning ‘those who have 
disappeared’. Growing corn, squash, and 
beans, the Hohokam people dug a system of 
canals 30 feet wide and as deep as 12 feet. 
These indigenous people, like engineers, were 
able to move water over the flat desert for hun-
dreds of miles. Headgates were made of giant 
rocks and wood. This amazing canal system 
was the forgotten foundation of the urban histo-
ry of Arizona. When Englishman Phillip Darrell 
Duppa saw the agricultural canals, he said: 
‘A city will rise phoenix-like new and beautiful 
from these ashes of the past’ – the name origin 
of Phoenix. 
Our project Spatial Retaining Bars was 
imagined as a way to set a limit to the waste-
ful sprawl of modern Phoenix and protect 
the fragile surrounding desert landscape. 
Like the 30-foot-wide canals, these structur-
al concrete bars are 30-feet by 30-feet and 
contain live/work lofts and community spac-
es and functions. At the bases, courtyards are 
formed with shops and services.

DC	 Moving to Parallax Skyscrapers project20, in 
Manhattan, it is known that it was a coun-
terproposal about the conversion of the 
riverfront rail yards into a public park, in cor-
respondence of the abandoned 72nd Street 
rail yards, extending twelve blocks along the 
Hudson River on Manhattan’s West Side. 
What did the initial proposal consist of? In 
which way were public spaces ideated in this 
project and how did the project intend coun-
ter urban sprawl and remediate the loss of 
urban spatial definition?

SH	 We envisioned Riverside Park, one of Frederick 
Law Olmsted’s wonderful creations21, could 
be extended southward over the site of the 
72nd Street rail yards instead of selling them 
to developers for condominiums. Our project 
of Parallax Towers places the developer floor 
area in a new typology over the Hudson River 

Le paratoie principali erano fatte di enormi roc-
ce e legno. Questo straordinario sistema di 
canali è il fondamento dimenticato della sto-
ria urbanistica dell’Arizona. Quando l’inglese 
Phillip Darrell Duppa vide i canali agricoli, dis-
se: “Una città nuova e bella sorgerà come una 
fenice da queste ceneri del passato”, termine 
da cui deriva il nome della città di Phoenix. 
L’idea del progetto Spatial Retaining Bars è di 
porre un limite all’espansione disordinata della 
moderna Phoenix e allo stesso tempo di pro-
teggere il fragile paesaggio desertico circostan-
te. Come i canali larghi nove metri, le barre di 
cemento strutturale misurano nove per nove 
metri e racchiudono loft per abitazioni e uffici 
insieme a spazi e servizi comuni. Alle basi delle 
barre si sviluppano cortili con negozi e servizi.

DC	 Passando al progetto Parallax Skyscrapers 
di Manhattan20, sappiamo che si tratta di una 
controproposta alla conversione in parco 
pubblico degli scali ferroviari sul lungofiume, 
in corrispondenza delle stazioni ferroviarie in 
disuso della 72esima strada, che si estende-
vano per dodici isolati lungo il fiume Hudson 
nel West Side.
In cosa consisteva la proposta iniziale? Come 
sono stati concepiti gli spazi pubblici e in che 
modo il progetto intendeva contrastare l’e-
spansione della città rimediando alla perdita 
di definizione dello spazio urbano?

SH	 Abbiamo pensato che Riverside Park, una 
delle meravigliose creazioni di Frederick Law 
Olmsted21, potesse essere esteso verso sud 
fino all’area degli scali ferroviari della 72esi-
ma strada invece di essere ceduto ai costrut-
tori. Parallax Towers colloca l’area all’interno 
di una nuova tipologia di progetti sul fiume 
Hudson e consente di dotare questa zona di 
Manhattan di un nuovo parco.

DC	 Rispetto all’importanza che gli urbanisti e 
gli architetti danno soprattutto alla sezione 
urbana per lo sviluppo delle città andando 
oltre l’assetto planimetrico, in che modo, in 
architettura, la progettazione sull’asse z può 

Steven Holl, Spatial Retaining Bars, Phoenix, 1989.

Steven Holl, Spatial Retaining Bars, Phoenix, 1989.
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and allows a fresh gift of parkland to this sec-
tion of Manhattan.

DC	 The importance, as urban planners and archi-
tects, to foremost consider urban section 
for our cities, going beyond the planimetric 
plans. How the z-axis in architecture leads us 
towards new experiences of space, light, and 
perception? 

SH	 In the Parallax Towers, the z-axis is celebrat-
ed in a new way. Horizontal elevators start 
in the park and suddenly turn upward in the 
towers. Diagonals would have escalators 
with dynamic views left and right22, exhila-
rating during a Hudson River sunset. Today, 
the technology for this new idea of elevators 
exists.

DC	 In Edge of a City, the experience of parallax is 
explained as the change in the arrangement 
of surfaces defining space due to the chang-
ing position of the viewer, is transformed into 
oblique planes of movement. Spatial defini-
tion is ordered by angles of perception. So, 
this emphasises the importance of the city 
as a place to be felt through the movement 
because each change of position reframes 
a new spatial field. How could be possible to 
extend the phenomenological ground that 
has been the basis of much of his earlier, 
small-scale work to large-scale urban form? 

SH	 We have been very fortunate to realize large-
scale works on similar experiential dimensions 

portare verso nuove esperienze di spazio, 
luce e percezione?

 
SH	 Nelle Parallax Towers, l’asse z è celebrato in un 

modo nuovo. Gli ascensori partono dal parco  
con un movimento orizzontale e improvvisa-
mente girano verso l’alto nei grattacieli. Le 
diagonali hanno scale mobili con viste pano-
ramiche dinamiche a sinistra e a destra22, 

Steven Holl, Parallax Towers, New York, 1990.

Steven Holl, Parallax Towers, New York, 1990.
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in Shenzhen, China in our hybrid function 
Horizontal Skyscraper. In this case, a public 
tropical garden is given back to the commu-
nity below the floating architecture. 

DC	 With regards to this matter, urban planner 
Bernardo Secchi in his book Prima lezione 
di urbanistica affirms that ‘many disciplines 
have now returned to experience as the pri-
mary source of knowledge. It is a return full of 
doubts, aware of the slow but inexorable dis-
solution in contemporary society of the public 
truth that characterized the claims of moder-
nity’23. He also highlights the importance of 
returning to walk in the city and in the territo-
ry, talking to the inhabitants and studying the 
relationships between the world of objects 
and that of subjects. 
The topic of working at the edge with a hybrid 
program could be also related – in a different 
scale – to the work of Storefront of Art and 
Architecture made with Vito Acconci in New 
York? In this case interiors are often con-
ceived as exteriors, so the relation of building 
to grounds might be reversed or integrated 
so, an interior space is transformed into a 
space for the city. 

SH	 Storefront was a joyful collaborative creation 
along the public street front where Vito and I 
realised hinged space walls rotating on mul-
tiple axes, which when fully open turns the 
space inside out. As then Director Kyong Park 
said, ‘no wall, no barrier, no inside, no outside, 

particolarmente suggestive all’ora del tra-
monto sul fiume Hudson. Oggi la tecnologia 
per questa nuova idea di ascensore esiste.

DC	 In Edge of a City, l’esperienza della parallas-
se è spiegata in termini di cambiamento della 
disposizione delle superfici che definiscono lo 
spazio, il quale, a seconda della posizione di 
chi lo osserva, si scompone in piani obliqui di 
movimento. La definizione dello spazio è quin-
di subordinata agli angoli visuali. Ciò sottolinea 
l’importanza della città come luogo percepito 
attraverso il movimento, poiché ogni cambia-
mento di posizione determina la riformulazione 
di un nuovo campo spaziale. È possibile appli-
care il fondamento fenomenologico alla base 
di gran parte dei suoi progetti su piccola scala 
alla forma urbana su larga scala?

SH	 Siamo stati molto fortunati a realizzare ope-
re su larga scala, con dimensioni sperimen-
tali come quelle di Shenzhen, in Cina, con il 
progetto Horizontal Skyscraper, che contem-
plava funzioni ibride. In questo caso abbiamo 
restituito un giardino tropicale pubblico alla 
comunità, sotto un’architettura fluttuante.

DC	 A questo proposito, l’urbanista Bernardo Sec-
chi, nel suo libro Prima lezione di urbanistica, 
afferma che “molte discipline sono oggi ritor-
nate all’esperienza come fonte primaria di 
conoscenza. È un ritorno pieno di dubbi, con-
sapevole del lento, ma inesorabile dissolversi 
nella società contemporanea della verità pub-
blica che ha connotato le pretese della moderni-
tà”23. Sottolinea inoltre l’importanza di tornare a 
camminare nella città e nel territorio circostante, 
parlando con gli abitanti e studiando le relazioni 
tra il mondo degli oggetti e quello dei soggetti.
Il tema del progetto ai margini della città che 
contempli un programma funzionale ibrido 
potrebbe essere collegato – a una scala diver-
sa – anche al progetto di Storefront of Art and 
Architecture realizzato con Vito Acconci a New 
York? In questo caso gli interni sono spesso 
concepiti come esterni, quindi il rapporto tra 
edificio e suolo potrebbe essere invertito o inte-
grato in modo che uno spazio interno si trasfor-
mi in uno spazio per la città. 

SH	 Storefront è stata un’opera collaborativa parti-
colarmente felice, lungo il fronte stradale pub-
blico, nella quale Vito e io abbiamo realizzato 
facciate incernierate che ruotano su più assi e, 
quando completamente aperte, capovolgono 
lo spazio. Come disse l’allora direttore Kyong 
Park, “nessun muro, nessuna barriera, nessun 
interno, nessun esterno, nessuno spazio, nes-
sun edificio, nessun luogo, nessuna istituzio-
ne, nessuna arte, nessuna architettura, nessun 
Acconci, nessun Holl, nessun Storefront”24. Steven Holl, Vito Acconci, Storefront of Art and Architecture, New York, 1993.

Steven Holl, Vito Acconci, Storefront of Art and Architecture, New York, 1993.

Steven Holl, Vito Acconci, Storefront of Art and Architecture, New 
York, 1993.
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1	 The ‘Pamphlet Architecture’ series was founded in 1978 by archi-
tects Steven Holl and William Stout as a venue for publishing the 
works, thoughts, and theory of a new generation of architects.

2	 This book is conceived as an accompaniment to the book S. Holl, 
House. Black Swan Theory, Princeton Architectural Press, New York 
2007. While the microscale of the first book is juxtaposed with a vision 
of the preservation of natural landscape, this book focuses on the mac-
roscale of cities through the lens of architecture. S. Holl, Urbanisms. 
Working with Doubt, Princeton Architectural Press, New York, 2009.

3	 C.A. Kumpusch (ed.), Urban Hopes. Made in China by Steven Holl, 
Lars Müller, Zürich 2014.

4	 S. Holl, The Alphabetical City, Princeton Architectural Press, 
Princeton 1980 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 5).

5	 S. Holl, Bridge of Houses, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton 
1981 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 7).

6	 S. Holl, Rural and Urban House Types, Princeton Architectural Press, 
Princeton 1983 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 9).

7	 J. Fenton, Hybrid Buildings, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton 
1985 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 11).

8	 S. Holl, Edge of a City, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton 1991 
(“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 13).

9	 F. Irace, Morandi sul Gran Sasso, in Steven Holl Architects (eds.), 
Steven Holl. Half-Earth, catalogue of the exhibition (Milan, Galleria 
Antonia Jannone, 26/5 - 28/7/2023), Disegni di Architettura, Milano 
2023, p. 5.

10	 K. Kaplan, Lab Coat Urbanism, in S. Holl, Edge of a City, cit., p. 4.
11	 For example: South Bronx Railroad Yard, New York City, 1977; 

Gymnasium-Bridge, New York City, 1977; Bridge of Houses, New York 
City, 1981; Erie Canal Houses, Rochester, New York, 1988; Stitch Plan, 
Cleveland, Ohio, 1989; Spatial retaining Bars, Phoenix, Arizona, 1988; 
Spiroid Sectors, Dallas, Texas, 1990; Parallax Tower, New York, 1990.

12	 The research focuses on the mass of construction which completes 
the geometry of the streets and open spaces of modern cities. It is 
a catalogue limited to unmonumental urban buildings (in the United 
States) of roughly the first half of the twentieth century. Cf. S. Holl, 
The Alphabetical City, cit.

1	 La serie “Pamphlet Architecture” è stata fondata nel 1978 dagli archi-
tetti Steven Holl e William Stout come uno spazio per pubblicare le 
opere, le idee e le teorie di una nuova generazione di architetti. 

2	 Questo volume è concepito a complemento dell’opera S. Holl, House. 
Black Swan Theory, Princeton Architectural Press, New York 2007. Se 
la micro-scala del primo volume è affiancata a una visione della con-
servazione del paesaggio naturale, il secondo libro si concentra sulla 
macro-scala delle città attraverso la lente dell’architettura. Cfr. S. Holl, 
Urbanisms. Working with Doubt, Princeton Architectural Press, New 
York 2009.

3	 C.A. Kumpusch (a cura di), Urban Hopes. Made in China by Steven 
Holl, Lars Müller, Zürich 2014.

4	 S. Holl, The Alphabetical City, Princeton Architectural Press, 
Princeton 1980 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 5).

5	 S. Holl, Bridge of Houses, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton 
1981 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 7).

6	 S. Holl, Rural and Urban House Types, Princeton Architectural Press, 
Princeton 1983 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 9).

7	 J. Fenton, Hybrid Buildings, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton 
1985 (“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 11).

8	 S. Holl, Edge of a City, Princeton Architectural Press, Princeton 1991 
(“Pamphlet Architecture”, no. 13).

9	 F. Irace, Morandi sul Gran Sasso, in Steven Holl Architects (a cura di), 
Steven Holl. Half-Earth, catalogo della mostra (Milano, Galleria Antonia 
Jannone, 26/5 - 28/7/2023), Disegni di Architettura, Milano 2023, p. 5.

10	 K. Kaplan, Lab Coat Urbanism, in S. Holl, Edge of a City, cit., p. 4.
11	 Ad esempio: South Bronx Railroad Yard, New York City, 1977; 

Gymnasium-Bridge, New York City, 1977; Bridge of Houses, New York 
City, 1981; Erie Canal Houses, Rochester, New York, 1988; Stitch Plan, 
Cleveland, Ohio, 1989; Spatial retaining Bars, Phoenix, Arizona, 1988; 
Spiroid Sectors, Dallas, Texas, 1990; Parallax Tower, New York, 1990.

12	 La ricerca si concentra sugli agglomerati di costruzioni che com-
pletano la geometria delle strade e degli spazi aperti delle cit-
tà moderne, limitandosi a fornire un catalogo di edifici urbani non 
monumentali (negli Stati Uniti) della prima metà del XX secolo. Cfr. 
S. Holl, The Alphabetical City, cit.

no space, no building, no place, no institution, 
no art, no architecture, no Acconci, no Holl, no 
Storefront’24.

DC	 It is a sort of void for the community inside a 
city through a dynamic and interactive con-
cept, which includes also the topic of poros-
ity25. With regards to this theme, we could 
mention your experience as a student in Rome 
and the peculiarity of Roman planimetry about 
its unique juxtaposition of built and void. 

SH	 As a student of architecture living in Rome26, 
in 1970, I met Astra Zarina. She was our pro-
fessor and she left a profound mark on our 
growth as architects with her enthusiasm and 
her inspiration. As a woman of eloquence, 
force of character and deep conviction, her 
philosophy could be summarized in points 
such as: the value of urban space (taught 
via Nolli map of Rome); the value of organic 
food, its colour, taste, texture, and presenta-
tion (she said, if you want to be an architect, 
first you must learn to cook!); the value of 
historic buildings; the value of urban roofs-
capes; the value of community (such as in 
Civita di Bagnoregio and Rome); the value of 
ceremony and myth (as in the case of Civita 
restored); the value of the earth, plants, and 
animals. She taught us all these things that 
were central to being an architect. But then 
there was another dimension of learning – 
the cultural dimension. 
In 1970’s modern architects were making 
objects and they really had no concern for 
the texture of urban space; she taught us via 
the Nolli map of Rome and we lived in Nolli 
map of Rome, right behind the Pantheon. For 
me also Piranesi was another dimension of 
Rome. In a way, I am sure I was transformed, 
living in Rome, being in Europe and thinking 
completely differently than I was exposed to 
in the Pacific Northwest. 

DC	 In the recent year you engaged with the 
important message of the American biol-
ogist Edward Osborne Wilson and with his 
well-known work Half-Earth27.

SH	 The great philosopher José Ortega y Gasset 
said, ‘I am me and my circumstance’28. The 
environmental clarity of the work of E.O. 
Wilson was an inspiration for me in serving 
as guest editor for “Domus” with Toshiko 
Mori in 2023. Already in 1988, preserving the 
remaining natural American landscape was 
a primary idea for me, therefore the much 
more scientific work of E.O. Wilson clarifies 
this mission on a planetary scale.

DC	 È una sorta di spazio vuoto per la comunità 
all’interno di una città, ispirato a un concetto 
dinamico e interattivo, che introduce anche 
la questione della porosità25. A proposito di 
questo tema, potremmo citare la sua espe-
rienza di studente a Roma e la peculiarità 
della planimetria romana caratterizzata dal-
la giustapposizione tra pieni e vuoti.

SH	 Quando ho vissuto a Roma da studente di 
architettura26, nel 1970, ho conosciuto Astra 
Zarina. Era la nostra professoressa e con il 
suo entusiasmo e la sua ispirazione ha lascia-
to un segno profondo nella nostra crescita 
come architetti. Una donna eloquente, dotata 
di forza di carattere e profonda convinzione, la 
cui filosofia potrebbe essere riassunta in pun-
ti quali: il valore dello spazio urbano (insegna-
to con l’ausilio della mappa di Roma di Nolli); il 
valore del cibo biologico, il suo colore, il gusto, 
la sua consistenza e presentazione (affermava 
se vuoi essere un architetto, prima devi impa-
rare a cucinare!); il valore degli edifici storici; il 
valore dei tetti di una città; il valore della comu-
nità (come a Civita di Bagnoregio e Roma); il 
valore della celebrazione e del mito (come nel 
caso di Civita restaurata); il valore della terra, 
delle piante e degli animali. Ci ha insegnato 
tutte queste cose che erano fondamentali per 
un architetto. Ma poi vi era un’altra dimensione 
dell’apprendimento: la dimensione culturale.
Negli anni Settanta, gli architetti moderni pro-
gettavano oggetti e, fondamentalmente, non 
si occupavano della trama dello spazio urba-
no; per le sue lezioni, Astra Zarina usava la 
mappa di Roma di Nolli e in effetti era nella 
mappa di Nolli che vivevamo, proprio dietro 
il Pantheon. Per me, anche Piranesi esprime-
va un’altra dimensione di Roma. In un certo 
senso, sono sicuro che l’esperienza di vivere 
a Roma, in Europa, venendo a contatto con un 
modo totalmente diverso di pensare rispetto 
a quello a cui ero abituato nel Nord-Ovest del 
Pacifico, mi abbia profondamente cambiato. 

DC	 Nell’ultimo anno si è confrontato con l’im-
portante messaggio del biologo americano 
Edward Osborne Wilson e con il suo noto 
lavoro Half-Earth27. 

SH	 Il grande filosofo José Ortega y Gasset ha 
detto: “Io sono io e la mia circostanza”28. Le 
opere di E.O. Wilson, con la loro chiarezza sui 
temi ambientali, sono state una grande fon-
te di ispirazione per il mio ruolo di guest edi-
tor per “Domus” con Toshiko Mori nel 2023. 
Già nel 1988, preservare quel che restava del 
paesaggio naturale americano era per me un 
concetto fondamentale, e il lavoro molto più 
scientifico di E.O. Wilson chiarisce questa 
missione su scala planetaria.

Steven Holl, Half-Earth, 2023.
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Dario Gentili

Incompensabile miseria*

Uncompensable Misery*
MISER



Miser, inops, pauper
All’epoca dell’antica Roma, tre erano i termini che in latino articolavano quella condizione 
che noi oggi definiamo genericamente “povertà”: il miser era colui il quale versava  
in uno stato di estrema povertà; l’inops era colui il quale era “senza mezzi” sia in senso 
materiale sia nel senso più generale di “capacità”; il pauper era colui il quale, pur costretto 
a un tenore di vita molto sobrio, conservava un certo decoro e una certa dignità. Una 
prima impressione potrebbe restituirci l’idea che si abbia a che fare con tre differenze 
di grado all’interno di un’unica scala quantitativa e materiale: dal più povero al meno 
povero, dal meno dotato al più dotato di mezzi per sopravvivere. Eppure, ne va anche di 
una differenza qualitativa. L’inops e il pauper condividono senz’altro una dimensione 
economica: al primo mancano i mezzi materiali o le capacità per rendersi indipendente 
e autonomo, la sua è una condizione sostanzialmente servile, da cui risulta difficile 
affrancarsi; stando anche all’etimologia del termine, il secondo “produce poco”, ma, 
incrementando la produzione, può uscire dalla condizione in cui versa e salire nella scala 
economica e, di conseguenza, sociale. Probabilmente, il termine pauper originariamente 
si riferiva alla terra, è essa che “produce poco”, gettando chi la lavora nell’indigenza. 
Ciò sta a indicare che la paupertas non corrisponde necessariamente a una condizione 
servile e di sottomissione come quella dell’inops, inoltre può essere temporanea e 
contingente se al pauper capita una buona annata del raccolto, ma altrettanto può decadere 
allo stato di inops se costretto a farsi servo di altri per sopravvivere. Che nel mondo romano 
quella della povertà sia una sorta di “soglia” economicamente quantificata, lo evidenzia 
Giacomo Todeschini in Visibilmente crudeli. Nel Codice di Giustiniano, che in seguito 
ha finito per corrispondere al “diritto romano”, si trova una “norma che escludeva i poveri, 
insieme con altri socialmente ‘minori’, dalla possibilità di testimoniare in tribunale  
o davanti a un giudice”; ebbene, “l’esclusione si fondava sulla precisazione della somma 
di denaro che stabiliva quella che oggi viene elegantemente definita ‘soglia di povertà’”1. 
Todeschini ne deduce che “in ambiente romano la sospetta inattendibilità dei ‘poveri’ 
era tutto sommato un dato contingente, sì che l’inaffidabilità veniva fatta derivare  
da un’oggettiva impotenza e dipendenza sociale a sua volta desunta, fra l’altro, da una 
ridotta capacità di spesa”2. Quella del pauper è dunque una condizione-soglia, che lo può 
far degradare a inops, ma che può anche essere superata verso l’alto e condurlo fuori 
dalla povertà. Dipende dalla sua capacità di incrementare la propria produttività mediante 
il lavoro; fin dai tempi dell’Antica Roma, è la sua “forza-lavoro” ad avere valore sul 
mercato della manodopera quando il raccolto della terra scarseggia. La forza-lavoro 
non manca nemmeno all’inops, ma il suo lavoro è strettamente dipendente dalla dotazione 
dei mezzi di produzione di cui è privo. Per chiarire ulteriormente questa differenza  
tra pauper e inops quanto alle tipologie di lavoro, si consideri che fino al Basso Medioevo 
rientravano tra i pauperes anche i mercanti3 – che commerciassero i loro prodotti  

to land that ‘produces little’, thereby impoverishing those who work 
it. This indicates that paupertas does not necessarily correspond to a 
servile and submissive condition like that of inops; moreover, it can 
be temporary and contingent if the pauper has a good harvest year. 
However, the pauper can equally be reduced to the state of inops if 
forced to become the servant of others to survive. That poverty in 
the Roman world was a sort of economically quantified ‘threshold’, 
as highlighted by Giacomo Todeschini in Visibilmente crudeli (Visibly 
Cruel). In the Code of Justinian, which later came to be identified 
with Roman law, there is a ‘rule that excluded the poor, together 
with other socially “lesser” people, from the possibility of testifying 
in court or before a judge’; indeed, ‘the exclusion was based on the 
specification of the sum of money which established what is today 
elegantly defined as the “poverty threshold”’1. Todeschini deduc-
es that ‘in the Roman environment the suspected unreliability of 
the “poor” was, all in all, a contingent fact, as evidenced also by the 
fact that the unreliability was derived from an objective impotence 
and social dependence in turn deduced, among other things, from 

Miser, Inops, Pauper
In ancient Rome, three Latin terms articulated a condition that we 
today generically define as ‘poverty’: the miser was someone in a state 
of extreme poverty; the inops was one who was ‘without means’, both 
in the material sense and in the broader sense of ‘capacity’; and the 
pauper was someone who, although forced to live a very sober life-
style, nevertheless retained a certain decorum and dignity. At first 
glance, it might seem that these terms represent different degrees 
within a single quantitative and material scale: from the poorest to 
the least poor, from the least endowed to the most endowed with 
the means to survive. However, there is also a qualitative difference. 
The inops and the pauper certainly share an economic dimension. The 
former lacks the material means or capabilities to become independ-
ent and autonomous; his is a substantially servile condition from 
which it is difficult to escape. According to the etymology of the 
term, the latter ‘produces little’, but by increasing production, he 
can rise from his condition and ascend the economic and, conse-
quently, social ladder. The term pauper probably originally referred 

o quelli del signore –, cosa che rende bene l’idea di quanto la condizione del pauper fosse 
fluttuante quanto i prezzi sul mercato.

Se pauper e inops rientrano all’interno della dimensione economica del lavoro e a distin-
guerli sono piuttosto le sue forme e i suoi modi, quella del miser è invece una condizione 
“assoluta” e senza vie d’uscita; non è una “mancanza” a definirla, che sia nella produzione 
o nei mezzi e nelle capacità. A differenza del pauper e dell’inops, il miser non trova nel 
lavoro né la compensazione a una mancanza né un criterio di senso e di misura, quella 
“soglia” da poter oltrepassare. Nel Medioevo cristiano, il miser è il più prossimo a Dio; 
prossimità che, fino alla prima modernità, condivide con il sovrano assoluto. Sebbene  
da due poli opposti, sovrano e misero condividono quindi sia l’assolutezza che l’incom-
pensabilità, quella dismisura che eccede ogni forma di economia.

Poveri al lavoro
Siamo nel XVII secolo, per Michel Foucault il secolo del “grande internamento”, quando  
la follia – di cui sta ricostruendo la storia nella prima modernità – viene sussunta all’interno 
di una più generale “miseria”. Gli alberghi dei poveri – Foucault si sofferma in particolare 
sull’Hôpital général fondato a Parigi nel 1656 – eliminano le distinzioni del mondo antico, 
sopravvissute mutatis mutandis fino al Medioevo, per “assegnare una stessa patria ai poveri,  
ai disoccupati, ai corrigendi e agli insensati”4, togliendo insomma dalle strade tutte 
quelle forme di vita che turbavano l’ordine pubblico delle città e dello Stato5. Ma ancora 
gli estremi assoluti della sovranità e della miseria si toccano, tanto che gli alberghi dei 
poveri competono con le regge in maestosità e fanno eccezione alla norma quasi quanto 
la sovranità: “Sovranità quasi assoluta, giurisdizione senza appello, diritto esecutivo 
contro il quale niente può prevalere: l’Hôpital général è uno strano potere che il re crea tra 
la polizia e la giustizia, ai limiti della legge”6. Ciò che tuttavia prende avvio con l’istituzione 
degli alberghi dei poveri è una nuova discriminazione tra le forme di vita della miseria, 
stavolta funzionale alle esigenze della modernità e della società borghese che si andava 
configurando, rispondendo così alla “preoccupazione borghese di mettere ordine nel 
mondo della miseria”7. Lo scarto rispetto al Medioevo nella considerazione della miseria si 
fa quantomai profondo; essa passa infatti da questione religiosa a questione morale:

Essa scivola da un’esperienza religiosa che la santifica a una concezione morale che  
la condanna. Al termine di questa evoluzione si incontrano le grandi case d’internamento: 
laicizzazione della carità, indubbiamente; ma, oscuramente, anche punizione morale 
della miseria.8

The Poor at Work
We are in the 17th century, which Michel Foucault identifies as the 
century of the ‘great confinement’, when madness – whose history 
he is reconstructing in early modernity – is subsumed within a more 
general ‘misery.’ The poorhouses – Foucault focuses particularly on 
the Hôpital Général founded in Paris in 1656 – eliminate the dis-
tinctions of the ancient world, which survived mutatis mutandis until 
the Middle Ages, enforcing a ‘fraternisation between the poor, the 
unemployed, the criminal, and the insane’4, thereby removing from 
the streets all those ways of living that disturbed the public order of 
the cities and the State5. Yet, the absolute extremes of sovereignty 
and misery still meet, so much so that the poorhouses rival the pal-
aces in majesty and are almost as much an exception to the norm as 
sovereignty itself. ‘Their sovereignty was thus almost absolute, there 
was no right of appeal against their jurisdiction, and nothing could 
prevail against their right of execution. The Hôpital Général was a 
strange power that the king set up half-way between police and jus-
tice, at the limits of legality’6. However, what began with the estab-
lishment of the poorhouses was a new discrimination between the 
different types of misery, this time functional to the needs of moder-
nity and the emerging bourgeois society, and responding to the 
‘bourgeois will to bring order to the world of [misery]’7. The gap in the 
consideration of misery compared to the Middle Ages widens con-
siderably; misery shifts from a religious issue to a moral perspective. 

a reduced spending capacity’2. The condition of the pauper is thus a 
threshold state, which can cause him to degrade to inops but can also 
be overcome, leading him out of poverty. It depends on his ability to 
increase his productivity through work. Since the times of Ancient 
Rome, it is his ‘labour force’ that holds value in the labour market 
when the harvest is scarce. The inops has the potential to work, but 
his work is strictly dependent on the means of production he lacks. 
To further clarify this difference between pauper and inops in terms of 
work, consider that until the late Middle Ages, merchants3 were also 
included among the pauperes – whether they traded their products or 
those of their overlords – which gives a good idea of how much the 
condition of the pauper was as fluctuating as market prices.

If pauper and inops fall within the economic dimension of work 
and are only differentiated by its forms and methods, the condi-
tion of the miser is an ‘absolute’ state with no way out. It is not 
defined by a ‘lack’, whether in production, means, or capabili-
ties. Unlike the pauper and the inops, the miser finds in work nei-
ther compensation for a deficiency nor a criterion of meaning 
and measurement, that ‘threshold’ that can be crossed. In the 
Christian Middle Ages, the miser is the closest to God, a proxim-
ity that, until early modernity, he shared with the absolute sov-
ereign. Although from two opposite poles, the sovereign and the 
miserable share both absoluteness and uncompensability, a dis-
proportion that exceeds every form of economy.
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Tale processo di moralizzazione della miseria trova comunque nella religione una sua 
autorizzazione. Foucault fa spesso riferimento agli scritti di Giovanni Calvino, per  
il quale la miseria è un segno inequivocabile della condanna divina all’interno del piano 
della predestinazione; la miseria non è più pertanto una condizione a suo modo “eletta”  
e quindi una forma di vita da dover conservare e salvaguardare, ma coloro che versano 
nella miseria devono impegnarsi a dimostrarne l’accidentalità perché la società possa 
riconoscere con la loro operosità che anche la loro vita è illuminata dalla grazia. È, questa, 
la stessa linea di analisi che ha condotto Max Weber a individuare nel calvinismo quell’“etica 
protestante” che ha originariamente costituito e connotato lo “spirito del capitalismo”9. 
Ecco allora che un nuovo taglio separa in due la miseria, dividendone una parte da salvare 
socialmente da un’altra da condannare moralmente: “Ci sarà da un lato la regione del bene, 
che è quella della povertà sottomessa e conforme all’ordine che le viene presentato; 
dall’altro la regione del male, cioè la povertà ribelle, che cerca di sfuggire a quest’ordine”10.  
A partire da questa distinzione morale, che neutralizza il compito religioso di un’assistenza 
indiscriminata nei confronti dei poveri, gli alberghi dei poveri e le case d’internamento 
perdono progressivamente la loro funzione originaria per acquisirne un’altra:

Non si tratta più allora di rinchiudere i senzalavoro, ma di dar lavoro a coloro che 
sono stati rinchiusi e di farli così servire alla prosperità comune. L’alternanza è chiara: 
mano d’opera a buon mercato nei periodi di pieno impiego e di alti salari; e in 
periodo di disoccupazione riassorbimento degli oziosi e protezione sociale contro 
l’agitazione e le sommosse.11

Come nell’antica Roma, interviene il lavoro a fare ordine nella miseria e a suddividerne 
le figure al suo interno. E tuttavia, non è semplicemente un criterio strettamente 
economico, quasi empirico, a stabilire le differenze e le loro gradazioni; stavolta, il discorso 
economico sulla povertà procede da un’“etica” del lavoro, da un’istanza moralizzante.  
Il tanto decantato otium della cultura latina diventa il peggiore dei peccati: 

l’ozio è rivolta: la peggiore fra tutte, in un certo senso: poiché attende che la natura 
sia generosa come nell’innocenza degli inizi, e che essa voglia forzare una Bontà  
a cui l’uomo non ha più diritto dopo Adamo. L’orgoglio fu il peccato dell’uomo prima 
della caduta; ma il peccato dell’ozio è il supremo orgoglio dell’uomo una volta caduto, 
il risibile orgoglio della miseria.12

It was no longer simply a question of hiding away the unem-
ployed, but now also of giving them work which could serve the 
interests and the prosperity of all. The cycle was clear: in times 
of high wages and full employment, they provided a low-cost 
workforce, while in a slump they absorbed the unemployed, 
and protected society against unrest and riots.11 

As in ancient Rome, work intervenes to bring order to misery 
and to differentiate its manifestations. However, it is not simply 
a strictly economic, almost empirical criterion that establishes 
these differences and their gradations. This time, the discourse 
on poverty within the economic realm proceeds from a work ‘eth-
ic,’ imbued with moralising implications. The celebrated otium of 
Latin culture becomes the worst of sins:

idleness was an act of rebellion, and in some senses the worst of 
all possible revolts: expecting nature to be as bountiful as she 
had been when man lived in a state of innocence was a denial 
of Adam’s fault. Pride had been man’s sin before the fall, but 
idleness was the ultimate form of pride for fallen man, the deri-
sory pride born out of [misery].12

The condemnation of misery is without appeal, fundamental-
ly moral, a consequence of the guilt of idleness. Yet, from within 
misery emerges a new figure of poor capable of moral redemption 
through work. Morality, on the other hand, denies misery access to 
the light of grace, effectively barring it from the economy of salva-
tion. It casts misery into shadows, relegating it to invisibility and 

From being the object of a religious experience and sancti-
fied, misery became the object of a moral conception that con-
demned it. The great houses of confinement were a clear result 
of that evolution. They were indeed the secularisation of char-
ity, but in obscure fashion they were also the moral punish-
ment of misery.8

Indeed, this process of moralising misery is sanctioned by reli-
gion. Foucault often refers to the writings of John Calvin, for 
whom misery is an unequivocal sign of divine condemnation 
in the plan of predestination. Misery is therefore no longer an 
‘elected’ condition in its own right, a way of life to be preserved 
and safeguarded. Rather, those in misery must strive to prove 
its accidental nature through their industriousness so that soci-
ety can recognize that even their lives are illuminated by grace. 
This is the same line of analysis that led Max Weber to identify 
in Calvinism that ‘Protestant ethic’ which originally constituted 
and characterised the ‘spirit of capitalism’9. Here then is a new 
cut that separates misery into two, dividing one part to be saved 
socially from another to be condemned morally: ‘On the one side 
was the realm of Good, where poverty submitted and conformed 
to the order that was imposed upon it, and on the other the realm 
of Evil, where poverty rebelled and tried to escape that order’10. 
Starting from this moral distinction, which neutralises the reli-
gious undertaking of providing indiscriminate assistance towards 
the poor, the Hospices for the Poor and the workhouses progres-
sively lose their original function to acquire another: 

Federico Stoto, progetto | project forgetful promptness, 2023.
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La condanna della miseria è senz’appello, perché fondamentalmente morale, conseguenza 
della colpevolizzazione dell’ozio; ma dal suo grembo nasce una nuova figura di povero, 
in grado di riscattarsi moralmente attraverso il lavoro. La morale preclude invece alla 
miseria l’accesso alla luce della grazia, ovvero le preclude l’accesso all’economia della sal-
vezza. La getta nell’ombra senza più neanche internarla; la condanna all’invisibilità e  
all’inappariscenza pur all’aperto delle città. È intollerabile alla vista una miseria senza pos-
sibilità di riscatto. Ormai nemmeno più la luce di Caravaggio scandalosamente la illumina.

Bisognosi
Gli alberghi dei poveri e le case d’internamento smettono di svolgere la loro funzione 
assistenziale all’inizio del XIX secolo: per quella che era la loro funzione originaria, 
l’esperimento è sostanzialmente fallito. Tutt’altro che fallimentari si sono però rivelati 
come formazione della manodopera per la nascente industria: 

In questo primo slancio del mondo industriale il lavoro non appare legato ai problemi 
che esso stesso susciterà; lo si concepisce invece come soluzione generale,  
panacea infallibile, rimedio a tutte le forme di miseria. […] Dopo il peccato originale 
la fatica-punizione ha assunto un valore di penitenza e un potere di riscatto.13

È tale funzione morale di rimedio e di riscatto svolta dal lavoro che il pensiero economico 
dell’epoca converte in princìpio di compensazione:

grossolano errore dell’internamento, e sbaglio economico: si crede di poter sopprimere 
la miseria mettendo fuori corso e mantenendo per carità una popolazione povera. […] 
Bisognerebbe al contrario rimediare all’alto costo dei prodotti con una manodopera  
a buon mercato, compensarne la scarsezza con un nuovo sforzo industriale e agricolo. 
Il solo rimedio ragionevole è di reimmettere tutta quella popolazione nel circuito 
della produzione.14

– the economic doctrine that laid the foundations of laissez faire16 in 
the 18th century – gives value to labour, the anthropological ability 
to compensate for low productivity. In spite of the Franciscan view, 
this is now the true wealth of poverty, allowing it to escape confine-
ment and fully integrate into the social body: ‘With the arrival of 
the industrial economy and its thirst for manpower, paupers were 
once again a part of the body of the nation. Economic theory, there-
fore, now constructed the notion of Poverty on new grounds. […] 
The notion of “Pauper” was a confused one, blending the idea of 
the riches that were Man, and the state of Lack seen as essential to 
the nature of humanity’17. In short, wealth and need become com-
patible in the anthropology of the poor. The State assisted the poor 
in a state of misery according to the principle of charity that viewed 
their condition as irrecoverable and irreparable; conversely, for the 
poor in a state of ‘neediness’ the State took on the responsibility of 
aiding them so they could utilise their potential as labourers, there-
by increasing productivity to overcome the poverty line. Thus, need 
becomes integrated into an economic system that must generate and 
promote compensation through work. Consequently, poverty ceases 
to be seen as a problem to be solved, eliminated, hidden, or confined; 
rather, it becomes a matter to be managed and governed to ensure 
– as Marx astutely observed in the era of industrial capitalism – the 
wealth of nations: ‘In a free nation, where slaves are not allowed of, 
the surest wealth consists in a multitude of laborious poor’18.

The 18th century marks a pivotal moment in the conceptualisation 
of poverty for establishing its close connection with need. Since then, 
various economic theories have emerged, but those of a liberal nature 
have consistently recognised need as a catalyst for economic dynam-
ics. Need shifts from being an objective condition of lacking minimal 
resources to becoming an increasingly constitutive aspect of human 
nature. Specifically in the 18th century, David Hume transforms need 
from something that merely defines a typology, class, or form of life 
into – as Foucault observes – an ‘essential condition for all humanity’: 

Of all the animals, with which this globe is peopled, there is none 
towards whom nature seems, at first sight, to have exercised more 
cruelty than towards man, in the numberless wants and necessities, 

obscurity even when it is in plain sight in cities. Misery, deprived 
of the possibility of redemption, becomes intolerable to witness. 
Even Caravaggio’s scandalous light no longer illuminates it.

The Needy
The Hospices fot the Poor and the workhouses ceased to fulfil 
their welfare function by the early 19th century; in terms of their 
original purpose, the experiment essentially failed. However, they 
proved remarkably successful in terms of training the labour force 
for the emerging industrial economy: 

In this first take-off period of industrialisation, labour did not 
appear to be linked to problems it might cause. On the contrary, 
it is seen rather as a general remedy, an infallible panacea that 
solves all forms of [misery]. […] Since the Fall, the punishment of 
work had the force of penance, and was a means of redemption.13 

It is this moral function of remedy and redemption through work 
that the economic theory of the time transforms into a principle 
of compensation: 

Confinement was therefore a clumsy error, and an economic one 
at that: there was no sense in trying to suppress [misery] by tak-
ing it out of the economic circuit and providing for a poor popu-
lation by charitable means. […] What was required was to palliate 
the high cost of products with cheaper labour, and to make up 
for their scarcity by a new industrial and agricultural effort. The 
only reasonable remedy was to reinsert the population in the 
circuit of production.14 

The guilt towards God and the debt towards society, closely inter-
twined15, motivate a potential compensation, measured at the level 
of ‘production’. Thus, the pauper is once again defined as one who 
‘produces little’, thereby making his condition relative compared to 
the absolute and uncompensated state of the miser. With the poten-
tial to distinguish itself from misery, poverty re-enters the economic 
cycle of production, indeed becoming its subject. Its condemnation 
no longer applies, and now falls exclusively on idleness. Physiocracy 

La colpa verso Dio e il debito verso la società, strettamente intrecciati15, inducono una 
compensazione possibile, che si misura sul piano della “produzione”. Il pauper torna così  
a essere colui che “produce poco”, rendendo pertanto relativa la sua condizione rispetto 
a quella assoluta e incompensabile del miser. Nella possibilità di emanciparsi dalla 
miseria, la povertà rientra nel circuito economico della produzione, anzi ne diventa  
il soggetto. Viene meno la sua condanna, che ora ricade esclusivamente sulla miseria. 
Piuttosto, la fisiocrazia – la dottrina economica che nel XVIII secolo pone le basi  
del liberismo16 – ne valorizza la “forza-lavoro”, la capacità antropologica di compensare  
la scarsa produttività. A dispetto di quella francescana, è adesso questa la vera ricchezza 
della povertà, che le consente di fuoriuscire dall’internamento e di far parte a pieno  
titolo del corpo sociale: “Con l’industria nascente che ha bisogno di braccia, egli [il Povero] 
fa parte di nuovo del corpo della nazione. Così, il pensiero economico elabora su nuove 
basi la nozione di Povertà. […] Il ‘Povero’ era una nozione confusa, in cui si mescolavano 
questa ricchezza che è l’Uomo, e la condizione di Bisogno che si riconosce essenziale 
all’umanità”17. Ricchezza e bisogno finiscono insomma per essere compatibili nell’antropo-
logia del povero. Se in quanto misero lo Stato assisteva il povero secondo il princìpio  
di quella carità che ne considera la condizione come irrecuperabile e irremissibile,  
in quanto “bisognoso” lo Stato si assume invece la responsabilità dell’assistenza del povero 
perché metta poi a profitto la sua ricchezza in quanto forza-lavoro e incrementi la  
sua produttività per oltrepassare la soglia di povertà. Il bisogno rientra così in un sistema 
economico che ne deve indurre e promuovere la compensazione mediante il lavoro;  
è così che la povertà non rappresenta più un problema da risolvere, da eliminare,  
da nascondere o da internare, è piuttosto una questione da gestire e governare per assicurare 
– come ben sapeva Marx ormai nel pieno dell’epoca del capitalismo industriale –  
la ricchezza delle nazioni: “In una nazione libera che non permetta di avere schiavi, la ricchezza 
più sicura consiste in una quantità di poveri laboriosi”18.

Il XVIII secolo rappresenta dunque un momento di svolta nella configurazione della 
povertà per il nesso stringente che si è stabilito con il bisogno; da allora si sono susseguite 
diverse teorie economiche, ma quelle di matrice liberista non hanno più fatto a meno  
del bisogno in quanto attivatore di dinamiche economiche. L’essere bisognoso da con-
dizione oggettiva di mancanza di beni di sussistenza diventa sempre più aspetto costitutivo 
della natura umana; appunto nel XVIII secolo, è David Hume a fare del bisogno non  
più qualcosa che definisce materialmente una tipologia, una classe, una forma di vita, 
bensì – come nota Foucault – una “condizione essenziale all’umanità tutta”:

Con nessun altro degli animali che popolano il globo la natura sembra essere stata 
più crudele che verso l’uomo, considerati gli innumerevoli bisogni e le necessità  
di cui lo ha sovraccaricato, e l’esiguità dei mezzi che gli concede per soddisfare queste 
necessità. Nelle altre creature questi due particolari in genere si compensano fra loro.19

struggle for existence takes place in a world too poor for the satisfac-
tion of human needs without constant restraint, renunciation, delay. 
In other words, whatever satisfaction is possible necessitates work’20.

Eros
Misery remains; if until early modernity misery was the prevail-
ing condition from which the poor were sometimes emancipat-
ed, now it remains as a residue, a remnant. Yet, since poverty is 
fully integrated – whereas, for instance, Franciscanism viewed it 
as an alternative way of life – misery can paradoxically acquire an 
alternative value within neoliberalism’s ‘there is no alternative’ 
framework, in a society that is perceived as one-dimensional21 and 
completely integrated. However, we must be capable of contem-
plating misery beyond an economy and a governance centred on 
poverty, with its system of needs that triggers compensatory mech-
anisms, varying across each social stratum and increasingly per-
sonalised for almost every individual. In essence, we must seek to 
understand and consider misery outside the realm of labour, yet 

with which she has loaded him, and in the slender means, which 
she affords to the relieving these necessities. In other creatures 
these two particulars generally compensate each other.19

Unlike other animals, humans do not have nature compensating for 
their needs; rather, humans must manage this compensation them-
selves. From these anthropological foundations, an economic dis-
course has evolved leading up to contemporary neoliberalism, where 
– despite claims of prosperity – it is poverty that is effectively redis-
tributed. This does not negate the existence of ‘objective’ poverty, 
defined by a fluctuating threshold that considers basic subsistence 
needs: a poverty akin in some ways to the condition of inops caused 
by the lack of material means. Then again, there is also a form of 
‘relative’ poverty based on ‘additional needs’ that vary across socie-
ties. Almost no one can live solely on basic income; everyone must 
work to meet these additional needs associated with their societal 
status. In Eros and Civilization, Herbert Marcuse views ‘scarcity’ as a 
fundamental condition of civilisation itself: ‘Which means that the 
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È una storia che si può tracciare a partire dal Simposio di Platone, alle origini della civiltà 
occidentale. Nell’elogio che ne fa Socrate, Eros – figlio di Penìa (penuria) e Poros  
(espediente, ingegno, risorsa) – è descritto come costantemente e alacremente occupato 
in attività irriducibili al lavoro (anche perché nella polis dell’antica Grecia il lavoro per 
il soddisfacimento dei bisogni primari era svolto dagli schiavi): “è coraggioso, audace, 
impetuoso, straordinario cacciatore, intento sempre a tramare intrighi, appassionato  
di saggezza, pieno di risorse, ricercatore di sapienza per tutta la vita, straordinario 
incantatore, preparatore di filtri, sofista”23. Eros non trova nelle risorse a cui fa appello 
e negli espedienti che il suo ingegno escogita una compensazione alla mancanza costi-
tutiva che eredita dalla madre: la sua infaticabile attività non è lavoro. Piuttosto che 
incrementare la sua produttività per oltrepassare la soglia di povertà – infatti, “[Eros]  
è povero sempre”24 –, la sua attività rende risorgente la mancanza, perché essa è generati-
va, creativa, innovatrice, nonché – ed è questa forse la sua qualità più irriducibile  
al lavoro – sperperatrice: “in uno stesso giorno, talora fiorisce e vive, quando riesce nei 
suoi espedienti, talora, invece, muore, ma poi torna in vita, a causa della natura del 
padre”25. “Eros non è mai né povero di risorse, né ricco”: le sue risorse non sono quanti-
ficabili e non ricevono da un’economia quella determinata misura che le renderebbe 
“congrue” per soddisfare un bisogno. Come noto, Eros è “desiderio” e Platone lo 
descrive come il più misero dei pezzenti: “È duro e ispido, scalzo e senza casa, si sdraia 
sempre per terra senza coperte, e dorme all’aperto davanti alle porte o in mezzo alla 
strada”26. Niente di più distante dal “decoro” e da quella “dignità”, da conquistare 
mediante il lavoro, che la morale moderna ha poi attribuito alla povertà. L’attività di 
Eros consiste invece in “vivere di espedienti” e “vivere alla giornata”, che è quel desiderio 
da sempre avversato dal lavoro e dalla sua etica.

Un breve capitolo di storia del rifiuto del lavoro e del vivere di espedienti: la bohème
Non è qui possibile fare per intero la storia delle emergenze di Eros nel mondo occidentale; 
se probabilmente è vero che, come sostiene Marcuse, questa storia “deve ancora essere 
scritta”, tuttavia se ne possono rintracciare dei capitoli. Uno di essi potrebbe essere 
dedicato a Walter Benjamin, il quale, in un’epoca fortemente caratterizzata dalla cultura 
lavorista (tanto nei fascismi quanto nel marxismo del tempo), riconobbe sia a livello  
di pensiero che a livello biografico la portata di desiderio insita nel rifiuto del lavoro e nel 
vivere di espedienti. Rappresenta allora una circostanza particolarmente significativa  
che durante il suo secondo soggiorno a Ibiza nella primavera-estate del 1933 (il primo risale 
più o meno allo stesso periodo dell’anno precedente), Benjamin fosse soprannominato 
“es miserable” dalla popolazione locale27. Se di certo sul suo aspetto da “miserabile” 
influivano le ristrettezze economiche in cui versava (aveva da poco dovuto abbandonare 
l’ambizione di ottenere un posto all’università) e le preoccupazioni per le cupe prospettive 
di esilio che si proiettavano sulla sua esistenza di ebreo-marxista (la Germania era nel pieno 
della crisi economica susseguente al crollo del 1929 e Hitler aveva appena vinto le lezioni), 
tuttavia l’appellativo gli attribuisce anche una sorta di eccentricità. Come stanno a 
dimostrare i suoi testi del periodo28, Benjamin sta sperimentando e facendo esperienza 

A differenza degli altri animali, non è la natura a compensare i bisogni dell’essere umano, 
ma è esso stesso a doversi fare carico di tale compensazione. A partire da queste basi antro-
pologiche, si sviluppa un discorso economico che giunge fino all’attuale neoliberalismo, 
per cui – nonostante lo si proclami per la ricchezza – a essere effettivamente redistribuita 
è la povertà. Non che non si dia una povertà “oggettiva” secondo una soglia stabilita  
(ma pur sempre mobile) che tiene conto dei bisogni primari di sussistenza: una povertà 
per certi versi prossima alla condizione dell’inops per la mancanza di mezzi materiali.  
Ma si dà anche una povertà “relativa” sulla scorta dei “bisogni addizionali” che si diffondono 
trasversalmente all’interno delle società. Nessuno (o quasi) può vivere di rendita, tutti 
devono lavorare per soddisfare quei bisogni addizionali relativi al proprio status. In Eros 
e civiltà, Herbert Marcuse considera la “penuria” quale presupposto della civiltà tout court: 
“Ciò significa che la lotta per l’esistenza si svolge in un mondo troppo povero per poter 
soddisfare i bisogni umani senza continue limitazioni, rinunce e differimenti. In altri ter-
mini quel tanto di soddisfazione che è possibile raggiungere necessita lavoro”20.

Eros
Resta la miseria; se fino alla prima modernità la miseria è stata la condizione generale 
da cui il povero si è – o, meglio, è stato – emancipato, ora essa è appunto un resto,  
uno scarto. Eppure, dal momento che la povertà è pienamente integrata, mentre ad esempio 
con il francescanesimo ha rappresentato una forma di vita alternativa, la miseria può 
paradossalmente assumere una valenza alternativa all’interno del there is no alternative 
neoliberale, di una società a una dimensione21, totalmente integrata. Bisogna però 
riuscire a pensare la miseria al di fuori di una economia e di un governo della povertà, 
con il suo sistema di bisogni che attiva dispositivi di compensazione, diversi per ogni  
strato sociale e divenuti via via ormai differenti quasi per ogni individuo; bisogna insomma 
cercarla e pensarla al di fuori del lavoro, ma non per questo come se non fosse un’attività: 
è piuttosto un’attività senza lavoro. Eppure, sebbene sottotraccia e carsica, repressa  
dal princìpio di realtà della civiltà (quello dell’imperativo del lavoro, che ha addomesticato 
e reso funzionale la povertà), i modi e le forme di questa attività senza lavoro hanno 
una loro storia. Vi accenna Marcuse in Eros e civiltà:

La storia dell’ontologia rispecchia il princìpio della realtà che governa il mondo con 
esclusività sempre maggiore: le intuizioni contenute nel concetto metafisico  
di Eros vengono sotterrate. Esse sopravvissero in distorsioni escatologiche, in molti 
movimenti eretici, nella filosofia edonistica. La loro storia deve ancora essere scritta.22

abandoned his hopes of securing a university position – and his 
anxieties about the bleak prospects of exile as a Jewish-Marxist 
– Germany was reeling from the aftermath of the 1929 economic 
collapse and Hitler’s rise – the nickname also bestowed upon him 
an element of eccentricity. As evidenced by his writings from that 
period28, Benjamin was actively experimenting with and living out 
a new way of life, which he had previously observed and admired 
during an earlier sojourn in Mediterranean Europe, particularly 
in Naples in 1924, where the extremes of misery and sovereign-
ty intersected: ‘Even the most miserable existence is sovereign in 
the dim, dual awareness of participating, in all his destitution, in 
one of the pictures of Neapolitan street life that will never return, 

for the constitutive lack he inherits from his mother: his tireless 
activity is not labour. Instead of aiming to increase productivity to 
transcend the poverty line – indeed, ‘[Eros] is always poor’24 – his 
activity accentuates the lack, because it is generative, creative, inno-
vative, and – perhaps the one characteristic that is the least reducible 
to work – wasteful: ‘sometimes on the same day he flourishes and 
lives, whenever he has resources; and sometimes he dies, but gets 
to live again through the nature of his father’25. ‘Eros is never either 
without resources nor wealthy’: his resources are immeasurable and 
do not conform to any specific measure in an economy that would 
render them ‘adequate’ to satisfy a need. Eros, as is known, embod-
ies ‘desire,’ and Plato portrays him as the most wretched of beggars: 
‘He is tough, squalid, shoeless, and homeless, always lying on the 
ground without a blanket or a bed, sleeping in doorways and along 
waysides in the open air’26. This depiction is far removed from the 
‘decency’ and ‘dignity’ to be achieved through work that modern 
morality attributes to poverty. Instead, Eros’ activity revolves around 
‘making do’ and ‘living day to day,’ embodying a desire perpetually 
at odds with work and its ethical framework.

A Brief Chapter in the History of Contempt for Work and of Living 
by Expedients: the Bohème

The scope of this essay does not allow for a detailed overview of the 
history of Eros’ emergences in the Western world. While Herbert 

Marcuse suggests that this story ‘has still to be written’, some of its 
chapters can be outlined. One such chapter could be dedicated to 
Walter Benjamin, who, in an era strongly defined by labour-cen-
tric culture (found in both Fascism and Marxism of that time), 
acknowledged the extent of desire inherent in the rejection of work 
and the practice of living day by day in his work as much as in his 
life. A particularly poignant instance of this was Benjamin’s second 
visit to Ibiza in the Spring and Summer of 1933 (the first dates back 
to the same time the previous year), where he was dubbed ‘es mis-
erable’ by the local inhabitants27. While Walter Benjamin’s ‘miser-
able’ appearance during his second stay in Ibiza was undoubtedly 
influenced by the economic hardships he faced – having recently 

not as if it were a lack of activity; rather, it represents an activity 
without work. Yet, despite being concealed and suppressed by the 
reality principle of civilization – especially by the imperative of 
work, which has domesticated and functionalized poverty – the 
modes and forms of this non-working activity have their own his-
tory. Herbert Marcuse touches upon this in Eros and Civilization: 

The history of ontology reflects the reality principle which gov-
erns the world ever more exclusively: the insights contained in the 
metaphysical notion of Eros were driven underground. They sur-
vived, in eschatological distortion, in many heretic movements, in 
the hedonistic philosophy. Their history has still to be written.22

It is a history that can be traced back to Plato’s Symposium, at the 
dawn of Western civilisation. In Socrates’ praise of Eros, described 
as the son of Penia (scarsity) and Poros (expediency, resourcefulness, 
plenty), Eros is depicted as constantly and actively engaged in activ-
ities that transcend mere work (especially because in the ancient 
Greek city-state, slaves carried out labour for meeting primary 
needs): ‘he also resembles his father, scheming to get what is beau-
tiful and good, being bold and keen and ready for action, a cunning 
hunter, always contriving some trick or other, an eager searcher after 
knowledge, resourceful, a lifelong lover of wisdom,clever with magic 
and potions, and a sophist’23. Eros does not find in the resources he 
calls upon or in the expedients his ingenuity devises a compensation 
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su sé stesso di una nuova forma di vita, a cui aveva già guardato con ammirazione 
durante un altro soggiorno nell’Europa mediterranea, in particolare a Napoli nel 1924, 
dove ancora gli estremi della miseria e della sovranità si toccavano: “Anche la più misera 
delle esistenze è sovrana nella sua oscura consapevolezza di essere parte, nonostante 
tutta la propria depravazione, di una delle irripetibili immagini della strada napoletana, 
di godere dell’ozio nella sua povertà e di seguire la grande veduta generale”29.

Vivere di espedienti e vivere alla giornata non caratterizzerà solo l’esistenza che 
Benjamin farà negli anni Trenta a Parigi da free lance ante litteram, sarà anche quella forma 
di vita di cui ricostruirà l’archeologia nella Parigi del “capitalismo avanzato” del XIX 
secolo; forma di vita che si era configurata nella rivoluzione urbanistica del Barone 
Haussmann e nella poetica di Charles Baudelaire. Nel cosiddetto Passagen-Werk30, 
Benjamin tematizza come il ritmo di vita metropolitano abbia addestrato la folla della 
metropoli moderna al lavoro ripetitivo e seriale della catena di montaggio della fabbrica 
fordista. Ma non solo. Benjamin apre anche squarci di analisi postfordista31 all’interno 
della critica del capitalismo fornita dal marxismo della sua epoca, che prendeva le mosse 
dal modo di produzione fordista. Nella ricostruzione benjaminiana delle rivoluzioni  
in Francia nel XIX secolo, la controrivoluzione promossa da Luigi Bonaparte con l’istau-
razione del Secondo Impero ha spezzato l’alleanza – che si era costituita sulle barricate 
del 1848 – tra il proletariato capeggiato da Louis-Auguste Blanqui e la bohème, quella 
sorta di controcultura – rispetto alla cultura borghese – che si era sviluppata nei bassifondi 
della metropoli e di cui faceva parte anche Baudelaire32. Benjamin ne passa in rassegna  
le figure che la compongono: il flâneur, l’ozioso, il cospiratore di professione, il giocatore, 
il nottambulo, il detective, lo straccivendolo, la prostituta, il poeta, l’artista. Si tratta  
di quella stessa bohème nei cui confronti Marx esprime un giudizio molto severo – “schiu-
ma di tutte le classi”33 –, poiché riconosce in essa un’ambiguità di fondo, che la rende 
sensibile alle lusinghe del potere in quanto è irriducibile all’appartenenza di classe:

Accanto a roués in dissesto, dalle risorse e dalle origini equivoche; accanto ad avven-
turieri corrotti, feccia della borghesia, vi si trovavano vagabondi, soldati in congedo, 
forzati usciti dal bagno, galeotti evasi, birbe, furfanti, lazzaroni, tagliaborse, ciurmatori, 
bari, maqueraux, tenitori di postriboli, facchini, letterati, sonatori ambulanti, stracciven-
doli, arrotini, stagnini, accattoni, in una parola, tutta la massa confusa, decomposta, 
fluttuante, che i francesi chiamano la “bohème”.34

that makes it susceptible to the flattery of power, while also being 
irreducible to belonging to any specific social class.

Alongside decayed roués with dubious means of subsistence and 
of dubious origin, alongside ruined and adventurous offshoots of 
the bourgeoisie, were vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged 
jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaro-
ni, pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, maquereaux [pimps], brothel 
keepers, porters, literati, organ grinders, ragpickers, knife grind-
ers, tinkers, beggars – in short, the whole indefinite, disintegrated 
mass, thrown hither and thither, which the French call la ‘bohème’.34

Benjamin perceives that Napoleon III’s counterrevolution was facil-
itated by an advanced form of capitalism that, while partly anticipat-
ing Fordism, also foreshadowed a new market capitalism. This new 
capitalism exploited alternative lifestyles that were often associated 
with extreme misery and rejected traditional factory work accessi-
ble to the poor. In Baudelaire’s Paris, ‘there was the pedestrian who 
wedged himself into the crowd, but there was also the flâneur who 
demanded elbow room and was unwilling to forego the life of a gen-
tleman of leisure. His leisurely appearance as a personality is his 
protest against the division of labour which makes people into spe-
cialists. It is also his protest against their industriousness’35. 

After the alliance with the proletariat was fractured, the counter-
culture of the bohème found itself vulnerable to commercialisation, 
transforming the refusal of work into a form of marketable labour. 
‘The flâneur now truly epitomized the commodification of leisure. 
His strolls were monetised, and his observations of the market were 

and of enjoying in all his poverty the leisure to follow the great 
panorama’29. 

Living by expedients and day-to-day survival not only charac-
terised Walter Benjamin’s existence in 1930s Paris as a freelance 
ante litteram, but also formed the basis of the lifestyle he sought 
to unearth in the Paris of ‘advanced capitalism’ during the 19th 
century. This way of life took shape during Baron Haussmann’s 
urban planning revolution and found expression in the poetics 
of Charles Baudelaire. In Benjamin’s Passagen-Werk30, he explores 
how the metropolitan pace of life conditioned the crowds of the 
modern metropolis for the repetitive and serial work typical of 
Fordist factory assembly lines. But not only that. Benjamin offers 
glimpses of a post-Fordist31 critique within Marx’s contempo-
rary criticism of capitalism, which sprang from the Fordist pro-
duction model. In his study of the 19th century revolutions in 
France, Benjamin highlights how Louis Bonaparte’s counter-rev-
olution with the establishment of the Second Empire shattered 
the alliance forged on the barricades of 1848 between the prole-
tariat led by Louis-Auguste Blanqui and the bohème – a coun-
tercultural movement opposed to bourgeois norms that had 
emerged from the city slums and counted figures like Baudelaire 
among its ranks32. Benjamin reviews the characters that populate 
it: the flâneur, the idler, the professional conspirator, the gam-
bler, the night owl, the detective, the ragpicker, the prostitute, 
the poet, and the artist. This is the same bohème towards which 
Marx expresses a very severe judgment – ‘scum, offal, refuse of 
all classes’33– since he recognises in it a fundamental ambiguity 

Benjamin intuisce che la controrivoluzione di Napoleone III è stata favorita da una forma 
avanzata di capitalismo che solo per certi versi anticipava il fordismo; per altri versi prefi-
gurava un nuovo capitalismo di mercato, che metteva a lavoro forme e condotte  
di vita tanto alternative quanto ridotte alla miseria, che rifiutavano proprio il lavoro di 
fabbrica, a cui aveva accesso il povero. Nella Parigi di Baudelaire, “vi era il passante  
che si incunea nella folla, e vi era ancora il flâneur, che ha bisogno di spazio e non vuole 
rinunciare alla sua vita privata. Quest’ultimo se ne va oziando, come una personalità; 
così protesta contro la divisione del lavoro che trasforma gli uomini in specialisti. 
Protesta anche contro la loro laboriosità”35. Una volta rotta l’alleanza con il proletariato, 
la controcultura della bohème si trova esposta alla cattura del mercato, che trasforma 
in lavoro il rifiuto del lavoro: “Il flâneur ora è davvero nei panni della merce. Egli adesso 
va a passeggio a pagamento e la sua ispezione del mercato è diventata, da un giorno 
all’altro, un lavoro”36. E proprio quell’ozio condannato dall’etica del lavoro, quell’attività 
senza profitto che esso rappresentava, rientra all’interno del regime di produttività: 
“Alla base della flânerie c’è, tra l’altro, l’idea che il profitto dell’ozio ha più valore di quello 
del lavoro”37. L’attività dell’ozioso non trova nel salario corrisposto sempre più unifor-
memente al lavoro operaio la sua rimunerazione, eppure il valore che si comincia  
ad attribuire all’eccentricità, all’originalità, alla creatività finisce per avere un mercato. 
Ma tale valore proviene da un altro piano rispetto a quello che consente di determinare 
e quantificare il rapporto tempo-lavoro. L’ozio – da non confondere con il tempo libero 
(dal lavoro) – porta a espressione quel desiderio di vivere di espedienti e alla giornata  
che è precluso alla soddisfazione del bisogno assicurata dal lavoro. Ed è per questo che, 
nelle diverse espressioni e forme che ha assunto fino a oggi, la miseria suscita spesso 
disprezzo, rancore, se non proprio odio: è un sentimento ambivalente, che si scaglia 
contro di essa perché non cerca di riscattarsi come la povertà con il lavoro, quel lavoro 
di cui molti di coloro che la odiano farebbero a meno.

Come è stato per il bisogno, per riuscire a governarlo e a trarne profitto, il mercato 
promette di dare una soddisfazione anche al desiderio: si chiama “godimento”. Infatti,  
alla variegata composizione di individui che formano la bohème il mercato promette  
il godimento di quel desiderio che resta precluso al lavoro di fabbrica (e poi a quello 
impiegatizio)38. Lo stesso Baudelaire, per distinguersi dalle folle rivoltose, lui che pure era 
stato sulle barricate con Blanqui nel 1848, assunse posizioni sempre più reazionarie, 
che lo portarono infine ad avversare con aristocratico disprezzo la Comune di Parigi del 
1871, che invece diversi tratti condivideva con la sua esperienza bohémienne39. 
Evidentemente, come sostiene Benjamin, quello scambio proposto dal mercato – il godi-
mento in cambio della rinuncia al potere – gli sembrava un buon affare: 

Molti suoi membri [della classe dei piccolo borghesi cui apparteneva Baudelaire] si 
sarebbero inevitabilmente accorti, un giorno, della natura di merce della loro forza 
lavoro. Ma quel giorno non era ancora giunto. Fino ad allora essi potevano, se si può 
dir così, far passare il tempo. Che frattanto potessero, nel migliore dei casi, prendere 
parte al godimento, ma mai al potere, rendeva la dilazione concessa loro dalla storia 
materia di passatempo.40

conventional work. This is why, in its various forms and expressions 
up to the present day, misery often evokes contempt, resentment, or 
even outright hatred: it elicits ambivalent feelings because it rejects 
the redemption through work that the poor seeks. Work which many 
of those who hate misery would actually prefer to do without.

As was the case with need, the market seeks to govern and profit 
from desire by promising satisfaction to it too: it is called ‘enjoy-
ment’. This concept offers the diverse individuals comprising 
the bohème the fulfilment of desires that remain inaccessible in 
factory or white-collar work38. Baudelaire, who had once joined 
Blanqui on the barricades in 1848, distanced himself from the 
rebellious masses and assumed increasingly reactionary positions. 

suddenly transformed into a job’36. And precisely that idleness con-
demned by the work ethic, that profitless activity it represented, 
falls within the productivity regime: ‘Basic to flânerie, among other 
things, is the idea that the fruits of idleness are more precious than 
the fruits of labor’37. The activity of the idle does not find its remu-
neration in the increasingly uniform wages paid to workers; yet, the 
value attributed to eccentricity, originality, and creativity ends up 
becoming marketable. However, this value operates on a different 
level than that by which the relationship between time and work is 
determined and quantified. Idleness – distinct from free time away 
from work – embodies the desire to live day-to-day and by expedi-
ents, a lifestyle excluded from the satisfaction of needs ensured by 
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Quel giorno sarebbe arrivato per Benjamin ai suoi tempi, negli anni Trenta. Per Mark 
Fisher quel giorno sarebbe poi ritornato negli anni Settanta in quanto “potenziale 
riconsolidamento del rapporto tra parte della cultura bohémienne (gli elementi della 
borghesia che disdegnano i valori del business) e la classe operaia”41. Pur con tutte  
le differenze di congiuntura – a livello politico, sociale, di storia dei modi capitalisti  
di produzione – a ripetersi è la medesima questione: il desiderio – ridotto a mera espressio-
ne individuale – che viene sfruttato, messo a lavoro e a valore dal capitalismo. A detta  
di Fisher, la “nuova classe bohémienne” emersa alla fine degli anni Sessanta matura “l’idea 
che sia possibile lavorare meno e determinare da soli i propri bisogni e le proprie soddisfa-
zioni”42; prende forma cioè l’idea che ci sia un al di fuori del lavoro di fabbrica dove dare 
espressione al desiderio. È lo spazio della controcultura, che, condividendo con la classe 
operaia il rifiuto del lavoro, ambisce a diventare egemonico: “Perché una simile bohème 
non doveva essere alla portata di tutti?”43, così Fisher sintetizza l’alleanza tra controcultura 
e classe operaia negli anni Settanta. Se gli anni Settanta sono il momento in cui le lotte dei 
movimenti “si articolano all’interno della controcultura come produzione di nuove forme  
di desiderio”44, sul loro finire – con l’avvento del neoliberalismo – sono però anche “quando 
abbiamo effettivamente cominciato a concepire il desiderio come immanente al capitali-
smo, anzi, neppure al capitalismo, immanente al lavoro”45. Ci troviamo oggi per Fisher 
nell’epoca in cui la cattura del desiderio all’interno del lavoro produce sempre meno godi-
mento e sempre più sofferenza psichica, si è arrivati a un punto di quasi insostenibilità per 
gli individui della frustrazione che procura il ritorno mancato dell’investimento di desiderio 
sul proprio lavoro. Ed è questa, oggi, la miseria più disperata: la miseria senza desiderio. 

Ultimately, he viewed the Paris Commune of 1871 with aristo-
cratic contempt, despite sharing certain characteristics with his 
own bohemian experiences39. Evidently, as Benjamin argues, the 
exchange offered by the market – enjoyment in exchange for the 
renunciation of power – appeared to be a favourable bargain: 

Inevitably, one day many of its members [of the petty bourgeoi-
sie to which Baudelaire belonged to] had to become aware of the 
commodity nature of their labour power. But this day had not as 
yet come; until that day they were permitted, if one may put it 
that way, to pass their time. The very fact that their share could 
at best be enjoyment, but never power, made the period which 
history gave them a space for passing time.40

That day would indeed come for Benjamin in the 1930s. For Mark 
Fisher, a similar moment would resurface in the 1970s as a poten-
tial ‘reconsolidation of a relationship between bohemia – those ele-
ments of the bourgeoisie, which disdain business values – and the 
working class’41. Despite differences across political, social, and his-
torical contexts within capitalist modes of production, a recurring 
theme persists: desire, once reduced to mere individual expression, 
is exploited, harnessed for work, and commodified by capitalism. 
Fisher observed that the ‘new bohemian class’ emerging at the end 
of the 1960s embraced ‘the awareness that they could both work 
less and determine their own needs and satisfactions’42. Therefore, 
the notion crystallises that there exists an arena beyond factory 
work where desire can find expression. This realm belongs to the 
counterculture, which shares with the working class a rejection of 
traditional work and aspires to achieve hegemony: ‘Why shouldn’t 
this bohemia be open to everyone?’43 This is how Fisher summa-
rises the alliance between counterculture and the working class in 
the 1970s. If the 1970s are the moment in which the struggles of the 
emergent grassroots movements ‘are articulated through the coun-
terculture as the production of new forms of desire’44, at their end 
– with the advent of neoliberalism – they are also ‘[when we] real-
ly started to think desire as immanent to capitalism – not even to 
capitalism – immanent to work’45. According to Fisher, we are cur-
rently in an era where the incorporation of desire into work results 
in diminishing enjoyment and increasing psychic suffering. This 
situation has reached a nearly unsustainable point for individuals 
due to the frustration stemming from the lack of return on invest-
ment of desire in one’s work. This constitutes the most desperate 
form of misery today: misery without desire.
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Foggia, pochi mesi fa. Ogni volta che entriamo nell’autobus numero 
161, il mezzo è sempre pieno, straborda di corpi. Gli autisti sono  
di poche parole. Qualche famiglia, qualche giovane. Il resto, corpi 
abitanti della Pista per lo più chini sul cellulare, vociante, connessi a 
qualcosa o qualcuno. Una strada dritta, poche fermate che dalla  
stazione di Foggia portano “a Borgo”. Un generico luogo, ma allo stesso 
tempo un’immagine potente di un abitare quasi senza qualità. Di fronte 
alla chiesa, un bar, un ufficio postale incastonati nelle geometrie  
e nei colori degli edifici di epoca fasciata. Scendiamo, come tutti,  
proprio sotto il cartello “Borgo Mezzanone”. È il capolinea. Da un lato 
vediamo spiccare le insegne della Cigl con i suoi locali che si fanno 
scuola, che con le lettere appese ai muri arancioni diventano insegnanti 
muti, con seggiole che ricordano più quelle di una autoscuola  
di provincia, piuttosto che un luogo educativo. Dall’altro lato terra: 
si impongono alla nostra vista campi, strade interpoderali, fossi  
e canali, con all’orizzonte la Capitanata. Prendiamo un sentiero, intorno 
nulla salvo qualcuno che era con noi sul bus, o che sta andando a 
scuola. Un cenno di saluto, un sorriso, un “ciao capo” e tutto intorno 
campagna, quella che qualcuno chiama profonda, segnata dal lavoro. 
Costeggiamo canali, qualche ortaggio appassito, qualche idrante  
delle complesse reti di innaffiamento che rendono la terra lavorabile, 
produttiva. Camminiamo in fila indiana, attraversando quel silenzio  
e lasciandoci attraversare da esso. Dopo poco la rete, le baracche, il ghetto 
di Borgo Mezzanone – la Pista – è davanti a noi. Entriamo attraversando 
una rete metallica. Da un lato i relitti di un’abbandonata pista di 
atterraggio della Nato, da cui nel 1999 decollavano gli aerei diretti in 
Kosovo, e nelle vicinanze il Cara, che serve a contenere i richiedenti 
asilo. File di container, alcuni bianchi altri colorati, ammassati ordina-
tamente a ricordare la natura logistica della migrazione, la sua estetica 
di temporaneità, l’arroganza della tecnologia asservita alle crisi.

La sovraesposizione mediatica dei ghetti del foggiano promette degli 
schemi anticipatori della loro conoscenza che il confronto con la 
realtà smentisce alla prima visita. È vero anche per quello di Borgo 
Mezzanone. Qui, dal 2009, in risposta ai diversi pacchetti sicurezza 
imposti dai governi italiani ai richiedenti asilo, diversi gruppi di migranti 
hanno iniziato a formare “habitat informali”2, “campi di lavoro”3 e 
“aggregazioni autosegregate”4, ghetti o campi che dir si voglia, luoghi 
che permettono ai migranti di sopravvivere. I relitti securitari  
del Cara, nel mezzo di campi agricoli, sono presto diventati degli 
insediamenti popolati da migliaia di individui organizzati in baracche 
fatte di cartone, legno e fogli di plastica, intorno a vecchi magazzini 
agricoli fatiscenti, case e infrastrutture abbandonate. Un’infrastruttura 
complessa e fragile che permette ai migranti di vivere negli interstizi 
dell’invisibilità. Moschee, chiese, bordelli, aggruppamenti di case, 
associazioni, economie informali per sostenere la vita di chi abita e 
che, con il corpo e il lavoro, produce economie parallele che sostengono 
l’infrastruttura produttiva rurale, fluida e instabile, che i lavoratori 
creano con i ritmi dei corpi che si muovono in sincrono con la  
maturazione dei prodotti che raccolgono. Se le prime baracche si sono 
insediate ai lati della pista di atterraggio e decollo dalla caratteristica 
forma a “U”, altre si sono successivamente fatte spazio a grappoli 
nelle aree retrostanti, addensandosi attorno a quelli che diventavano 
servizi all’abitare e al lavoro di un numero crescente di persone.  
Da ciascun braccio della “U” che, per approssimativamente duecento 
metri, organizza in modo lineare l’abitato, si dipartono vicoli e viuzze 
dove altre casupole si dispongono, addossandosi le une alle altre, 
agglutinandosi e creando microspazi comuni. Le cifre tonde circa il 
numero di abitanti nel picco della stagione della raccolta (4.000 secondo 
le stime del Comune di Manfredonia in risposta alla richiesta di  
censimento da parte di Cittalia nel 2021) potrebbero essere verosimili. 
Ogni esercizio di statistica demografica rischia, tuttavia, di perdere  

di vista due attributi che ci sono sembrati cruciali: la pluralità di pendo-
larismi delle persone e la forza gravitazionale del luogo che articola  
e sincronizza le diverse logiche e i diversi tempi di quei movimenti.

Al capolinea del bus a Borgo Mezzanone, basta seguire il flusso di 
persone per trovare la Pista. Venti minuti tagliando attraverso i campi, 
in un via vai continuo; altrettanti in auto attraverso i due accessi  
carrai: quello una volta ufficiale e asfaltato e l’altro prodotto dall’allarga-
mento di un tratturo di campagna da parte del traffico automobilistico. 
I tempi di percorrenza in auto sono anche più lunghi di quelli  
pedestri. I numerosi taxi che assicurano la spola con Foggia e con Borgo 
devono infatti affrontare delle vere prove di rally accelerando e  
rallentando fin quasi a fermarsi per affrontare i canali scavati dalle piogge 
e gli avvallamenti, zig-zigando tra le buche, i mucchi di immondizia 
o gli accumuli di materiali agricoli di scarto. Tubi d’irrigazione,  
contenitori di piantine da mettere a dimora e plastiche protettive convi-
vono con bottiglie, indumenti e scarpe lasciati da chi quelle attrezzature 
le ha prima disposte e poi rimosse. Segni tangibili dell’intensità  
dello sfruttamento di questa terra – la Capitanata – che da anni ha 
imboccato la strada dell’orticultura a ciclo continuo, praticabile solo 
con l’imprescindibile apporto di ingenti quantità di fertilizzanti.  
Gli studi più recenti non hanno mancato di suggerire anche implici-
tamente che questa trasformazione non poteva non far vacillare  
la raffigurazione del bracciante stagionale e della temporaneità della 
sua presenza – e, quindi, del suo abitare5.

È solo una mezza sorpresa arrivare nella Pista trovandovi – accanto 
a una vera e propria frenesia edilizia che trasforma baracche di legno 
e plastica in fabbricati di blocchi di tufo – officine meccaniche in 
piena attività. Auto con targhe francesi, bulgare, bosniache, italiane, 
greche, rumene sono posteggiate dappertutto lungo il tracciato  
a “U” della Pista. Sono auto apparentemente a fine vita, in ogni caso 
dalla lunga esistenza. Eppure, sono usate e impariamo a distinguere 
con i giorni che passano le differenze del loro stato di salute. Dalle 
nostre conversazioni emerge che le migliori sono quelle che possono 
arrivare fino a Foggia e sono le stesse che, nel picco delle raccolte 
estive, servono per trasportare squadre di lavoratori in zone diverse 
della Capitanata. Quelle che fanno la navetta con Borgo sono davvero 
malmesse e non (sempre) si arrischiano oltre. Il funzionamento  
delle une e delle altre è assicurato da decine di meccanici tuttofare, 
continuamente indaffarati a smontare e rimontare, arrangiare  
dei pezzi estratti dalle carcasse di automobili immobilizzate applicandoli 
ad altre ancora in attività. Per questo, il meccanico appare da subito  
una delle figure centrali della mobilità. Per questo, la Pista rigurgita 
di auto evidentemente ormai immobili. Se alcune servono da deposito 
(attrezzi, suppellettili, addirittura giacigli), altre sono là per essere 
cannibalizzate. Lentamente, però, a seconda delle riparazioni richieste. 
Per questo, infine, la Pista è un laboratorio di prototipi automobilistici 
irriproducibili anche nell’era della riproducibilità tecnica. Osservare 
un meccanico all’opera – forse come ogni abitante qui – significa 
assistere a un continuo lavorio di adattamento, proporzionamento, 
accomodamento di pedali, paraurti, ammortizzatori, freni… e poi  
la carburazione da regolare e l’impianto elettrico da rendere operativo. 
Veritabili dottor Frankenstein, i meccanici della Pista ri-danno vita 
assemblando attraverso operazioni discutibili nell’ottica di un 
qualunque concessionario automobilistico. Né meraviglia che anche 
le loro creature spaventino. E tuttavia tanto il loro lavoro quanto  
la loro moltiplicazione nella Pista sono indizi di trasformazioni plurime 
e di più ampia portata: delle connessioni sempre più capillari e irradiate, 
delle mobilità diversificate per obiettivi, durata e destinazioni, di 
un’articolazione sempre più complessa degli spostamenti ugualmente 
vari per raggio di azione, di una diversificazione e segmentazione  
del mercato del lavoro. L’agricoltura di piantagione che sta colonizzando 

Foggia, a few months ago. Every time we board1 bus no. 
16, it is always crowded, overflowing with bodies. The 
drivers are of few words. There are some families and 
some young people. The rest, bodies inhabiting La Pista, 
are mostly bent over their mobile phones, shouting, con-
nected to something or someone. A straight road with a 
few stops, leading from Foggia station to ‘Borgo’. A gener-
ic place, but at the same time a powerful image of life 
with the lowest quality. In front of the church, a bar and 
a post office are set amidst the geometries and colours of 
buildings of the Fascist era. We get off, like everyone else, 
right at the ‘Borgo Mezzanone’ stop. It’s the terminus. 
On one side, we see the sign of the CIGL trade union, 
with its premises doubling as a school; the letters hang-
ing on the orange walls serve as silent teachers, while 
the chairs resemble those of a provincial driving school 
more than an educational institution. On the other side, 
fields, farm roads, ditches, and canals dominate our view, 
with the Capitanata on the horizon. We take a path, noth-
ing around us but a few fellow passengers or those head-
ing to school. A nod of greeting, a smile, a ‘hello boss’, 
and all around is countryside, often referred to as deep, 
defined by labour. We skirt canals, some withered vege-
tables, and hydrants of the intricate irrigation networks 
that make the land workable and productive. We walk in 
single file, crossing that silence, letting it permeate us. 
After a while, we see the fence, the barracks, and the ghet-
to of Borgo Mezzanone – La Pista – before us. We enter 
through an opening in a wire-mesh fence. On one side 
lies the wreckage of an abandoned NATO airstrip, from 
which planes took off for Kosovo in 1999, and nearby is 
the CARA, which houses asylum seekers. Rows of con-
tainers, some white and some coloured, are neatly piled 
up, reflecting the logistical nature of migration, its tem-
porary aesthetics, and the arrogance of technology made 
subservient to crises.

The media overexposure of the ghettoes in the Foggia 
area suggests patterns of understanding that prompt-
ly vanish when confronted with the reality of the place. 
This holds true for Borgo Mezzanone as well. Since 
2009, in response to various security measures imposed 
by the Italian governments on asylum seekers, groups of 
migrants have begun to form ‘informal habitats’2, ‘work 
camps’3, and ‘self-segregated aggregations’4 – ghettoes or 
camps, however one chooses to name them – places that 
enable migrants to survive. The remnants of CARA, amid 
agricultural fields, soon became settlements inhabited 
by thousands of individuals organised in shacks made of 
cardboard, wood, and plastic sheets clustered around old, 
dilapidated agricultural warehouses, houses, and aban-
doned infrastructure. This complex and fragile structure 
allows migrants to live within the interstices of invis-
ibility. Mosques, churches, brothels, groups of houses, 
associations, and informal economies support the res-
idents who, with their bodies and work, create parallel 
economies; these sustain the fluid and unstable rural 
production infrastructure and the workers who contrib-
ute to it, their rhythms synchronised with the ripening 
of the products they harvest. The first shacks were built 
along the sides of the characteristic U-shaped landing 
and take-off runway, while others subsequently clustered 
in the areas behind, forming around what became essen-
tial services for the daily life and work of the growing 
population. Each arm of the U, which structures the set-
tlement in a linear manner for approximately two hun-
dred metres, branches into narrow lanes and alleys where 
additional huts are arranged, leaning against each oth-
er, agglutinating and creating communal micro-spaces. 
The estimated population of around 4,000 people during 
the peak harvest season seems plausible – according to 
the Municipality of Manfredonia’s response to Cittalia’s 
2021 census request. However, demographic statistics 
alone risk overlooking two crucial attributes: the plu-
rality of people’s commutes and the gravitational pull of 
the place, which articulates and synchronises the diverse 
logics and timings of those movements. 

At the bus terminus in Borgo Mezzanone, simply follow 
the flow of people to find the airstrip, or La Pista. It takes 
twenty minutes on foot, cutting through the fields amidst 
constant comings and goings of people; by car, it takes 
about the same time via two driveways – one formerly 
official and asphalted, the other a country track widened 
by car traffic. Travel times by car can be even longer than 
by foot. The numerous taxis shuttling between Foggia 
and Borgo must navigate true rally conditions, accelerat-
ing and decelerating almost to a stop to tackle the canals 
dug by rain, depressions, and zigzagging between pot-
holes, piles of rubbish, or accumulations of agricultural 
waste materials. Irrigation pipes, containers of seedlings 
to be planted, and tarpaulin coexist with bottles, cloth-
ing, and shoes left behind by those who initially arranged 
and then removed this equipment. They are the tangi-
ble signs that highlight the intense exploitation of this 
land – the Capitanata – which has long pursued contin-
uous cropping, made possible only with the inescapable 
use of substantial quantities of fertilisers. Recent studies5 
have subtly suggested that this transformation inevita-
bly challenges the traditional depiction of the seasonal 
labourers and the temporariness of their presence – and, 
consequently, their living conditions.

It is only mildly surprising to arrive at La Pista and find 
– next to a true building frenzy that transforms wood-
en and plastic shacks into buildings made of tuff blocks 
– makeshift garages in full swing. Cars with French, 
Bulgarian, Bosnian, Italian, Greek and Romanian license 
plates are parked everywhere along the ‘U’ layout of the 
track. They are apparently at the end of their life, in any 
case with a long existence. Yet, they are still in use, and 
we learn to distinguish the differences in their state of 
health as the days pass. From our conversations it emerg-
es that the best are those that can reach Foggia and are 
the same ones that, at the peak of summer harvests, 
are used to transport teams of workers to different are-
as around the Capitanata. Those that go back and forth 
from and to Borgo are really in bad shape and do not 
(always) venture further. The functioning of both types 
of cars is ensured by dozens of handyman mechanics, 
continually busy disassembling and reassembling, add-
ing parts extracted from the carcasses of abandoned 
cars to others still in use. Consequently, the mechanic 
immediately appears as one of the central figures of the 
mobility. This is why La Pista overflows with cars that 
are clearly dilapidated. While some of them serve as stor-
age for tools, furnishings, and even beds, others are there 
to be cannibalised, slowly yielding their parts as need-
ed for repairs. Consequently, La Pista becomes a labo-
ratory of unique automotive prototypes, irreproducible 
even in the era of technical reproducibility. Observing 
a mechanic at work – perhaps like every resident here 
– means witnessing a continuous process of adaptation 
and adjustment, fitting pedals, bumpers, shock absorb-
ers, and brakes, along with tuning the carburetion and 
making the electrical system operational. Like a verita-
ble Dr. Frankenstein, the mechanics of La Pista resur-
rect vehicles through practices that would raise eyebrows 
at any conventional car dealership. It is no surprise that 
their creations can be unsettling. Yet, their work as much 
as their proliferation on La Pista signal broader and deep-
er transformations: increasingly intricate and expansive 
networks, diverse forms of mobility in terms of goals, 
durations, and destinations, and an equally varied com-
plex interplay of movements depending on the scope 
of action, reflecting a diversified and segmented labour 
market. The plantation agriculture that is colonising the 
Capitanata region depends on La Pista for its satellite 
activities – the production of services and goods directly 
and indirectly tied to the area’s primary activities. These 
mechanics are more than mere technicians; they are 
engineers of the landscape.

We walk in search of Ahmed, a friend of the collective. 
Some people glare at us, many ignore us, and others greet 
us. Their gazes are mostly questioning. We are exposed 
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insediamenti informali”, una formula che da un paio di decenni ritorna 
regolarmente ma in modo intermittente come princìpio e obiettivo 
delle politiche pubbliche. Dal 2022 una voce del Pnrr rilancia questa 
sorta di mantra attraverso un ricco finanziamento (cento milioni  
di euro per la sola provincia di Foggia). Alla continuità dei tentativi 
di superamento corrisponde il radicarsi e anzi, paradossalmente  
ci pare, addirittura la moltiplicazione di centri abitati imprevisti che 
tendono a diventare permanenti.

La lentezza del nostro avvicinamento alla Pista è una buona analogia 
del ritmo inesorabile con cui i lavoratori venuti da lontano affermano  
la propria presenza in questa società9, si aggrappano alla materia più 
ostile per diventarne una componente essenziale nonostante la reiterata 
minorazione di diritti e la frustrazione delle rivendicazioni basilari 
(residenza e documenti). Come fare in modo che questa presenza e 
questa essenzialità sia apertamente riconoscibile è un altro problema, 
tutto politico. 

I ghetti sono luoghi di crisi secondo una razionalità pianificatoria  
o secondo la pretesa logistica delle normative europee sulle migrazioni, 
ma se pensati dal punto di vista di una razionalità produttiva e  
agro-imprenditoriale sono magazzini di manodopera a basso costo. 
Borgo Mezzanone, Rignano, Borgo Tre Titoli e tutti quelli meno visibili, 
più piccoli e interstiziali abitati dai migranti in Puglia sono il risultato 
di logiche estrattive e dell’aggregazione, di strategie di resistenza 
attraverso reti comunitarie di autosostentamento, economie informali, 
mobilità tra più luoghi, solidarietà civica. Si tratta di infrastrutture  
di sopravvivenza molto fragili. Non solo vulnerabili agli incendi nella 
loro composizione strutturale e materica, ma anche perché soggette  
a continui sgomberi. La rappresentazione dominante dei ghetti vede 
la Pista come il centro di reclutamento illegale di manodopera, capace 
di organizzare in modo efficiente squadre di lavoratori a giornata 
assicurandone il trasporto “just in time” nelle aziende che le richiedono10. 
Benché la legge anti-caporalato approvata nel 2016 abbia permesso  
di perseguire penalmente sia l’appaltatore di manodopera che i datori 
di lavoro, il ghetto sembra rimanere sempre e solo il regno nascosto 
del caporale. Intrappolato in esclusioni di tipo inclusivo, anche il 
ghetto di Borgo Mezzanone è ora, dopo il finanziamento del Pnrr nel 
2022, destinato a essere sradicato reiterando il quadro della politica 
di “superamento degli insediamenti informali”11.

L’idea di “superamento” di questo e altri insediamenti sta aprendo 
una nuova fase di conflitti tra gli immaginari di pianificazione e i futuri 
urbani e rurali. Questo viaggio ne vuole essere parte e contributo 
domandandosi se e come è possibile uscire dalla trappola delle esclu-
sioni di tipo inclusivo di cui i ghetti sono espressione. Come superare 
l’immaginario classico della bonifica, quell’“idea di una campagna 
incivile che doveva essere conquistata e pacificata attraverso uno 
specifico insieme di riorganizzazioni spaziali?”12 Che cosa immaginare 
al posto dei consueti “sforzi per l’erezione e la gestione sistematica  
di centri di accoglienza stagionali, la formalizzazione di contratti di 
lavoro e il miglioramento delle condizioni di vita dei lavoratori 
migranti attraverso un’azione concertata tra amministrazioni comu-
nali, sindacati e organizzazioni caritatevoli?”13

Percorrendolo a più riprese, vediamo chiaramente che lo spazio della 
Pista diviene, si assembla in un continuo aggiustarsi e organizzarsi 
mettendo in crisi il nostro pensiero dualista che tende a trasformare 
tutto in oggetto controllato, leggibile, privo di zone d’ombra. Vacilla 
intorno alle sue zone vuote e inciampa con la pretesa della comprensione 
e della finitudine divenendo soglia, margine, interfaccia, esteriorità, 
scambio e conflitto. Il ghetto di Borgo Mezzanone non è un’eccezione, 
come non lo sono i campi dell’umanitarismo globale, della cosiddetta 
Fortezza Europa, della grande migrazione transamericana o di conflitti 
dimenticati. Le sue dimensioni forse lo sono. I ghetti di Borgo 

la Capitanata ha nella Pista il suo indotto, nella produzione di servizi  
e beni direttamente e indirettamente in relazione con l’attività principale 
del luogo. Macchinisti del paesaggio più che semplici meccanici.

Camminiamo alla ricerca di Ahmed, un amico del collettivo. Qualcuno 
ci guarda storto, molti ci ignorano, altri ci salutano. Lo sguardo è  
per lo più interrogativo. Siamo corpi esposti e fuori posto: chi siamo? 
Che cosa cerchiamo? Da quando ci avviciniamo alla Pista è come se 
fossimo parte di questo paesaggio di estrazione6 simile a un territorio 
di economia di piantagione7. È un paesaggio generato sia dalla 
riorganizzazione della frontiera europea sia dal sistema di contrattazione 
del caporalato per la raccolta manuale del lavoro. Quando finalmente 
lo incontriamo, Ahmed è appena rientrato dal lavoro. Ci offre un tè  
di fronte alla sua abitazione. Parliamo del tempo degli asparagi. Perché 
– ci spiega – qui il tempo si misura con le rotazioni delle colture. 
Pomodori, certo, poi la frutta, i finocchi, e gli asparagi i più difficili e 
delicati. Poco distante la macelleria, e montagne e montagne di pezzi 
di automobili, carcasse smembrate fino all’osso, e messe su un 
mercato che non si ferma mai, né di giorno, né di notte, che eccede 
lo spazio della campagna, della regione e perfino dello Stato. Eccessi 
invisibili di cui rimangono solo relitti, e non tutti di metallo nel 
paesaggio della Capitanata8.

L’immagine dell’isolamento di questi spazi sorti negli ultimi 
vent’anni è messa in crisi dai continui passaggi che scavano tracce nel 
paesaggio. È ancora possibile continuare a pensare quell’abitare 
attraverso politiche inclusive imperniate su “foresterie”, “alberghi diffusi”, 
villaggi-container (no, non è un ossimoro) per l’ospitalità? Come  
si attraversano spazi impermanenti, instabili, impensati? Rimangono 
domande nella calura settembrina. Sono le domande che guidano  
la nostra ricerca che interrogano il proposito di “superamento degli 

Our slow journey to reach La Pista serves as a fitting 
analogy for the relentless pace at which workers arriving 
from distant places assert their presence9 in this society, 
clinging to the most inhospitable materials to become 
indispensable components of it despite repeated curtail-
ments of rights and frustrations over basic entitlements 
such as residence and documents. How to ensure that 
this presence and indispensability are openly acknowl-
edged is a challenge of a different order, fundamentally 
a political issue.

Ghettoes are perceived as sites of crisis from the per-
spective of planning rationality or of logistics envisaged 
by European regulations on migration. However, from 
the standpoint of productive and agro-entrepreneurial 
logic, they function as repositories of low-cost labour. 
Borgo Mezzanone, Rignano, Borgo Tre Titoli, and all 
the smaller, less visible, interstitial settlements inhab-
ited by migrants in Puglia are outcomes of extractive 
and aggregation logics, of resistance strategies through 
community networks that foster self-sufficiency, infor-
mal economies, mobility across multiple locations, and 
civic solidarity. These infrastructures for survival are 
exceedingly fragile – not only due to their risk of struc-
tural weaknesses and flammability, but also because they 
are subject to constant eviction threats. The prevailing 
portrayal of ghettoes depicts La Pista as a hub for illic-
it labour recruitment, suitable for organising teams of 
day labourers and ensuring their ‘just in time’ transpor-
tation to companies in need of their services10. Although 
the anti-gangmaster law approved in 2016 has allowed 
both labour contractors and employers to be criminally 
prosecuted, the ghetto seems to always remain the gang-
master’s hidden kingdom. Caught in an excluding pro-
cess in the name of inclusion, even the Borgo Mezzanone 
ghetto is now set for eradication following the funding 
under NextGenerationEU programme11 in 2022, another 
instance of the policy framework of ‘overcoming infor-
mal settlements’.

The concept of ‘overcoming’ this and other settlements 
of the same kind is ushering in a new phase of conflicts 
between planning ideals and the future of urban and 
rural areas. This report aims to be a part of and contrib-
ute to this dialogue by questioning whether and how it 
is possible to escape the cycle of inclusive exclusions that 
ghettoes represent. How can we move beyond the tradi-
tional imagery of reclamation, that notion of ‘uncivilised 
countryside that needed to be conquered and pacified 
through a specific set of spatial reorganisations?’12 What 
could be envisaged instead of the usual ‘efforts on the 
systematic erection and management of seasonal recep-
tion centres, the formalisation of labour contracts, and 
the betterment of living conditions for migrant workers 
through concerted action between town administrations, 
labour unions, and charity organizations?’13

Repeatedly traversing it, the space of La Pista reveals 
itself as constantly adjusting and organising, challenging 
our binary thinking that seeks to categorise everything 
into controlled, legible objects devoid of ambiguity. It 
vacillates within its vacant zones, stumbling against the 
pursuit of comprehension and finality, evolving into a 
threshold, margin, interface, exteriority, exchange, and 
conflict. The ghetto of Borgo Mezzanone is not an anom-
aly; nor are the camps of global humanitarianism, of the 
so-called Fortress Europe, of the vast migrations across 
the Americas or of overlooked wars. Perhaps their scale 
sets them apart. The ghettoes of Borgo Mezzanone, 
Rignano, and others like them are rural infrastructures 
integrated into the agrarian economy of cash crop pro-
duction in Southern Italy. Simultaneously, they are delib-
erately excluded from the formal social, political, and 
economic spheres. Neither entirely sedentary nor fully 
nomadic, ghettoes emerge to fulfil housing, work, and 
transportation needs – providing essential services often 
overlooked by institutional discourses that diminish the 
central importance such ‘margins’ hold in the lives of 
their inhabitants. Ghettoes continue to be ‘shameful’ sites 

and out-of-place bodies: who are we? What are we look-
ing for? As we approach La Pista, it feels as if we were 
becoming part of this landscape of extraction6, reminis-
cent of a plantation economy territory7. It is a landscape 
shaped both by the reorganisation of the European bor-
ders and by the gangmaster’s system for the recruitment 
of manual labour. When we finally meet him, Ahmed has 
just returned from work and invites us for tea in front 
of his house. We discuss the time of asparagus, because, 
he explains, here time is marked by crop rotations – first 
tomatoes, then fruits, then fennel, and, finally, the most 
challenging and delicate, asparagus. Nearby, there is a 
butcher’s shop amidst mountains of car parts, carcasses 
dismembered down to the bone, forming a market that 
operates incessantly, day and night, extending beyond the 
boundaries of the countryside, the region, and even the 
nation. Invisible excesses that leave wrecks behind, not all 
of them metallic, in the Capitanata landscape8. 

The picture of isolation in spaces like these, which have 
popped up over the past two decades, is countered by con-
tinuous passages carving traces into the landscape. Is it 
still viable to conceive this type of settlement through 
inclusive policies based on ‘guesthouses’, ‘scattered hotels’, 
or container villages (no, it’s not an oxymoron) for hospi-
tality? How do we navigate through impermanent, unsta-
ble, and unforeseen spaces? These questions linger in the 
September heat. They guide our research and interrogate 
the purpose of ‘overcoming informal settlements’, a con-
cept that in the last twenty years has been intermittent-
ly revisited as a principle and objective of public policies. 
Since 2022, a NextGenerationEU investment has revived 
this mantra with substantial funding (one hundred million 
euros only for the province of Foggia). The persistence in 
efforts to overcome these settlements corresponds para-
doxically to the materialisation and even multiplication of 
unexpected camps that tend towards permanence.

Redazione Vesper | Vesper Editorial Staff, Il Gran Ghetto, 2024. Rappresentazione della spazialità prodotta dalla miseria a Torre Antonacci, 
ghetto sgomberato e poi ripopolato dagli abitanti. | Representation of the spaces produced by misery in Torre Antonacci, a ghetto cleared and 
then repopulated by its inhabitants.
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 Si tratta di una trama insulare la cui invisibilità è data dalla sua 
estrema visibilità, coacervo di contraddizioni, di concentramento e 
contenimento di vite nude18. Vediamo un’ombra proiettarsi sulla 
Pista di Borgo Mezzanone, quella del campo che, per nulla eccezione 
della contemporaneità, ma sua matrice e paradigma19, trova la sua 
origine nella violenza estrattiva della piantagione20 e si perfeziona 
nella sperimentazione coloniale del XIX secolo21. Ritornando in Europa 
nella forma concentrazionaria “priva di remore”22 e ribaltandosi  
nel Black Mediterranean23 al centro del gioco violento dei confini mobili 
d’Europa e della loro introflessione ed extraflessione tra le due sponde 
del Mediterraneo24, la forma campo rinnova anche qui le dinamiche 
d’escludente, si riconfigura come un dispositivo transistorico in 
grado, sempre e in modo diverso, di ricodificare libertà e movimento, 
violenza e cura, polizia ed estrazione di valore. Il campo come 
referente spaziale di una spaziatura, una distanza da rintracciare in 
ecologie politiche specifiche siano esse umanitarie, coloniali, agricole 
o migratorie. Un paradigma prodotto per sottrazione – di spazio,  
di libertà, di relazioni, ma al contempo capace di produrre soggettività  
e territorialità. Spettri del passato e paradigmi del presente non oggetti 
ma “eventi prolungati nella storia, segnati attraverso l’architettura”25.

policing and value extraction. The camp acts as a spa-
tial reference point, a distance to be traced within spe-
cific political ecologies, whether humanitarian, colonial, 
agricultural, or migratory. It is a paradigm born from 
subtraction – of space, freedom, and relationships – yet 
paradoxically capable of generating subjectivity and terri-
toriality. These spectres of the past and paradigms of the 
present are not static objects but rather events ‘prolonged 
in history, inscribed through architecture’25.
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Mezzanone, Rignano e tutti gli altri sono infrastrutture rurali che 
costituiscono una componente essenziale dell’economia agraria della 
produzione di colture da reddito nel Sud italiano. Al contempo deli-
beratamente esclusi dalla sfera sociale, politica ed economica formale. 
Né totalmente sedentari né totalmente nomadi, i ghetti emergono  
per rispondere alle esigenze abitative, lavorative e di trasporto; luoghi 
che offrono servizi spesso trascurati da discorsi istituzionali che 
riducono l’importanza centrale che questi “margini” occupano per la 
vita delle persone che li abitano. I ghetti continuano a essere luoghi 
“vergognosi” di ricomposizione, spazi relazionali fondati sulla necessità 
di organizzare le vite in mobilità. Un po’ come intorno al 1820 in 
Virginia negli Usa dove gli schiavi del Dismal spesso fuggivano dai 
campi di legname per reclamare spazi nelle regioni più remote della 
palude. Una “città rifugio in mezzo alla schiavitù” la chiama Nevius14.

Anche qui gli spazi si attorcigliano, si fanno nidi, tane, aggregazioni, 
assemblaggi, dove esiste una forma di protezione: membrane, ambienti, 
ecologie in cui sono costantemente in gioco la vita e la morte,  
la salute e la sofferenza, l’esilio e la cattura, la prossimità e la distanza, 
la solidarietà e l’abbandono, la libertà e la dipendenza, il lavoro  
e la predazione. Spazi in cui il mondo e la vita si intrecciano, si mesco-
lano, si contorcono in una costante resistenza – goffa e fragile –  
ai meccanismi di cattura, sfruttamento e creazione di precarietà sociale 
e ambientale. Campi, ghetti, insediamenti, monumenti della miseria 
migrante e al contempo cattedrali di un abitare quasi impossibile. 
Difficili da pensare con le categorie della fissità e chiarezza proprie 
dell’architettura, ma semplici da inquadrare come resistenti, incremen-
tali, makeshift, se pensate con categorie umanitarie. Non luoghi  
fuori-luogo ma intensità perturbanti, non assenza di casa, ma un abi-
tare definito da un continuo processo di sradicamento e radicamento 
che rende possibili nuove forme, per quanto opache e precarie, di abitare, 
di insediarsi, di appartenere, seppur imperfetto. 

E se, invece, lo scandalo della Pista consistesse nel ripensamento 
dello spazio di rappresentazione della miseria attingendo a una sua 
immaginazione anacronistica (perché propria di un altro tempo) e non 
emergenziale (perché integrata nella fabbrica urbana)? La miseria degli 
abitanti della Pista non potrebbe procedere dall’assenza, dalla perdita  
o dallo sfilacciamento delle relazioni sociali a causa dell’esperienza 
della mobilità geografica e dell’incontro della presa governamentale 
del “Border regime” europeo? La miseria è stata per secoli pensata  
in questi termini relazionali e contestuali: una condizione diffusa  
di s-radicamento che poteva essere – cumulativamente o alternativa-
mente – territoriale (comune, infatti, a pellegrini, soldati, mercanti)  
o sociale (proprio, appunto, dell’orfano e della vedova o del “povero 
vergognoso” cioè della persona decaduta dal suo status sociale), tanto 
che le società di Antico Regime prevedevano delle istituzioni specifi-
che attraverso le quali attivare e sostare, abitare senza appropriazione. 

Se guardata attraverso queste categorie relazionali di miseria, la Pista 
appare come spazio doppiamente politico. Esso è politico perché  
è percorso da (e proteso a ricreare) nuove reti relazionali ed è politico 
perché le persone sono “accomunate” dal farsi spazio attraverso la Pista, 
affermando la propria presenza, rendendola visibile e imponendola 
all’attenzione e alle cure governamentali. Spazi trattenenti, certamente, 
ma che contengono la doppia presenza dell’assenza di appartenenza 
nonché alcune forme di relazione che legano le esistenze corporee  
e spaziali in una visibile e in qualche modo irraggiungibile esistenza.

Campi, ghetti, insediamenti, non sono certamente sinonimi,  
ma manifestazioni di quelle molteplici forme di un arcipelago globale 
di “trattenimenti”15 che racconta, in presa diretta, di una porzione  
di umanità costretta a restare durevolmente in mobilità inventandosi 
modi di abitare16 che le politiche pubbliche17 tendono a rendere 
permanentemente instabili. 

of rearrangement, relational spaces shaped by the impera-
tive to organise lives on the move. Rather like in Virginia 
around 1820, where enslaved people from the Dismal 
Swamp frequently fled lumber camps to claim spaces in 
the swamp’s most remote regions – a ‘city of refuge in the 
midst of Slavery’, as termed by Nevius14. 

Here, spaces twist into nests, dens, aggregations, and 
assemblages where a form of protection exists: mem-
branes, environments, and ecologies where life and 
death, health and suffering, exile and capture, proximity 
and distance, solidarity and abandonment, freedom and 
dependence, work and predation are constantly in play. 
These are spaces where the world and life intertwine, 
blend, and contort in a perpetual resistance – clumsy 
and fragile – to mechanisms of capture, exploitation, 
and the creation of social and environmental precarity. 
Camps, ghettoes, settlements – these are monuments of 
migrant poverty and simultaneously cathedrals of almost 
impossible living conditions. It is challenging to con-
ceive them within the fixed and clear categories typical 
of architecture; they are better understood as resistant, 
incremental, makeshift when viewed through humani-
tarian lenses. They are not displaced spaces but rather 
unsettling intensities, not an absence of home but a life 
defined by a continual process of uprooting and rooting 
that fosters new, albeit opaque and precarious, forms of 
living, settling, and belonging, albeit imperfect.

What if the scandal of La Pista lies in reimagining the 
space where poverty is staged drawing from its anach-
ronistic portrayal – as belonging to another time – and 
detached from emergency contexts, as part of the urban 
fabric? Could the misery of La Pista’s residents stem 
from the absence, loss, or erosion of social relations due 
to geographical mobility and encounters with the rigid 
governmental control of European borders? Misery has 
historically been understood in relational and contextu-
al terms: a pervasive state of dis-location that could be 
territorial (common to pilgrims, soldiers, merchants) or 
social (specifically affecting orphans, widows, or the pove-
ro vergognoso, the deserving poor who have fallen from 
their social status). So much so that Old Regime societies 
established specific institutions to provide support and a 
place to stay and live without possession or ownership. 

Viewed through these relational categories of mis-
ery, La Pista emerges as a doubly political space. It is 
political in the sense that it is traversed by and aimed at 
re-establishing new relational networks; and it is polit-
ical because individuals ‘share’ the carving out of space 
along La Pista, asserting their presence, making it visible, 
and demanding attention and care from the government. 
Confining spaces which, however, encapsulate the dual 
presence of the absence of belonging alongside types of 
relationships that bind physical and spatial existences in 
a visible yet somewhat elusive existence.

Camps, ghettoes, and settlements are distinct manifes-
tations within a global archipelago of ‘enclosures’15 which 
depict a segment of humanity forced to endure perpetu-
al mobility, developing ways of living16 those public pol-
icies17 often render inherently unstable. 

It is an insular fabric whose invisibility paradoxically 
arises from its extreme visibility – a confluence of con-
tradictions, where lives are concentrated and contained, 
stripped bare18. A shadow looms over La Pista at Borgo 
Mezzanone, cast by the camp which, far from being an 
exception in contemporary times, rather constitutes their 
matrix and paradigm19, being rooted in the extractive vio-
lence of plantations20 and perfected through 19th centu-
ry colonial experiments21. Reintroduced to Europe in 
the form of concentration camps ‘without any qualms’22, 
and now upended in the turbulent waters of the Black 
Mediterranean23; at the heart of Europe’s violent mobile 
border dynamics and their inward and outward move-
ment across the Mediterranean’s shores24, camps con-
tinually reshape exclusionary dynamics, serving as a 
transhistorical apparatus that continually reinterprets 
concepts of freedom and movement, violence and care, 
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Disneyland. Ph. Charles W. Moore, da | from C.W. Moore, You Have 
To Pay for the Public Life, in “Perspecta”, nos. 9/10, 1965, p. 81. Courtesy 
The Charles W. Moore Bibliographic Archive.
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Nel 1965, appena nominato Dean alla Yale School of 
Architecture, Charles Willard Moore pubblica You Have 
To Pay for the Public Life. Una descrizione di quanto si sta-
va disponendo sulla West Coast rispetto al tema affron-
tato in quel numero di “Perspecta”, ovvero “monumental 
architecture as part of the urban scene”. O una esternazione 
dei sempre maggiori dubbi che crescevano, anche sull’al-
tra sponda atlantica, rispetto alle certezze del Movimento 
Moderno, alle razionalizzazioni e alle sintesi consequen-
ziali di quel modo di procedere. The View From the Road del 
resto ha appena allargato la strada aperta da The Image of the 
City1, e la sola monumentalità che a Moore sembra anco-
ra possibile come prodotto del pubblico è quella delle free-
ways2. E le discrepanze tra l’intenzionalità della forma, la 
ricerca di obiettività, di un senso in sé e di sé del fatto fisi-
co, e la percezione psicologica effettiva, aperta e incontrol-
labile; e le contraddizioni tra la pretesa costitutività delle 
architetture (il loro costruirsi in funzione di risultati o sen-
timenti) e i processi concreti di significazione, magari inco-
erenti, che eliminano peraltro l’urgenza dell’eccezionalità 
consentendo dignità se non dominio al banale, che Moore 
sottolinea in più parti del suo testo3; queste ambiguità e 
incoerenze trovano conferma in quello stesso numero del-
la rivista nelle pagine che anticipano il libro che Venturi 
pubblicherà l’anno successivo4. O, ancora, una critica capa-
ce di evidenziare nello specifico dell’ambito osservato tutte 
le estensioni di uno sprawl che nega ogni princìpio di soli-
darietà e relazionalità. E di presentare quindi la fortuna 
di Disneyland non come conseguenza ma come parte di 
una sola episteme, la disgregazione politica come effetto di 
insieme, la società statunitense ben più di un passo oltre la 
borghesia di Bataille5: priva di vergogna o pudore, spende 

sì per sé ma la sua dépense del tutto disfunzionale “esibi-
sce” la propria miseria non solo morfologica o sintattica 
ma anche semantica, di rappresentazione e di rappresen-
tanza6. O, infine, se letto oggi, You Have To Pay for the Public 
Life sembra un saggio predittivo rispetto alle derive della 
“(non più) città”7: anticipa un mondo in cui il rapporto e il 
contratto sociale tra gli individui, e dunque l’urbanità, si 
immiseriscono brutalmente nella sostanza al crescere delle 
disponibilità e degli investimenti. La spettacolarizzazione 
del sé, degli spazi e finanche delle relazioni è il nuovo pro-
getto globale, un progetto involutivo che uniforma – ren-
dendolo piatto – ciò che dovrebbe essere distinto e separa 
– rendendolo ostile – ciò che dovrebbe essere partecipe.

Nello stesso anno di You Have To Pay for the Public Life 
muore in mare Le Corbusier, principale attore e showman 
del moderno, quasi a liberare la terra, con la sottrazione del 
proprio, da quel corpo statutario del Modulor così poten-
te da avere condensato in sé il senso di una stagione che 
intendeva controllare “le parole e le cose” sotto un gran-
de dominio unitario, monolitico. Quasi che quel sottrarsi 
fosse condizione per il pieno istituirsi di un nuovo Ordine 
planetario, questa volta molteplice, e di un nuovo spetta-
colo. Come se la pluralità di oggetti discorsivi (seppure a 
tratti silenziosi o muti) che Moore descrive, quel “floating 
world in which a floating population can island-hop with 
impunity”8 potesse trovare davvero parola, e critica9, solo 
al disgregarsi delle Unité nello sprawl e all’annegare del loro 
ideatore e del di lui simulacro, quel disegno di un uomo 
così ideale da non rappresentarne alcuno.

L’anno prima la nuova macchina pronta a imporre sem-
pre più i propri tempi era ormai svelata, anche se già da The 
Mechanical Bride. Folklore of Industrial Man McLuhan batteva 
sullo stesso tasto10. Ma è Understanding Media. The Extensions 
of Man11 a sgombrare la strada a Debord e a La Société du 
Spectacle12. Come la miseria dei lavoratori, secondo la lettura 
marxista del francese, è de facto unica anche se esteriormen-
te parcellizzata in mille competizioni dai bisogni imposti 
dall’immagine, suprema forma di controllo del capitali-
smo, smaterializzazione delle merci e vettore della degra-
dazione della vita sociale, passata dal verbo essere all’avere 
e dunque all’apparire, così quella diffusa descritta dallo sta-
tunitense sembra disgiunta dalle invidie che separano una 
villa dall’altra, o dai recinti dannatamente concreti di una 
fiabesca Disneyland, ma può essere un tutto unito dalla 
stessa stucchevole assenza di essenza, un tutto incipriato 
per lo spettacolo che deve mettere in scena per esistere13. 
Ecco allora che la fantascienza del nuovo corso di Ballard, 
annunciata nel 1962 in “New Worlds”14, sembra elabora-
re perfettamente in due lustri la visione di Moore, ma The 
Atrocity Exhibition e High Rise sono solo versioni drammati-
che delle pagine di “Perspecta”15: non c’è alcuna prospettiva 
apocalittica in You Have To Pay for the Public Life.

Le eterotopie di Moore, seguendo Foucault, sono la mise 
en forme di una spaccatura della sintassi e della grammati-
ca, impediscono di identificare e nominare chiaramente gli 
oggetti secondo tassonomie consolidate, sono la divisione tra 
un prima e un dopo: da un lato la città dell’urbanità e della 
sua politica, i monumenti equestri come simboli del vecchio 
modo di riconoscersi collettivamente16; dall’altro un mondo 
nuovo che vale un racconto. Attraverso l’analisi dell’emergen-
te, la genealogia di You Have To Pay for the Public Life osserva 
in presa diretta, mentre si svolge, una rottura epistemolo-
gica, una discontinuità che costruisce un linguaggio inedi-
to, facendosene parte, entrando nelle realtà descritte, anche 
attraverso le immagini che integrano il testo, con l’intento di 
condividere gli inizi di un discorso senza avere alcunché da 
confutare o verità altre da difendere. Non c’è ricerca dell’o-
rigine del fenomeno, nella sperimentazione descrittiva di 
Moore, così come non c’è un assoluto che impone le nuove 
modalità di territorializzazione e di vita. È un attento osser-
vare una serie di avvenimenti e cogliere l’istituirsi di nuove 
pratiche, e nel rilevarne lo spettacolo farne anche mostra: 
la sua teoria è prodotta all’interno della stessa cultura che 
definisce le condizioni di possibilità della fenomenologia che 
osserva, e in questo suo essere una “messa in discorso”, la 
costituzione di un campo di sapere che prova a organizzare 

In 1965, shortly after being appointed Dean at the Yale 
School of Architecture, Charles Willard Moore published 
You Have To Pay for the Public Life. Addressing the topic pro-
posed by the issue of “Perspecta” in which it appeared, name-
ly ‘monumental architecture as part of the urban scene’, the 
work described what was then being developed on the West 
Coast. It also voiced the growing doubts, on the other side 
of the Atlantic, concerning the certainties of the modern 
movement, its rationalisations, and the consequential syn-
theses of that approach. The View From the Road had just 
expanded on the ideas introduced by The Image of the City1, 
and the only monumental structure that still seemed pos-
sible to Moore as a product of the public realm was that of 
the freeways2. In various parts of his text Moore highlight-
ed the discrepancies between the intentionality of form, 
the quest for objectivity, a sense of self and of the physi-
cal fact, and the actual psychological perception, which is 
open and uncontrollable; the contradictions between the 
supposed constitutiveness of architectures (their construc-
tion in terms of results or feelings) and the concrete, possi-
bly incoherent, processes of signification that eliminate the 
urgency of exceptionality, conferring dignity, if not suprem-
acy, to banality3. These ambiguities and inconsistencies 
were confirmed in the same issue of the journal in the pages 
that preview the book Venturi would publish the following 
year4. Moore’s critique arguably highlighted, in the specific 
area observed, the full implications of a sprawl that denied 
all principles of solidarity and relationality. It thereby pre-
sented the success of Disneyland not as a consequence 
but as part of a single episteme: political disintegration 
as an effect, and American society as far beyond Bataille’s 
bourgeoisie5: devoid of shame or modesty, it engaged in 

a completely dysfunctional expenditure (‘dépense’) that 
‘exhibited’ its own misery, not only morphological or syn-
tactic but also semantic, in terms of representation and rep-
resentativeness6. Or, finally, when read today, You Have To 
Pay for the Public Life appears to predict the deterioration 
of the ‘(no longer) city’7: it anticipates a world in which the 
relationship and social contract between individuals, and 
thus urbanity, are substantially, brutally impoverished even 
as resources and investments grow. The spectacularisation 
of the self, of spaces, and even of relationships is part of a 
new global scheme, a devolutionary strategy that flattens 
what should be distinct, and disperses what should be par-
ticipatory by making it hostile.

The same year in which You Have To Pay for the Public Life 
was published, Le Corbusier – the leading actor and show-
man of modern architecture – died at sea. It was almost as 
if, through his own demise, he rid the earth of the statuto-
ry body of the Modulor and of its influence, so powerful as 
to have condensed within itself the sense of a period that 
aimed to control ‘words and things’ under a grand, unitary, 
monolithic dominion. Almost as if that withdrawal were a 
condition for the full establishment of a new, this time mul-
tiple planetary order, and of a new spectacle. As if the plural-
ity of discursive (albeit at times silent or mute) objects that 
Moore described – that ‘floating world in which a floating 
population can island-hop with impunity’8 – could truly find 
expression and critique9 with the disintegration of the Unité 
into sprawl and the drowning of its creator and his simula-
crum – that design of a man so ideal as to represent no-one.

The year before, the new machine ready to increasing-
ly dictate its own times had already been revealed, even if 
McLuhan had delved into the same subject in The Mechanical 
Bride. Folklore of Industrial Man10. But it was Understanding 
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been one of the most seri-
ous generalizers of place 
in the state, ruthlessly and 
thoughtlessly severing 
some communities, con-
gesting others, and oblite-
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gouging, and wiping out 
whole landscapes. Yet, for 
all that, they loom large  
in the public eye as one  
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You Have To Pay for the 
Public Life, in “Perspecta”, 
nos. 9/10, 1965, p. 95.

3	 “Whatever the nature of 
the welfare state, these 
public buildings seem to 
offer far less to the passer-by 
than such typical – and 
remarkable – California 
institutions as the  
Nut Tree, a roadside res-
taurant on the highway 
from Sacramento to San 
Francisco, which offers  
in the middle of a bucolic 
area such comforts as  
a miniature railroad,  

Disneyland. Ph. Charles W. Moore, da | from C.W. Moore, You Have To Pay for the 
Public Life, in “Perspecta”, nos. 9/10, 1965, p. 72. Courtesy The Charles W. Moore 
Bibliographic Archive.

Disneyland. Ph. Charles W. Moore, da | from C.W. Moore, You Have To Pay for the 
Public Life, in “Perspecta”, no. 9/10, 1965, p. 73. Courtesy The Charles W. Moore 
Bibliographic Archive.

177Traduzione | Translation Vesper | MiserabiliaAlberto Bertagna

La miseria della  
fissità si paga*

You Have to Pay for  
the Misery of Fixity*



seat of the emperor himself, or as in Hindu towns where 
caste determined location from clean to dirty along the 
flow of water which served everyone. The visible order of 
these hierarchic places was buttressed by the confidence 
that they shared the order which made comprehensible 
the world, or the other world, as the temple ok Angkor 
Wat provides with its cross axes and its concentric rings of 
temples a diagram of heaven recalling the concentric rings 
of mountain around the seven seas which center on the 
sacred Buddhist mountain. Our own places, however, like 
our lives, are not bound up in one contiguous space. Our 
order is not made in one discrete inside neatly separated 
from a hostile outside, in which we are free to structure a 
visible simulation of the world. The world that means the 
most to us, as everyone from Bucky Fuller to Marshall 
McLuhan has already pointed out, has for the past half 
century not really been very visible anyway.18

Due anni dopo ecco dunque due parole che aiutano il nostro 
discorso: “location” e “simulation”. Bourdieu, in La misère du 
monde19, pure solamente attraverso la sessantina di interviste 
che coordina, realizzate tra la fine degli Ottanta e l’inizio dei 
Novanta, riesce a dare rappresentanza a uno spaccato signi-
ficativo della popolazione francese, regalando voce a chi è 
già ai margini della società ma anche a chi sta vedendo il 
proprio capitale culturale, sociale e infine simbolico perde-
re di senso. La miseria – già dal titolo dell’opera è chiaro – è 
qualcosa che riguarda o può riguardare tutti, perché non è 
legata a una precisa localizzazione, all’essere periferici o al 
non avere contiguità con le rilevanze, dipendendo piuttosto 
dall’impossibilità di movimento, una impasse magari funzio-
ne dell’idea che si ha di sé rispetto a quanto è altro. Il mondo 
al quale fino alla metà del secolo scorso si è attribuito tan-
to valore e senso, tutto sommato, non era così nostro, scrive 
Moore, ricordando il McLuhan prima citato. E scrive anche 
che non si ottiene ordine distinguendo l’ostilità dell’esterno 
e simulando all’interno ciò che si crede importante ma che 
mai si è visto. Avanzando ancora: 

The main premise of this book is that anyone who cares 
enough can create a house of great worth – no anoint-
ment is required. If you care enough you just do it. You 

un archivio del nuovo ordine frammentato, dispiega insieme 
a ciò che testimonia una microfisica del nuovo potere. Ma a 
quale tipo di potere siamo di fronte? La monumentalità, in 
quel contesto e in quel momento, non va letta nei singoli ele-
menti di cui Moore fa la storia. Come non lo è la prigione di 
Foucault, semplice figura peculiare del potere di punire, così 
Disneyland, tra tutto, non è esattamente il punctum. E per 
Moore Disneyland non racconta la mercificazione delle este-
tiche o l’estetizzazione delle merci, non è una messa in scena 
progettata per l’azzeramento dell’immaginario autonomo, la 
produzione di un dispositivo di controllo dei bisogni. La vita 
pubblica costa: questo scrive Moore. E scrive anche che da 
sempre è stato così: “Curiously, for a public place, Disneyland 
is not free. You buy tickets at the gate. But then, Versailles 
cost someone a great deal of money, too. Now, as then, you 
have to pay for the public life”17. Dunque nessuna novità in 
questo. Proviamo ad andare oltre.

The most powerful and effective places which our forbears 
made for themselves, and left for us, exist in a contiguous 
space. They work on an organized hierarchy of importanc-
es, first dividing what is inside from what is outside, then 
some way arranging things in order of their importance, 
so that objects give importance to a location, and loca-
tion gives importance to objects, as at Peking where an 
axis penetrates from outside through layer after layer of 
increasing importance (like the skins of an onion) to the 

temples a diagram of heaven recalling the concentric rings 
of mountain around the seven seas which centre on the 
sacred Buddhist mountain. Our own places, however, like 
our lives, are not bound up in one contiguous space. Our 
order is not made in one discrete inside neatly separated 
from a hostile outside, in which we are free to structure a 
visible simulation of the world. The world that means the 
most to us, as everyone from Bucky Fuller to Marshall 
McLuhan has already pointed out, has for the past half 
century not really been very visible anyway.18

Two years later, two words would emerge which are rele-
vant to our discussion: ‘location’ and ‘simulation.’ Bourdieu, 
in La misère du monde19, through the sixty interviews he con-
ducted between the late 1980s and early 1990s, managed 
to provide a significant cross-section of the French popula-
tion, giving voice to those already at the margins of society 
and those witnessing the erosion of their cultural, social, 
and ultimately symbolic capital. Misery – implicitly evi-
dent from the title of the work – is something that affects 
or may affect everyone, as it is not tied to a specific location, 
to being peripheral, or lacking proximity to important are-
as, but rather to the inability to move, an impasse perhaps 
shaped by one’s self-conception compared to the perceived 
other. The world to which so much value and meaning was 
attributed until the middle of the last century, all things 
considered, was not really ours, writes Moore, recalling 
McLuhan as mentioned before. He further asserted that 
order was not attained by identifying a hostile outside 
world and simulating inside what was deemed significant 
but had never been witnessed. And going further: 

The main premise of this book is that anyone who cares 
enough can create a house of great worth – no anoint-
ment is required. If you care enough, you just do it. You 
bind the goods and trappings of your life together with 
your dreams to make a place that is uniquely your own. 
In doing so you build a semblance of the world you 
know, adding it to the community that surrounds you.20

What must be brought into the home, therefore, is not a 
simulation of what is not experienced, and thus cannot be 
grasped, but a semblance of the known world. In years when, 
far beyond the confines of Disneyland, an entire system was 
coming together – according to Baudrillard – to advance 
the worship of nothingness21 through the power of images, 
Moore’s ideas prompt us to genuinely engage with ‘things’ 
and to acquire direct knowledge of our surroundings, 
whether contiguous or not. ‘There, from the aerial tram-
way over the bobsled run on the inside of the plastic moun-
tain, is a vision of a place marked out for the public life, of 
a kind of rocketing monumentality, more dynamic, bigger, 
and, who knows? even more useful to people and the pub-
lic than any the world has seen yet’22. As an architect, Moore 
did not advocate for architects to engage with bobsled tracks 
inside plastic mountains or the design of freeways. Plug It in, 
Rameses, and See if It Lights up. Because We Aren’t Going to Keep It 
Unless It Works: rising out of misery entails avoiding isolation 
and actively participating in urban life. ‘The freeways could 
be the real monuments of the future’23: beyond metaphor, 
the routes we should invest on in developing public space 
and monumentality – systems of recognition – are those 
of knowledge, not of abstract rules and precepts, but based 
on the actual ability to navigate between different islands of 
learning; a knowledge free to collide with other islands. This 
explains the curiosity towards Disneyland felt by the author 
of The Places of Houses: that simulation is also a part of the 
world, a space to be explored and that affords knowledge.

What remains today, in 2024, of this text from 1965 and 
of its author, on the centenary of his birth (1925) and forty 
years after his death (1993)? The power of a simple, ordinary 
yet profound observation (you have to pay for what you val-
ue), which prompts us to ask ourselves what and how much 
we are willing to give up to avoid the misery of a stifling, air-
less life, to feel at home even in our uniqueness but within 
a space of exchange24, like that of Sea Ranch where Moore 
spent his final years. Certainly, the scattering of individuality 

Media. The Extensions of Man11 that paved the way for Debord 
and La Société du Spectacle12. Just as the misery of the work-
ers, according to the Marxist reading of Debord, is de fac-
to unique even if externally fragmented into a thousand 
competitions driven by the needs imposed by the image – 
capitalism’s supreme form of control in a process of dema-
terialisation of goods and conveying the degradation of 
social life, which has shifted from being, to having, and 
then to appearing. So the widespread misery described by 
the American architect seems disconnected from the envies 
that separate one house from another, or from the awfully 
real compounds of a fairytale Disneyland, and can be seen as 
a whole, unified by the same sickening absence of essence, a 
powdered whole for the show it must put on to exist13. Thus, 
Ballard’s new course in science fiction writing, announced in 
1962 in New Worlds14, seemed to develop Moore’s vision over 
ten years. Yet, The Atrocity Exhibition and High-Rise were only 
dramatic versions of the pages of “Perspecta”15. There was no 
apocalyptic perspective in You Have to Pay for the Public Life.

Moore’s heterotopias, in Foucault’s wake, are the mise en 
forme of a split in syntax and grammar. They prevent objects 
from being clearly identified and named according to con-
solidated taxonomies; they represent the division between a 
before and an after. On one side, the city of urbanity and its 
politics, with equestrian monuments as symbols of the old 
way of acknowledging ourselves collectively16. On the other, 
a new world that deserves a narrative. Through the analysis 
of the emerging world, the genealogy of You Have to Pay for 
the Public Life directly observes an epistemological fracture 
as it unfolds; it is a discontinuity that shapes a new language 
and becomes part of it, entering the realities described – 
also through the images that integrate the text – with the 
intent of sharing a nascent discussion without refuting 
anything or defending other truths. Moore’s descriptive 
experiment does not seek to find the origin of a phenome-
non, nor does it dictate new modes of territorialisation and 
life. It stands as a careful observation of a series of events, 
understanding the founding of new practices, and detect-
ing their spectacle whilst also putting it on show. His theory 
was produced within the same culture that defined the con-
ditions of possibility for the phenomenology he observed; 
and in this engaging in discourse, by establishing a field of 
knowledge that sought to organise an archive of the new 
fragmented order, he unfolded alongside what he was wit-
nessing a microphysics of the new power. But what kind of 
power are we confronted with? Monumentality, in that con-
text and at that moment, should not be narrowly interpret-
ed through the individual elements discussed by Moore. 
Just as Foucault’s prison is not merely a peculiar form of 
the power to punish, Disneyland, among other things, is 
not precisely the focal point. For Moore, Disneyland does 
not signify the commodification of aesthetics or the aes-
theticism of goods; it is not a stage set designed to suppress 
free imagination or a mechanism for controlling desires. 
Public life has a price, wrote Moore. He also stated that 
this has always been the case: ‘Curiously, for a public place, 
Disneyland is not free. You buy tickets at the gate. But then, 
Versailles cost someone a great deal of money, too. Now, 
as then, you have to pay for the public life’ 17. Thus, there is 
nothing fundamentally new here. Let us explore further:

The most powerful and effective places which our forbears 
made for themselves, and left for us, exist in a contiguous 
space. They work on an organized hierarchy of impor-
tance, first dividing what is inside from what is outside, 
then some way arranging things in order of their impor-
tance, so that objects give importance to a location, and 
location gives importance to objects, as at Peking where 
an axis penetrates from outside through layer after layer 
of increasing importance (like the skins of an onion) to the 
seat of the emperor himself, or as in Hindu towns where 
caste determined location from clean to dirty along the 
flow of water which served everyone. The visible order of 
these hierarchic places was buttressed by the confidence 
that they shared the order which made comprehensible 
the world, or the other world, as the temple ok Angkor 
Wat provides with its cross axes and its concentric rings of 

Contradiction in Architecture. 
Selections from a Forthcoming 
Book, in “Perspecta”,  
nos. 9/10, 1965, pp. 17-56. 
Suo coetaneo e ugualmente 
formatosi a Princeton, 
Venturi condivideva con 
Moore quell’atteggiamento 
esplorativo che portò 
entrambi, e altri di quella 
Scuola, a mettere in 
discussione regole o princìpi 
invariabili, e la retorica  
del modernismo, a partire 
da osservazioni basate 
sull’esperienza. Al di là 
dell’oceano, di lì a poco 
Hollein ribadirà, proprio in 
virtù di ciò che l’esperienza 
suggeriva, la necessità di 
considerare la complessità 
come un’estensione di 
campo di ciò che non può 
richiudersi nella sola tet-
tonica, rilanciando con  
il suo Alles ist Architektur 
(“Bau”, nos. 1-2, 1968) quella 
stessa complessità contrad-
dittoria di Le Corbusier  
che Venturi ravvisava nel 
lavoro dello svizzero. Anche 
se nel frattempo qualcuno 
da quelle parti bypassava 
completamente il teorema 
di incompletezza di Gödel  
e non si poneva il problema 
dell’indecidibilità, e, forse 
attratto dalla facilità della 
linearità, continuava  
a credere ai precetti e al 

an airport, an extensive toy 
shop, highly sophisticated 
gifts and notions, a small 
bar serving imported beers 
and cheeses, a heartily  
elegant – and expensive 
– restaurant, exhibitions 
of paintings and crafts, 
and even an aviary –  
all of them surrounded 
and presented with graphic 
design of consummate 
sophistication and great 
flair. This is entirely a 
commercial venture, but 
judging from the crowds,  
it offers the traveler a gift 
of great importance.  
It is an offering of urbanity,  
of sophistication and chic, 
a kind of foretaste, for 
those bound west,  
of the urban joys of San 
Francisco”. Ibid., p. 65.

4	 R. Venturi, Complexity and 
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bind the goods and trappings of your life together with 
your dreams to make a place that is uniquely your own. 
In doing so you build a semblance of the world you know, 
adding it to the community that surrounds you.20

Ciò che va portato dentro casa, dunque, non è una simulazio-
ne di ciò che non si sperimenta, e che quindi non può essere 
com-preso, ma una “semblance” del mondo che si conosce. In 
anni in cui, ben oltre gli steccati di Disneyland, si compat-
tava – secondo Baudrillard – un sistema totale che attraver-
so il potere delle immagini costruiva adorazione del nulla21, 
“le parole” di Moore invitano a conoscere effettivamente “le 
cose”, e ad aggiungere quella conoscenza diretta a quanto è 
intorno, sia o meno contiguo. “There, from the aerial tram-
way over the bobsled run on the inside of the plastic moun-
tain, is a vision of a place marked out for the public life, of 
a kind of rocketing monumentality, more dynamic, bigger, 
and, who knows? even more useful to people and the pub-
lic than any the world has seen yet”22: Moore, da progettista, 
non sollecita l’architetto a occuparsi di piste da bob all’in-
terno di montagne di plastica, o del disegno delle freeways. 
Plug It in, Rameses, and See if It Lights up. Because We Aren’t Going 
to Keep It Unless It Works: uscire dalla miseria significa evita-
re di isolarsi e partecipare alla vita della città. “The freeways 
could be the real monuments of the future”23: le strade sulle 
quali dovremmo investire per sviluppare spazio pubblico e 
monumentalità, sistemi di riconoscimento, fuor di metafo-
ra, sono allora quelle della conoscenza, una conoscenza non 
di regole e precetti astratti ma fondata sulla possibilità di 
navigare concretamente tra un’isola e l’altra del sapere, una 
conoscenza libera anche di scontrarsi con isole diverse. In 
questo si spiega la curiosità verso Disneyland dell’autore di 
The Places of House: anche quella simulazione è una parte di 
mondo, uno spazio da conoscere e che fa conoscere.

Cosa resta dunque oggi, nel 2024, di questo testo del 1965 
e del suo autore, a cavallo del centenario della sua nascita 
(1925) e dei quarant’anni dalla sua morte (1993)? La poten-
za di un’osservazione semplice, ordinaria ma non banale 
(ciò che vale si paga), che ci spinge a chiederci cosa e quan-
to siamo disposti a dare per evitare la miseria di una vita 
asfittica perché chiusa, per sentirci a casa anche nella nostra 
singolarità ma in uno spazio di scambio24, come quel Sea 
Ranch nel quale Moore ha chiuso la sua vita. Certo anche 
la dispersione delle individualità può essere una struttura di 
società, il progetto di un “floating world in which a floating 
population can island-hop with impunity”. In fondo tutto 
il processo politico di “medicalizzazione” della città che ha 
inglobato anche il Moderno ha cercato di gestire il proble-
ma sottolineato già dal passo biblico della Torre, e “disper-
detevi” era la legge divina imposta a Babele. Ma Ballard ci 
ha mostrato che anche le strade sono luogo di scontro, non 
solo i condominî. E l’habitus di Moore, certo figlio di una 
cultura del pioniere, non ha nulla di deterministico o di 
fatalista, siamo lontani da Bourdieu e anche dal disincanto 
di Baudrillard: You Have To Pay for the Public Life non certi-
fica un mondo fermo, è un testo che abita quanto osser-
va senza essere schiavo di alcuna legge. Moore evidenzia la 
centralità dell’architettura quando è costruzione di senso 
e dunque di forma, quando è tramite per un progetto urba-
no, dispositivo politico di urbanità; se, quale che sia il suo 
aspetto, la monumentalità sfugge, la miseria della sua assen-
za è inevitabile, perché laddove più nessuno si riconosce in 
qualcosa non può che esserci privazione di prospettiva. Ma 
scrive anche che la monumentalità non dipende da centra-
lità o eccezionalità, che sono null’altro che affermazione di 
singolarità. Esposito ha ricordato recentemente, attraverso 
un altro passo biblico e in fondo rilanciando Venturi, che 
senza contrapposizione non c’è vita, che la contraddizione 
è l’unico modo per comporre il mondo, ed evitare la mise-
ria dell’irrilevanza e dell’inutilità delle parole e delle cose25. 
Moore, analogamente, suggerisce l’opportunità di muoversi 
per conoscere, disposti a pagare un prezzo incontrando un 
avversario: lo spazio pubblico, il luogo materiale o immate-
riale dove imbattersi in ciò che è diverso, costa, ma la mise-
ria della fissità, dell’essere fermi su posizioni univoche e 
immutabili, si paga a prezzo ancora più alto.

can also be at the core of a societal structure, the design of 
a ‘floating world in which a floating population can island-
hop with impunity’. Ultimately, the entire political pro-
cess of ‘medicalising’ the city, which has also involved the 
Modern, aimed to manage the problem highlighted as far 
back as the biblical story of the Tower of Babel, where ‘scat-
ter yourselves’ was a divine imperative. However, Ballard has 
shown us that not only blocks of flats, but streets too are 
sites of conflict. Moore’s habitus, undoubtedly influenced by 
a pioneer culture, is neither deterministic nor fatalistic; we 
are far removed from Bourdieu and even from Baudrillard’s 
disenchantment. You Have To Pay for the Public Life does not 
affirm a static world; it is a text that inhabits what it observes 
without being enslaved to any law. Moore underscored the 
centrality of architecture when it creates meaning and there-
fore form, when it serves as a means for urban projects, a 
political device of urbanity. If monumentality, regardless 
of its form, is elusive, the misery of its absence is inevita-
ble: where no one identifies with anything, there can only 
be a lack of perspective. But Moore also wrote that monu-
mentality does not depend on centrality or exceptionality, 
which are nothing other than the affirmation of singulari-
ty. As Esposito recently argued, drawing upon another bib-
lical passage and essentially reaffirming Venturi’s analysis, 
without opposition there is no life, and contradiction is the 
only way to compose the world and avoid the misery of the 
irrelevance and uselessness of words and things25. Similarly, 
Moore pointed out the advantage of moving in order to learn, 
to be willing to pay a price by meeting an adversary: the pub-
lic space, the material or immaterial place where one can 
encounters what is different, has a price; but the misery of 
fixity, of being stuck in unambiguous and unchanging posi-
tions, comes at an even higher price.

attracted by the ease of 
linearity, continued  
to believe in precepts and 
control (cfr. ad esempio | cf. 
for example G. Grassi, La 
costruzione logica dell’architet-
tura, Marsilio, Padova 1967).

5	 “In quanto classe detentrice 
della ricchezza, avendo 
ricevuto insieme alla ric-
chezza l’obbligo della 
dépense funzionale, la bor-
ghesia moderna si caratte-
rizza per il rifiuto di 
princìpio che oppone a tale 
obbligo. Essa si è distinta 
dall’aristocrazia in quanto 
ha accettato di spendere sol-
tanto per sé, al proprio 
interno, cioè dissimulando 
le proprie dépenses, per 
quanto possibile, agli occhi 
delle altre classi”. | ‘As the 
class that possesses the 
wealth – having received 
with wealth the obligation 
of functional expenditure 
– the modern bourgeoisie 
is characterized by the 
refusal in principle of this 
obligation. It has distin-
guished itself from the 
aristocracy through the fact 
that it has consented only 
to spend for itself, and within 
itself – in other words, by 
hiding its expenditures as 
much as possible from the 
eyes of the other classes’. 
G. Bataille, La notion de 
dépense, in Idem, La part 
maudite précédé La notion 
de dépense, Les Éditions de 
Minuit, Paris 1967; tr. it. La 
parte maledetta, in Idem,  
La parte maledetta preceduto 
da La nozione di dépense, 
Bollati Boringhieri, Torino 
1992, p. 15; En. tr. The Notion 
of Expenditure, in Idem, 
Visions of Excess. Selected Wri-
tings, 1927-1939, University 
of Minnesota Press, Min-
neapolis 1985, p. 124.

6	 “It is interesting, if not 
useful, to consider where 
one would go in Los Angeles 
to have an effective revo-
lution of the Latin 
American sort: presumably, 
that place would be the 
heart of the city. If one took 
over some public square, 
some urban open space  
in Los Angeles, who would 
know? A march on City Hall 
would be equally incon-
clusive. The heart of the city 
would have to be sought 
elsewhere. The only hope 
would seem to be to take 
over the freeways, or to 
emplane for New York to 
organize sedition on 
Madison Avenue; word 

would quickly enough get 
back”. C.W. Moore, You 
Have To Pay for the Public Life, 
cit., p. 63.

7	 “La città non esiste più. 
Poiché l’idea di città è stata 
stravolta e ampliata come 
mai nel passato, ogni tipo 
di insistenza su una sua 
condizione primigenia – 
in termini visivi, normativi, 
costruttivi – ha come esito 
inevitabile, complice la 
nostalgia, quello dell’irri-
levanza”. | ‘“The” city  
no longer exists. As the 
concept of city is distorted 
and stretched beyond 
precedent, each insistence 
on its primordial condi-
tion – in terms of images, 
rules, fabrication – irrevo-
cably leads via nostalgia to 
irrelevance’. R. Koolhaas, 
What Ever Happened to 
Urbanism?, in Idem, B. Mau, 
S,M,L,XL, Monacelli 
Press-010 Publishers, New 
York-Rotterdam 1995, p. 963; 
tr. it. Cos’è successo all’urba-
nistica?, in Idem, Testi sulla 
(non più) città, Quodlibet, 
Macerata 2021, p. 63.

8	 “The new houses are sepa-
rate and private, it has been 
pointed out: islands, along-
side which are moored the 
automobiles that take the 
inhabitants off to  
other places. It might be 
more useful and more accu-
rate to note that the houses 
and the automobiles are 
very much alike, and that 
each is very like the mobile 
homes which share both 
their characteristics. All are 
fairly new, and their future 
is short; all are quite stand-
ard, but have allowed their 
buyers the agonies of 
choice, demonstrating 
enough differences so that 
they can readily be identi-
fied during the period of 
ownership, and so that the 
sense of privacy is complete, 
in the car as well as in the 
house. This is privacy with 
at least psychic mobility. 
The houses are not tied 
down to any place much 
more than the trailer homes 
are, or the automobiles. 
They are adrift in the subur-
ban sea, not so mobile as 
the cars, but just as unat-
tached. They are less islands 
alongside which the cars are 
moored than little yachts, 
dwarfed by the great 
chrome-trimmed dinghys 
that seek their lee. This is, 
after all, a floating world in 
which a floating population 

can island-hop with impu-
nity; one need almost never 
go ashore. There are the 
drive-in banks, the drive-in 
movies, the drive-in shoe 
repair. There is even, in 
Marin County, Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s drive-in Civic 
Center, a structure of major 
biographical and perhaps 
historical importance, 
about whose forms a great 
deal of surprisingly respect-
ful comment has already 
appeared in the press. Here, 
for a county filling up with 
adjacent and increasingly 
indistinguishable suburban 
communities, quite without 
a major center, was going to 
be  
the center for civic activities, 
this public realm, one 
would have supposed, for 
which a number of pub-
lic-spirited leaders in the 
community had fought 
long and hard. It might 
have been, to continue our 
figure, a sort of dock to 
which our floating populace 
might come, monumental 
in that it marked a special 
place which was somewhere 
and which, for its impor-
tance, was civic  
if not urban. But instead of 
a dock for floating subur-
banites, it is just another 
ship, much larger than 
most, to be sure, and pres-
ently beached (wedged, in 
fact) between two hills. It 
demands little of the people 
who float by, and gives 
them little back. It allows 
them to penetrate its interi-
or from a point on its 
underside next to the deliv-
ery entrance, but further 
relations are discouraged, 
and lingering is most often 
the result of inability to find 
the exit”. C.W. Moore, You 
Have To Pay for the Public Life, 
cit., p. 59.

9	 “L’attività del critico, in 
questo caso, è proprio 
quella di ‘essere preso’ nel 
discorso e di percorrere 
fino in fondo l’avventura 
della traversata del discorso, 
intersecandolo con le 
linee attorno alle quali si 
organizzeranno serie 
determinate di discorsi”.  
F. Rella, Un’economia politica 
del corpo, in M. Cacciari, F. 
Rella, M. Tafuri, G. Teyssot, 
Il dispositivo Foucault, 
Cluva, Venezia 1977, p. 48.

10	 M. McLuhan, The Mechani-
cal Bride. Folklore of Industrial 
Man, Vanguard Press,  
New York 1951; tr. it. La sposa 

meccanica. Il folclore dell’uomo 
industriale, Sugarco, Milano 
1984.

11	 Idem, Understanding Media. 
The Extensions of Man, 
McGraw-Hill, New York 
1964; tr. it. Gli strumenti  
del comunicare, il Saggiatore, 
Milano 1967.

12	 G. Debord, La Société du 
Spectacle, Buchet-Castel, 
Paris 1967; tr. it. La società 
dello spettacolo, De Donato, 
Bari 1968; En. tr. The Society 
of the Spectacle, Red & Black, 
Detroit 1970.

13	 “No raw edges spoil the 
picture at Disneyland; 
everything is as immaculate 
as in the musical comedy 
villages that Hollywood 
has provided for our view-
ing pleasure for the last 
three generations. Nice-
looking, handsomely cos-
tumed young people sweep 
away the gum wrappers 
almost before they fall to 
the spotless pavement. 
Everything works, the way 
it doesn’t seem to any 
more in the world outside. 
As I write this, Berkeley, 
which was the proud 
recipient not long ago of  
a set of fountains in the 
middle of its main street, 
where interurbans once 
had run and cars since had 
parked, has announced 
that the fountains are 
soon being turned off for 
good, since the chief public 
use developed for them  
so far has been to put 
detergent in them, and the 
city cannot afford con-
stantly to clean the pipes. 
Life is not like that in 
Disneyland; it is much 
more real: fountains play, 
waterfalls splash, tiny bulbs 
light the trees at night, 
and everything is clean. 
The skill demonstrated 
here in recalling with 
thrilling accuracy all sorts 
of other times and places 
is of course one which has 
been developing in 
Hollywood through this 
century”. C.W. Moore,  
You Have To Pay for the Public 
Life, cit., p. 65.

14	 “The biggest developments 
of the immediate future 
will take place not on  
the Moon or Mars, but on 
Earth, and it is inner space, 
not outer, that needs to  
be explored. The only truly 
alien planet is Earth”. J.G. 
Ballard, Which Way to Inner 
Space?, in “New Worlds 
Science Fiction”, vol. 40, 

no. 118, 1962, p. 118.
15	 Cfr. | Cf. J.G. Ballard, The 

Atrocity Exhibition, Jonathan 
Cape, London 1970; tr. it. 
La mostra delle atrocità, 
Fabbri Editori, Milano 1970 
e | and Idem, High Rise, 
Jonathan Cape, London 
1975; tr. it. Condominium, 
Mondadori, Milano 1976.

16	 “Then, we might start 
sorting out for our special 
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for which the public has  
to pay, from which we 
might derive the public life. 
These things would not  
be the city halls and eques-
trian statues of another 
place and time, but had 
better be something far 
bigger and better, and of 
far more public use”. C.W. 
Moore, You Have To Pay for 
the Public Life, cit., p. 97.

17	 Ibid., p. 65.
18	 C.W. Moore, Plug It in, 
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up. Because We Aren’t Going to 
Keep It Unless It Works, in 
“Perspecta”, no. 11, 1967, p. 34.

19	 P. Bourdieu et al., La misère 
du monde, Seuil, Paris 1993; 
tr. it. La miseria del mondo, 
Mimesis, Milano 2015; En. 
tr. The Weight of the World, 
Stanford University Press, 
Stanford 2000.

20	C.W. Moore, G. Allen, D. 
Lyndon, The Place of Houses, 
Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 
New York 1974, p. VII.

21	 J. Baudrillard, Simulacres et 
simulation, Galilée, Paris 
1981; tr. it. Simulacri e impo-
stura. Bestie, Beaubourg, 
apparenze e altri oggetti, 
Cappelli, Roma 1990; En. tr. 
Simulacra and Simulation, 
University of Michigan 
Press, Ann Arbor 1994. Si 
veda anche | See also Idem, 
Amérique, Grasset, Paris 
1986; tr. it. L’America, 
Feltrinelli, Milano 1987; 
En. tr. America, Verso, 
London 1988.

22	C.W. Moore, You Have To Pay 
for the Public Life, cit., p. 97.

23	 Ibid.
24	 J.-L. Nancy, Être singulier 

pluriel, Galilée, Paris 1996; 
tr. it. Essere singolare plurale, 
Einaudi, Torino 2001;  
En. tr. Being Singular Plural, 
Stanford University Press, 
Stanford 2000.

25	R. Esposito, L’Avversario / 
The Adversary, in “Vesper. 
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no. 9 (L’avversario / The 
Adversary), autunno-inverno | 
Fall-Winter 2023, pp. 40-55.

controllo | His contempo-
rary fellow at Princeton, 
Venturi shared with Moore 
that inquiring attitude 
that led both of them, and 
others of that School, to 
question invariable rules 
or principles, and the 
rhetoric of modernism, 
starting from observations 
based on experience. 
Across the ocean, shortly 
thereafter Hollein would 
reiterate, precisely by virtue 
of what experience suggest-
ed, the need to consider 
complexity as an extension 
of the field of what cannot 
be contained in tectonics 
alone. In his Alles ist 
Architektur (“Bau”, nos. 1-2, 
1968) he confirmed the 
same contradictory com-
plexity in Le Corbusier’s 
work that Venturi had 
already identified. Even if 
in the meantime someone 
completely bypassed 
Gödel’s incompleteness 
theorems and did not pose 
the problem of undecida-
bility, and, perhaps 

Disneyland. Ph. Charles W. Moore, da | from C.W. Moore, You Have To Pay for the 
Public Life, in “Perspecta”, nos. 9/10, 1965, p. 71. Courtesy The Charles W. Moore 
Bibliographic Archive.
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Bisogna pagare per la vita pubblica
Charles W. Moore, 1965

Questo numero di “Perspecta” è dedicato all’architettura monumentale come parte  
della scena urbana. Mi è stato chiesto di trovarne esempi sulla costa occidentale,  
in particolare in California. I redattori di “Perspecta” avevano il sospetto, presumo, 
che avrei scoperto che lì non esiste un’architettura monumentale contemporanea, 
o che non esista una scena urbana (tranne che in un quartiere di San Francisco),  
o che manchino sia l’architettura monumentale che la scena urbana. I loro sospetti 
erano fondati; qualsiasi dibattito nella California del 1964 sull’architettura urbana 
monumentale (come sta iniziando a prendere vita, per esempio, a New Haven) 
riguarda meno ciò che abbiamo rispetto a ciò che abbiamo al suo posto.

Qualsiasi dibattito sull’architettura monumentale nel suo contesto urbano dovreb-
be partire dalla definizione (o, se preferite, dal preconcetto) di cosa si intenda per 
“monumentale” e cosa “urbano” significhi per noi. I due aggettivi sono strettamente 
correlati: entrambi implicano la rinuncia dell’individuo a qualcosa – spazio, denaro, 
importanza o attenzione – a favore della sfera pubblica.

La monumentalità ha a che fare con i monumenti. E un monumento ha la funzione 
di contraddistinguere un luogo, il suo centro e il suo intorno. Ci sono, certamente, 
i monumenti privati, i memoriali di ignoti, ma per meritare la nostra attenzione,  
e per essere di qualche interesse per la maggior parte delle persone che lo ammirano, 
un monumento deve essere un luogo che rivesta un’importanza o un interesse  
che vada oltre la sfera intima. Marcarlo è un atto pubblico, e quindi è prevedibile che 
i membri della comunità a cui appartiene lo sentano come proprio. La monumenta-
lità, così considerata, non è il prodotto di tecniche compositive (come la simmetria 
attorno a più assi), di magnificenza della forma, o anche di un cospicuo consumo di 
spazio, tempo o denaro. È, piuttosto, una funzione della società che si appropria  
di una parte del pianeta, le attribuisce straordinarietà e ne celebra il valore.

Un esempio di simile ufficiatura è suggerito da José Ortega y Gasset in La ribellione 
delle masse, laddove definisce i termini dell’urbanità stessa. “L’urbs o polis”, scrive, “nasce 
come spazio vuoto, il foro, l’agorà, e tutto il resto è solo un mezzo per fissare quello 
spazio vuoto, per limitarne i contorni. La piazza, grazie ai muri che la racchiudono, 
è una porzione di campagna che volta le spalle al resto, elimina il resto, e vi si oppone”.

Il prodotto di Ortega y Gasset è la città, l’unità urbana basata sulla piazza medi-
terranea aperta, un’unità politicamente e fisicamente comprensibile per cui si era 
disposti a morire. Il processo di realizzazione di un punto focale urbano è lo stesso 
di quello sotteso alla realizzazione della monumentalità: inizia con la selezione,  
da parte di alcuni abitanti, di un luogo di particolare importanza, e continua quando 
quel luogo si arricchisce di importanti attributi come un perimetro o qualche tipo 
di landmark. Questo processo, la fondazione delle città e il contraddistinguere  
luoghi significativi, costituisce la maggior parte dello sviluppo fisico delle civiltà. 

You Have to Pay for the Public Life
Charles W. Moore, 1965

This issue of “Perspecta” considers monumental architecture as part of the urban 
scene. I was asked to ferret out some on the West Coast, especially in California. 
“Perspecta”’s editors suspected, I presume, that I would discover that in California 
there is no contemporary monumental architecture, or that there is no urban scene 
(except in a sector of San Francisco), or more probably, that both monumental 
architecture and the urban scene are missing. Their suspicions were well founded; 
any discussion from California in 1964 about monumental urban architecture  
(as it is coming to exist, for instance, in New Haven) is bound to be less about what 
we have than about what we have instead.

Any discussion of monumental architecture in its urban setting should proceed 
from a definition of (or, if you prefer, an airing of prejudice about) what constitutes 
‘monumental’, and what ‘urban’ means to us. The two adjectives are closely related: 
both of them involve the individual’s giving up something, space or money or 
prominence or concern, to the public realm.

Monumentality, I take it, has to do with monuments. And a monument is an object 
whose function is to mark a place, either at that place’s boundary or at its heart. 
There are, of course, private monuments, over such places as the graves of the obscure, 
but to merit our attention here, and to be of any interest to most of the people who 
view it, a monument must make a place of more than private importance or interest. 
The act of marking is then a public act, and the act of recognition an expectable 
public act among the members of the society that possesses the place. Monumentality, 
considered this way, is not a product of compositional techniques (such as symmetry 
about several axes), of flamboyance of form, or even of conspicuous consumption  
of space, time, or money. It is, rather, a function of the society’s taking possession  
of or agreeing upon extraordinarily important places on the earth’s surface, and of  
the society’s celebrating their preeminence.

A version of this agreement and this celebration was developed by José Ortega y 
Gasset, in The Revolt of the Masses, into a definition of urbanity itself. ‘The urbs or 
polis’, he says, ‘starts by being an empty space, the forum, the agora, and all the rest is 
just a means of fixing that empty space, of limiting its outlines The square, thanks  
to the walls which enclose it, is a portion of the countryside which turns its back on 
the rest, eliminates the rest, and sets up in opposition to it’.

Ortega y Gasset’s product is the city, the urban unit based upon the Mediterranean 
open square, a politically as well as physically comprehensible unit that people 
used to be willing to die for. The process of achieving an urban focus is the same as 
that of achieving monumentality: it starts with the selection, by some inhabitants, 

Estratto del saggio originariamente pubblicato in | Excerpt of the essay originally published  
in C.W. Moore, You Have to Pay for the Public Life, in “Perspecta”, nos. 9/10, 1965, pp. 57-97.
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Charles Eames ha sottolineato come il punto cruciale di questo processo di civilizza-
zione sia la rinuncia individuale a qualcosa per favorire la sfera pubblica. In città, 
ad esempio, i luoghi urbani e monumentali, anzi l’urbanità e la monumentalità 
stesse, possono prendere forma quando gli individui cedono qualcosa al pubblico.

Gli urbanisti iniziano ogni discorso articolando la loro ricerca (privata) sul fatto 
che la principale priorità dell’ente pubblico siano le persone. Il discorso poi afferma, 
senza alcuna correlazione, che è un peccato che l’espansione urbana della metropoli 
sia così informe. Se i discorsi sulle persone fossero ribaltati, se gli sforzi di pianifi-
cazione andassero ad ampliare l’interesse – e i sacrifici – delle persone a favore  
della sfera pubblica, allora la scena urbana si avvicinerebbe di più alla visione degli 
urbanisti, e si presterebbe maggiore attenzione alla soddisfazione delle persone.

La cosa più evidente di Los Angeles, in particolare, e delle altre nuove città dell’Occi-
dente, è che, nei termini di una qualsiasi delle tradizioni che abbiamo ereditato, 
quasi nessuno concede nulla alla sfera pubblica. Anzi, non è affatto chiaro in cosa 
consista la sfera pubblica, e per il momento neanche a chi serva. Ciò che è chiaro  
è che i servizi civici che gli architetti considerano “monumentali”, molto apprezzati 
all’inizio del secolo, oggi interessano in misura decisamente minore. […]

Nelle città della California, come nelle nuove città in tutto il paese (e in California 
quasi tutte le città sono nuove), il modello degli edifici è tanto standard quanto 
pervasivo. Vicino ai centri abitati, spuntano ovunque nuove casette circondate  
dalla promessa di verdi prati. Si potrebbe dire che si trovano ai margini della città, 
se non fosse che non c’è un vero e proprio margine, per la rapidità dello sviluppo,  
al superamento delle aree rurali e alle lunghe propaggini dei servizi commerciali 
che si allineano lungo le autostrade molto più in là di dove le case siano ancora arrivate. 
Nel frattempo, in zone appena più vecchie, le case vengono demolite allorché le norme 
urbanistiche lo consentono, per essere sostituite con appartamenti la cui unica 
attrattiva è la comodità di un garage nel seminterrato. […]

Qualche forma di identità la Yankee California l’ha avuta, nella sua pur breve 
esistenza. Negli anni Venti e Trenta, con un enorme contributo della visione  
hollywoodiana nei giorni del suo massimo splendore, si sviluppò un’immagine archi-
tettonica della California esotica ma precisa, poco originale ma esilarante e libera. 
Aveva qualcosa a che fare con la Ramona di Helen Hunt Jackson, con il clima favo-
revole, con lo splendore dei luoghi e la loro rigogliosità floreale, con la diffusa 
disponibilità di legno e stucchi, e con l’assicurazione fornita da Hollywood che le 
apparenze contavano, insieme al presupposto (per il quale Hollywood non serviva  
ma a cui dava una spinta) che noi, gli eredi di centinaia di tradizioni, potevamo sce-
gliere ciò che volevamo. Ne venne fuori un’architettura che doveva qualcosa alla 
Spagna, quasi nulla a coloro che stavano introducendo l’International Style, molto 
all’occhio mobile della cinepresa. Agli energici cittadini di Santa Barbara, per esempio, 
è sembrato perfettamente appropriato che la loro città devastata da un terremoto 
risorgesse spagnola. La rotonda della ferrovia appare trasformata in un’arena,  
il cinema in un castello. Ovunque in città, l’atto di ricordare un’altra civiltà del tutto 
immaginaria ha dato vita a un nuovo e potente spazio pubblico. […]

of a place which is to be of particular importance, and continues when they invest 
that place with attributes of importance, such as edges or some kind of marker. 
This process, the establishing of cities and the marking of important places, constitutes 
most of the physical part of establishing civilization. Charles Eames has made the 
point that the crux of this civilizing process is the giving up by individuals of 
something in order that the public realm may be enhanced. In the city, say, urban 
and monumental places, indeed urbanity and monumentality themselves, can 
occur when something is given over by people to the public.

Planners have a way of starting every speech by articulating their (private) discovery 
that the public body’s chief concern is people. The speech then says unrelatedly that 
it’s too bad the sprawl of metropolis is so formless. It might well be that if the 
shibboleth about people were turned inside out, if planning efforts went toward 
enlarging people’s concerns – and sacrifices – for the public realm, then the urban scene 
would more closely approach the planners’ vision, and the pleasures of the people 
would be better served.

The most evident thing about Los Angeles, especially, and the other new cities 
of the West is that, in the terms of any of the traditions we have inherited, hardly 
anybody gives anything to the public realm. Instead, it is not at all clear what the public 
realm consists of, or even, for the time being, who needs it. What is clear is that 
civic amenities of the sort architects think of as ‘monumental’, which were highly 
regarded earlier in the century, are of much less concern today. […]

In California cities, as in new cities all over the country (and in California just about 
all cities are new cities), the pattern of buildings on the land is as standard as it is 
explosive. Everywhere near population centers, new little houses surrounded by 
incipient lawns appear. They could be said to be at the edge of the city, except that 
there is no real edge, thanks to the speed of growth, the leapfrogging of rural areas, 
and the long commercial fingers that follow the highways out farther than the houses 
have yet reached. Meanwhile, in areas not much older, houses are pulled down as 
soon as zoning regulations allow, to be replaced with apartments whose only amenity 
is a location handily near a garage in the basement. […]

Even in the few years of Yankee California’s existence, this kind of placelessness 
has not always been characteristic. During the twenties and into the thirties, with 
what was doubtless an enormous assist from the Hollywood vision in the days  
of its greatest splendor, an architectural image of California developed that was exotic 
but specific, derivative but exhilaratingly free. It had something to do with Helen 
Hunt Jackson’s Ramona, with the benign climate, with the splendor of the sites and 
their floral luxuriance, with the general availability of wood and stucco, and with 
the assurance supplied by Hollywood that appearances did matter, along with the 
assumption (for which Hollywood was not necessary but to which it gave a boost) that 
we, the inheritors of a hundred traditions, had our pick. What came of this was  
an architecture that owed something to Spain, very little to the people who were 
introducing the International Style, and a great deal to the movie camera’s moving 
eye. It seemed perfectly appropriate to the energetic citizens of Santa Barbara,  
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Prima della televisione, i cinematografi offrivano alle persone uno dei modi  
più chiari e semplici di partecipare al sogno nazionale. In California, in particolare 
nel sud, da dove provenivano i film e dove il clima permetteva agli atrii dei cinema  
di essere in gran parte all’aperto, le sale cinematografiche erano tra i luoghi più carichi 
di immagini dove il pubblico potesse confluire, e tra le componenti più importanti  
di quella che perlomeno sembrava la sfera pubblica. Il Fox merita di essere analizzato 
tanto quanto il tribunale della contea di Santa Barbara, principalmente per gli stessi 
motivi. Lo stile è quello di un cinema spagnolo (pur non essendoci nulla di simile 
in Spagna neanche in questo caso), l’opportunità spaziale è doppia. In primo luogo 
l’immensa sala, arretrata di un isolato rispetto all’ingresso sulla via principale, 
diventa uno dei capisaldi della città, con alte mura bianche da cui spuntano torrette, 
balconi e altre folies. Solo il più potente dei prìncipi dell’altro emisfero avrebbe potuto 
permettersi mura di queste dimensioni su cui innestare i propri balconi. In secondo 
luogo, e cosa più importante per la città, si è reso in parte coperto e in parte scoperto 
il passaggio lungo tutto l’isolato, dalla biglietteria alla zona di controllo dei biglietti, 
offrendo così la possibilità di estendere i marciapiedi della città, ancora all’aperto, oltre 
i giardini e lungo una spianata pavimentata, dove le luci soffuse incantano di notte, 
e dove di giorno il sole filtra tra le foglie. […]

Anche i tempi più recenti hanno i loro monumenti. In effetti, considerando tutti gli 
ambiti, compreso il pubblico, Disneyland deve essere considerata come la più impor-
tante opera che sia stata costruita negli ultimi decenni in Occidente. L’idea che si tratti 
di una sorta di estensione fisica di Topolino, inevitabilmente espressa da persone 
che non ci sono ancora state, è estremamente imprecisa. Si tratta invece di uno spazio 
che, da solo, compensa quanto il pubblico non offre nel mondo fluttuante, anonimo 
e privato del sud della California, il cui unico limite è l’oceano e il cui centro è 
altrimenti introvabile […]. Stranamente, per essere un luogo pubblico, Disneyland 
non è gratuito. I biglietti si acquistano all’ingresso. Ma, d’altronde, anche Versailles 
è costata un sacco di soldi. Oggi, come allora, bisogna pagare per la vita pubblica.

Disneyland, a quanto pare, è enormemente importante e popolare proprio perché 
ricrea tutte le possibilità di uno spazio pubblico, che Los Angeles in particolare  
non ha più. Dà spazio alla recita, cui si può sia assistere che partecipare, in una sfera 
collettiva. Nel luogo più improbabile che si possa concepire, appena fuori dalla 
Santa Ana Freeway, a poco più di un’ora dal municipio di Los Angeles, in un oceano 
inesplorato di sobborghi, Disney ha creato un luogo, anzi un intero mondo pubblico, 
pieno di eventi in sequenza, di grandi e piccoli drammi, di organizzazione di  
emozioni e spazi, con l’opportunità di reagire alla velocità dei bob a razzo (o dei razzi 
a razzo, se è per questo) o dei tram trainati da cavalli. Una Main Street americana 
del 1910 circa è la scena principale, su cui si dispiegano fantasie fiabesche, avventure 
di frontiera, giungle e futuri. E tutta questa diversità, con infallibile sensibilità,  
è offerta a una partecipazione disinvolta, che è ciò che oggi serve. […]

Mentre le grigie onde domestiche dell’oceano suburbano riempiono le valli e le baie, 
e lambiscono le colline erodendole, a qualcuno viene in mente che bisognerebbe 
fare qualcosa, e che quel qualcosa dovrebbe essere urbano e monumentale. Lo stile 

for instance, that after their city had been devastated by an earthquake, it should rise 
again Spanish. The railroad roundhouse appeared to become a bullring, the movie 
house a castle. Everywhere in the town, the act of recalling another quite imaginary 
civilization created a new and powerful public realm. […]

In the days before television, moving picture theaters afforded one of the clearest 
and easiest ways for people to participate in the National Dream. In California, 
especially southern California, where movies came from and where the climate 
allowed forecourts for theaters to be largely out of doors, some of the most image-filled 
places for the public to congregate, some of the most important parts of what at 
least seemed to be the public realm, were these theaters. The Fox in Santa Barbara 
invites our inspection on many of the same grounds as the Santa Barbara County 
Courthouse. The idiom is a movieland Spanish (again, like nothing in Spain), the 
architectural opportunity a double one. First, to make of the immense auditorium, 
set a block back from the theater’s entrance on the main street, one of the city’s 
noblest bastions, with high white walls sprouting turrets and balconies and follies. 
Only the grandest of the princes of the other hemisphere could have afforded walls 
this size to stick their balconies onto. Second, and more importantly for the city,  
to make partly roofed and partly open the blocklong passageway from the box office 
to the ticket taker, thus providing the opportunity to extend the sidewalks of the 
city, still outdoors, past gardens and along a tiled esplanade, where soft lights play 
at night, and where by day the sun filters down among the leaves. […]

More recent years have their monuments as well. Indeed, by almost any conceivable 
method of evaluation that does not exclude the public, Disneyland must be regarded 
as the most important single piece of construction in the West in the past several 
decades. The assumption inevitably made by people who have not yet been there  
– that it is some sort of physical extension of Mickey Mouse – is wildly inaccurate. 
Instead, singlehanded, it is engaged in replacing many of those elements of the public 
realm which have vanished in the featureless private floating world of southern 
California, whose only edge is the ocean and whose center is otherwise undiscoverable 
[…]. Curiously, for a public place, Disneyland is not free. You buy tickets at the 
gate. But then, Versailles cost someone a great deal of money, too. Now, as then, 
you have to pay for the public life.

Disneyland, it appears, is enormously important and successful just because it 
recreates all the chances to respond to a public environment, which Los Angeles 
particularly no longer has. It allows play-acting, both to be watched and to be 
participated in, in a public sphere. In as unlikely a place as could be conceived, just 
off the Santa Ana Freeway, a little over an hour from the Los Angeles City Hall,  
in an unchartable sea of suburbia, Disney has created a place, indeed a whole public 
world, full of sequential occurrences, of big and little drama, full of hierarchies of 
importance and excitement, with opportunities to respond at the speed of rocketing 
bobsleds (or rocketing rockets, for all that) or of horse-drawn streetcars. An American 
Main Street of about 1910 is the principal theme, against which play fairy-tale 
fantasies, frontier adventure situations, jungles, and the world of tomorrow. And all 
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della Bay Region, nonostante tutti i suoi trionfi domestici, non offre alcuna cornice 
architettonica per una particolare celebrazione; la caratteristica reticenza di Wurster, 
così funzionale alla definizione del tessuto residenziale ininterrotto delle città della 
Baia, è troppo radicata per permetterlo. Nel sud della California, una schiettezza 
moderna, nata per lo più da un’inclinazione alla convenienza commerciale, milita 
contro la celebrazione architettonica di un luogo particolare. Ma ancor più fondamen-
tale dell’assenza di un linguaggio architettonico praticabile per la realizzazione  
di spazi pubblici è l’assenza di qualsiasi istituzione pronta ad assumersene la respon-
sabilità o ad avere un interesse nella sfera pubblica. Cosa potremmo avere quindi  
al posto di tutto ciò, come ci siamo chiesti all’inizio?

La possibilità di introdurre complessità in questi sobborghi grigi e flottanti dipende 
da un nostro aumentato interesse e dallo sviluppo di tecniche più adeguate delle 
attuali di individuazione dei problemi. Se tutti i luoghi e i problemi sono simili (come 
potremmo sospettare osservando le nostre nuove città “in serie”), allora l’atto di 
contraddistinguere qualcosa di speciale è del tutto spurio e futile. Se, d’altra parte, 
esiste una base valida per differenziare un luogo da un altro e un edificio da un altro,  
e se la differenziazione non viene fatta perché le tecniche per definire un problema 
sono troppo rudimentali, allora l’uso da parte degli architetti di altri strumenti  
già disponibili, tra cui quelli offerti dalla matematica e dalla ricerca operativa, potrebbe 
esserci d’aiuto. Dovremmo aspettarci che l’evoluzione del nostro sistema industriale, 
nutrito di dispositivi elettronici di incredibile sensibilità e complessità, sia in grado 
di fornirci una gamma di prodotti molto più ampia, piuttosto che più ristretta. 
Potremmo aspettarci, come architetti, utilizzando le tecniche a nostra disposizione, 
dai metodi informatici e di ricerca operativa alle nostre capacità analitiche sottouti-
lizzate, di scoprire, in modo più accurato e completo di quanto facciamo ora, le 
peculiarità dei problemi che ci vengono assegnati; potremmo ottenere un risultato 
molto più ampio, una gamma di soluzioni più completa, differenziata e specifica  
di quella attuale. Dovremmo, quindi, almeno avere un metodo. Se ne avessimo 
l’opportunità, potremmo salvare il tetro oceano suburbano dall’uniformità che gli  
è stata imposta, tanto dalla cecità dei nostri strumenti analitici e dalla nostra tendenza 
di architetti a generalizzare su una base insufficiente, quanto dalle restrizioni sociali  
ed economiche che ci sono state imposte. […]

Sto scrivendo questo a Guanajuato, una città di medie dimensioni nel mezzo del 
Messico, stipata in uno stretto canyon, con solo due strade strette (una in salita e una  
in discesa) in fondo al canyon, e con un labirinto di percorsi pedonali a gradini che si 
arrampicano sulle pendici del canyon attraverso un paesaggio urbano così spietata-
mente pittoresco da fare invidia alla Grecia. Sotto vi scorre un fiume, che di tanto in 
tanto inondava la città. Dieci anni fa una parte suburbana del fiume era ancora più 
infossata, e il suo letto precedente era rivestito di una bella pietra rosata che serviva 
da canyon per le auto, che viaggiavano in discesa sopra il fiume. Ora, in un audace 
progetto felicemente chiamato “l’urbanizzazione del fiume”, questo sviluppo è prose-
guito attraverso il centro della città per fare scorrere il fiume di auto e di acqua,  
a volte dietro gli edifici, a volte sotto le antiche volte su cui gli edifici del centro 

this diversity, with unerring sensitivity, is keyed to the kind of participation without 
embarrassment which apparently at this point in our history we crave. […]

It occurs to some, as the gray domestic waves of suburban sea fill in the valleys 
and the bays, and lap at and erode the hills, that something should be done, and that 
the something should be urban and monumental. The Bay Region Style, for all its 
domestic triumphs, offers no architectural framework for making a special celebration; 
the characteristic Wurster reticence, which has served so well in helping to create 
the continuous domestic fabric of the Bay cities, is too deeply ingrained to allow that. 
In southern California a latter-day straightforwardness born mostly of a habit of 
commercial expediency militates against architectural celebration of a particular place. 
But even more basic than the absence of a viable architectural idiom for making 
public centers is the absence of any Establishment ready to shoulder the responsibility 
for, to take a proprietary interest in, the public realm. So what, as we started out by  
asking, might we have instead, for an architectural framework and for an opportunity?

The hope exists that the first best chance for differentiation in these floating gray 
suburbs will come from our developing an interest in and techniques for a much 
more accurate definition than we seek presently of what the problems really are. If all 
places and problems are similar (as we might suspect from our endlessly repetitive 
new cities), then the whole act of marking something special is spurious and futile. 
If, on the other hand, there is a valid basis for differentiating one place from another 
and one building from another, and if the differentiation is not now made because 
techniques for defining a problem are too crude, then the use by architects of other 
tools already available, among them the tools of mathematics and of operations 
research, might offer help. We should be able to expect that our developing industrial 
plant, controlled by electronic devices of incredible sensitivity and complexity, should 
be able to give us a much wider, rather than a more restricted, range of products.  
Just so we might expect, as architects, that by using the techniques available to us, 
from computer and operations research methods to our own underused analytical 
capacities, in order to discover more accurately and completely than we do now  
the particularities, even the peculiarities, of the problems we are assigned, we might 
achieve a much wider, fuller, more differentiated and specific range of solutions 
than we do now. We should, then, at least have a method. Given the chance, we might 
rescue the dreary suburban sea from the sameness forced upon it as much by the 
blindness of our analytical tools and our tendency as architects to generalize on an 
insufficient base, as by the social and economic restrictions thrust upon us. […]

I am writing this in Guanajuato, a middle-sized town in the middle of Mexico, 
crammed into a narrow canyon, with just two narrow streets (one up and one down) 
in the bottom of the canyon, and with a maze of stepped pedestrian ways climbing 
up the canyon’s slopes through the most remorselessly picturesque townscape  
this side of Greece. Under this runs a river, which used to inundate the city from 
time to time. Ten years ago a suburban portion of the river was still further depressed, 
and its former bed was lined with a handsome pink stone to serve as a canyon  
for cars, moving downhill above the river. Now, in a bold project happily called  
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della città attraversavano il letto del fiume. Nessuna delle pittoresche delizie del XVIII 
secolo è minacciata; semplicemente si sta aggiungendo un intero nuovo strato di 
delizie visive del ventesimo secolo, a dimensione di automobile. L’urbanità che risulta 
da questo ampliamento dello spazio pubblico è ancora più sorprendente del suo 
fascino estetico. Gli spazi pedonali rimangono incontaminati, persino inattaccati, 
mentre le auto sfrecciano sotto, come in una miniatura di una città del futuro di Hugh 
Ferriss che, miracolosamente, non rinuncia ad alcuna delle meraviglie del passato.

Guanajuato dovrebbe insegnarci alcune cose. Le città della California sono molto 
più grandi, più ampie e più grigie, ma pure i loro bilanci sono più consistenti  
(specialmente le voci per la costruzione di autostrade). Hanno urgente bisogno di 
attenzione, prima che le caratteristiche che le contraddistinguono siano cancellate. 
Non c’è bisogno né tempo di aspettare che una classe dirigente ancora inesistente 
costruisca monumenti tradizionali o che un disastro sia abbastanza potente da 
risvegliare la coscienza pubblica sui luoghi in via di estinzione della sfera pubblica 
che abbiamo ottenuto gratuitamente. Più efficacemente, potremmo, come architetti, 
cercare innanzitutto di sviluppare un vocabolario di forme che risponda alle funzioni 
meravigliosamente complesse e varie della nostra società, invece di continuare a 
imporre le vaghe generalizzazioni con cui oggi contribuiamo al grigiore dell’oceano 
suburbano. Potremmo iniziare a dedicare la nostra particolare attenzione a quelle 
cose per le quali il pubblico deve pagare, da cui potremmo derivare la vita pubblica. 
Queste non sarebbero i municipii e le statue equestri di un altro luogo e tempo: 
sarebbe qualcosa di migliore e di molto più grande, e di più largo uso pubblico. 
Potrebbero, per esempio, essere le autostrade: le autostrade non sono per le singole 
persone, come lo sono i salotti e come gli urbanisti confusi vorrebbero far credere 
che l’intera città dovrebbe essere; sono per l’uso pubblico, una parte della sfera pub-
blica; e se le strutture irrequiete accanto a loro e i deserti sotto di loro per parcheggiare 
– o per nessun uso – non hanno ancora senso, è sicuramente perché finora non 
troppo ma troppo poco si è concesso alla sfera pubblica in termini di riflessione, 
provvedimenti, e contributi. Le autostrade potrebbero essere i veri monumenti del 
futuro, i luoghi destinati a una celebrazione speciale da parte di persone capaci  
di vivere lo spazio, la luce, il movimento, le relazioni con altre persone e altre cose 
a una velocità che finora solo questo secolo ha permesso. Sono strutture abbastanza 
grandi e forti, una volta che siano considerate parte della città, per rianimare l’imma-
ginazione pubblica nei confronti della città. Non è una vergogna essere coperti da 
cespugli suburbani o messi in quarantena dietro le recinzioni di metallo. È un modo 
per contraddistinguere un luogo messo in movimento, che si trasforma in un altro 
luogo. Le prospettive si presentano più entusiasmanti a Dysneyland, non a caso. 
Da lì, dalla funivia sopra la pista da bob all’interno della montagna di plastica,  
è la visione di un luogo pensato per la vita pubblica, di una sorta di monumentalità 
a razzo, più dinamica, più grande e (chissà?) ancora più utile per le persone e per  
il pubblico di qualsiasi cosa il mondo abbia mai visto finora.

Traduzione a cura di | Translation curated by Alberto Bertagna.

‘the urbanization of the river’, this development is being continued through the 
center of the town to let the river run with cars as well as water, sometimes behind 
buildings, sometimes under the ancient vaults over which the buildings of the town 
center spanned the river bed. None of the picturesque eighteenth-century delights 
is being threatened; a whole new twentieth-century layer of visual delights, at  
the scale of the automobile, is being added instead. The urbanity that results from 
this enlargement of the public realm is even more striking than the visual charm. 
The pedestrian spaces remain undefiled, even unattacked, while cars grind below, 
as in a miniature of a Hugh Ferriss City of the Future that loses, miraculously, 
none of the delights of the past.

Guanajuato should offer us some lessons. The cities of California are much bigger, 
broader, and grayer, but then their budgets are larger, too (especially the items for 
freeway construction). They urgently need attention, before the characteristics that 
distinguish them at all are obliterated. There is no need and no time to wait for  
a not-yet-existent Establishment to build us the traditional kind of monuments or 
for a disaster gripping enough to wake the public conscience to the vanishing places 
of the public realm we got for free. Most effectively, we might, as architects, first 
seek to develop a vocabulary of forms responsive to the marvelously complex and 
varied functions of our society, instead of continuing to impose the vague 
generalizations with which we presently add to the grayness of the suburban sea. 
Then, we might start sorting out for our special attention those things for which the 
public has to pay, from which we might derive the public life. These things would 
not be the city halls and equestrian statues of another place and time, but had 
better be something far bigger and better, and of far more public use. They might, 
for instance, be freeways: freeways are not for individual people, as living rooms 
are and as confused planners would have you believe the whole city ought to be; they 
are for the public use, a part of the public realm; and if the fidgety structures beside 
them and the deserts for parking – or for nothing – under them don’t yet make sense, 
it is surely because there has so far been too little provision for and contribution to 
and understanding of the public realm, not too much. The freeways could be the real 
monuments of the future, the places set aside for special celebration by people able 
to experience space and light and motion and relationships to other people and 
things at a speed that so far only this century has allowed. Here are structures big 
enough and strong enough, once they are regarded as a part of the city, to re-excite 
the public imagination about the city. This is no shame to be covered by suburban 
bushes or quarantined behind cyclone fences. It is the marker for a place set in 
motion, transforming itself to another place. The exciting prospects, not surprisingly, 
show up best at Disneyland. There, from the aerial tramway over the bobsled run 
on the inside of the plastic mountain, is a vision of a place marked out for the 
public life, of a kind of rocketing monumentality, more dynamic, bigger, and, who 
knows? even more useful to people and the public than any the world has seen yet.
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Misèr Catùlle, dèsinàs inèptìre / et quòd vidès perìsse 
pèrditùm dùcas. — Catullo, Carme 8, in Idem, Le poesie, 
a cura di F. Della Corte, Mondadori, Milano 1989, p. 16.

Misero: abietto, spregevole, meschino, ignobile, mise-
rabile, infame, povero, poveraccio, mendico, indigente, 
bisognoso, privo di mezzi, infelice, disgraziato, sfortuna-
to, sventurato, sciagurato, (letterario) tapino, miserevole, 
compassionevole, miserando (di compenso, pranzo), scar-
so, insufficiente, povero, gramo, magro, esiguo, meschi-
no, inconsistente, irrisorio, inadeguato, insufficiente, 
scarso, stentato, stento, striminzito (morale), basso, inde-
gno, spregevole, vile, avaro, gretto, sfortunato, miserevole, 
compassionevole, irrilevante, insignificante, magro, pic-
colo, inesistente, ridicolo, brutto. Miserabile: che provoca 
desolazione, avvilimento, compassione materiale o spiri-
tuale, che denota miseria, povertà, squallore – che aspetto 
miserabile ha quel poveretto, condurre una vita misera-
bile, ridursi in uno stato miserabile, abita in una misera-
bile stamberga. Questo testo è un flusso di coscienza sul 
tema della miseria, perché non c’è null’altro da dire se non 
affrontarne il suo lato formale, l’unico nel quale ho qual-
che forma di esperienza al di fuori di quella privata. La 
serie di definizioni iniziali può, a prima vista, impaurire 
perché rinvia a uno stato d’animo che ha accompagnato 
almeno una volta ogni uomo nello svolgersi della vita e, 
probabilmente, proprio per questo, presenta una dimen-
sione catastrofica: il senso di un destino amaro, l’ansia di 
una possibile rivolta della dea bendata. L’architettura ha 
sempre subìto il terrore figurativo della miseria come irri-
mediabile disgrazia e pochi, meglio di Charles Dickens, 
dipinsero l’idea di miseria metropolitana come fin dentro 
Le avventure di Oliver Twist (C. Dickens, Oliver Twist; or, the 
Parish Boy’s Progress, Richard Bentley, London 1838) dove 
sono rappresentate l’acme della disperazione, la bruttezza 
e lo squallore delle povertà di Londra. Una metropoli dove 
passaggi coperti e cortili si diramavano dalla strada princi-
pale e mostravano gruppetti di esseri umani ubriachi che 

si avvoltolavano nella sporcizia. Tutto questo sembra l’an-
tipolo di quel gustoso elogio della miseria di Franti scritto 
da Umberto Eco (U. Eco, Elogio di Franti [1962], in Idem, 
Diario Minimo, Bompiani, Milano 1963, pp. 71-81) per esor-
cizzare le sue paure e prendere le difese del proletariato 
contadino, brutto, sporco e cattivo. Insomma, l’aggettivo 
misero non ha alcuna accezione positiva: recesso inconsa-
pevole di rivolgimento del destino e causa inarrestabile di 
dolore. Ma tutto questo è certo? Io ho una diversa opinio-
ne. Visti di primo impatto, falansteri, alberghi dei poveri, 
ospizi, come quelli di Ferdinando Fuga o Luigi Vanvitelli 
a Napoli e ad Ancona, testimoniano come i progettisti si 
erano trasformati in visionari narratori di forme pronte a 
degradarsi o a diventare stupefacenti, come tali sono oggi 
nella loro terribile maestà (E. Molteni, P. Nicoloso, A. 
Guerra, Il trionfo della miseria. Gli alberghi dei poveri di Genova, 
Palermo e Napoli, Electa, Milano 1995). Federico Zuccari e 
Giulio Romano già molto prima, durante la stagione del 
manierismo europeo, descritta con grande forza iconica 
e concettuale da Manfredo Tafuri nel 1966 in un mirabi-
le libro romano (M. Tafuri, L’architettura del Manierismo nel 
Cinquecento europeo, Officina, Roma 1966) avevano calcola-
to lo spazio espressivo del misero e del goffo. Grottesche e 
antropomorfismi della deformità si inseguono fino a com-
porre un immaginario laterale e sincopato, dove va ricerca-
ta una retta che separi da una miseria espressiva vista come 
una forma infettiva e non come qualcosa che esiste. Essa, 
come tale, trasmette all’universo quotidiano un codice mor-
se di segnali di esistenza che chiedono a viva voce di essere 
decriptati perché il mondo non cancelli dai nostri occhi 
la sua consistenza consueta. Ci stiamo abituando ad avere 
attorno forme normalizzate e quindi gradevoli non come 
qualcosa di irriferibilmente scostumato e quasi irriferibile. 
Per questo, e non per altro, ho sempre aderito al program-
ma di un’estetica della miseria fatta attraverso il riscatto, 
a volte polisemico, della sgradevolezza e dell’assenza di 
vitalità apparente, producendone un’altra monumenta-
le e a volte costruita apposta per resistere; ma ho sempre 

progettato, in questi casi, usando i suoi tratti, le sue gesta. 
Quando, nell’ottobre 2018, un mio progetto per una scuola 
in Senegal – che qui provo in parte a riproporre come qual-
cosa che traduce in architettura la miseria senza preten-
dere alcun nitore – fu selezionato da Michele De Lucchi 
per il suo numero di “Domus” intitolato Poverty in cui al 
dorato attico in copertina facevano da contrappunto una 
quindicina di opere di architetti e artisti internazionali, 
potei capire cosa volesse dire rispondere con convinzione 
figurale entro questa spettrografia di linguaggi perché non 
fossero mai rinunciatari. Avevo costruito una scuola con 
trentamila dollari, non mi sembrava vero, ed era persino 
sovrabbondante di tracce figurali di riscatto (come una sca-
la costruita in Francia, un cantiere di tremila anni fa e una 
ringhiera ripresa da una nave affondata nel porto di Dakar). 
Dentro e fuori questa risposta monumentale al tema della 
miseria c’era sempre qualcosa di altro connesso all’ecces-
so o allo spaesamento che, in fondo, serviva a prolunga-
re la tollerabilità della mia miserabile comfort zone. Una 
volta appresi da Pep Llinás y Carmona come Josep Maria 
Jujol i Gibert fosse abituato a reimpiegare, senza alcuno 
snobismo moralista, la pratica altoborghese del riciclo. 
Il reimpiego serve a volte ad aprirsi alla meraviglia della 
verosimiglianza e quando una misera zuppiera, un porta-
fiori o uno scolapasta divengono una maestosa cupola su di 
un pinnacolo, siamo vicini a questa architettura notturna, 
misera, difettosa, ma insospettabilmente trionfale. Non 
resta che fermarci a pensare come il Moderno con le lisce 
astrazioni democratiche delle siedlungen si affidi alla grande 
eguagliatrice cancellando quel delittuoso ornamento per 
“scrivere a pareti lisce” come diceva Massimo Bontempelli 
(M. Bontempelli, Princìpii, in “Quadrante”, no. 1, 1933, p. 
1) lasciando sempre aperta la porta all’abbraccio della vita 
che, alla fine, nonostante l’astrazione e la somma pulizia, 
sempre è riuscita a contaminare questi spazi.

In fondo per me e per la mia architettura, la trasfigura-
zione estetica della miseria è sempre stata determinante 
abitando con ritmica consuetudine in muri scarni, por-
te e finestre ordinarie e comuni che non disdegnavano il 
loro riscatto nella composizione architettonica. Questo è 
venuto da quando ero ragazzo e ammiravo la sontuosità 
del grande sciamano Joseph Beuys quando affermava che il 
vestito di un contadino era degno di essere in un palazzo 
reale proprio per sancire la meravigliosa regalità conte-
nuta nella sola esistenza di ogni uomo. E da qui ho incon-
trato, stropicciandomi gli occhi per lo stupore, l’antipolo 
del fasto astratto del moderno proprio in quel postmo-
dernismo sarcastico che tocca il suo acme nel punto in 
cui Robert Venturi disegnò – come una tenda da doccia – 
la facciata di Best, i grandi magazzini, che consentivano, 
nella loro studiata ordinarietà policroma, di riscattarsi in 
una dimensione diversa persino alla delicata perversione 
della soffice obesità americana la cui stazza completava 
con magica eleganza i fiori sgargianti della facciata in 
quell’assolato paesaggio statunitense. Ma non finisce qui: 
ci sono ancora i meravigliosi mostri di John Hejduk che 
suggeriscono altre scale ben diverse dalla lucida architet-
tura di inizio secolo, espressione di una globalizzazione 
perfetta dove tutto appare liscio insondabile e incapace 

di reggere il secondo sguardo senza essere immediata-
mente prigionieri della noia. Qui, nell’opera di Hejduk, 
non succede assolutamente nulla: la ricchezza è comica e 
intransitiva, l’estetica della miseria si lascia rimpiangere 
per le intense opposizioni formali che, con poco, rendo-
no inesauribile la vita di una architettura. 

Miserabilia vuol dire anche poter sfruttare la miseria; qui 
si apre un’altra porta che voglio lasciare spalancata: sfrutta-
re nel senso di cogliere la potenza di questo codice espres-
sivo un po’ raccapricciante perché fa parte di un lato certo 
di noi che dobbiamo accettare come necessari chirurghi. 
Oppure sfruttare per sadismo e basta? Se queste due com-
ponenti si sovrappongono nella tempestività intransiti-
va, ai più sembra non esserci storia. Allora potrei citare 
altre immagini come, nel lavoro di Krzysztof Wodiczko The 
Homeless Vehicle (1988-1989), un clochard che spinge un car-
rello del supermercato come fosse la sua mobile home fatta 
di un cane da guardia e di una copertura che miniaturizza 
la resistenza del vivere privato tra aria aperta e protezione, 
composta da un tubo di alluminio pieghevole simile all’at-
trezzatura per una Tac o una risonanza volta a visualizzare 
al suo interno il corpo di un povero: qualcosa di meravi-
gliosamente sontuoso nel rendere ogni zona del mondo 
penetrabile attraverso questo mondo di piccole macchi-
ne contro la miseria e a favore dei miserabili. O i tetti in 
forma di ali per uomini poveri nell’opera Home to Go di 
Adrian Paci (2001), trasposte dalle ali di legno di Massimo 
Scolari (1991). O gli abitacoli capovolti di Jannis Kounellis 
al Museo Riso di Palermo nel 2012 (l’opera è Senza titolo, 
1993-2008). O Ilya Kabakov nella casa per L’uomo che volò nel 
cosmo dalla sua stanza (1985-1988). Stanze decorate dove un 
tempo c’erano i Sassi di Matera, oggi trasformati in resort 
di lusso. Oppure tende che mi riportano all’espressionismo 
di Michelucci nella chiesa dell’Autostrada del Sole (1960) 
e nel lavoro di Frank Bayh e Steff Rosenberger-Ochs nelle 
foto di tendopoli di protesta a Stoccarda nel 2012 (la serie è 
Die Entwicklung neuer Stadtquartiere im Herzen der City, 2011-
2012). Potrei scrivere per altre settimane specialmente se 
i miserabilia sono iconici e vengono adottati e riscattati. 
Spesso nel mio mestiere li ho trasposti fino a convertire 
le immagini della nuova bellezza in un racconto di luoghi 
miserabili a cui cambiare il verso, dal basso verso l’alto, e 
mai viceversa, nell’estetica e nella forma.

L’INSOSPETTABILE POTENZA 
DELL’ARCHITETTURA MISERABILE
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Why do I work with animals to express invisible powers? – You can make these energies very clear if you enter another kingdom that people have forgotten, 
and where vast powers survive as big personalities. And when I try to speak with the spiritual existences of this totality of animals and plants, this planetar-
ian whole, the question arises of whether one could not speak with these higher existences too, with these deities and elementary spirits… The spirit of the 
coyote is so mighty that the human being cannot understand what it is, or what it can do for humankind in the future. […] 
First of all there was the felt which I brought in. Then there was the hay which the coyote brought in. These elements were immediately exchanged between 
us: he lay in my area and I lay in his. He used the felt and I used the straw. That’s what I expected. I had a concept of how a coyote might behave – it could 
have been different. That’s what I hoped for, but I was not sure whether it would work.*

*J. Beuys sulla propria opera | about his work I Like America And America Likes Me, citato in | 
quoted in C. Tisdall, Joseph Beuys. Coyote, Thames & Hudson, London 2008, pp. 11-12, 13. 

Qui e a seguire | Here and following: Joseph Beuys, I Like America And America Likes Me, 
René Block Gallery, 409 West Broadway, New York, 23-25/05/1974.

Ph. Caroline Tisdall, 18 foto b/n | b/w photos, stampa a contatto | contact print, 22,8 × 37,4 cm. Museum Schloss Moyland, JBA-F 95363.



Ph. Caroline Tisdall, foto b/n | b/w photo, 21,6 × 29,8 cm. Museum Schloss Moyland, JBA-F 91192.



Ph. Gwen Phillips, foto b/n | b/w photo, 20,1 × 25,7 cm. Museum Schloss Moyland, JBA-F 91163.



Misèr Catùlle, dèsinàs inèptìre /et quòd vidès perìsse 
pèrditùm dùcas. — Catullo, Carme 8, in Idem, Le poesie, 
edited by F. Della Corte, Mondadori, Milano 1989, p. 16.

Miserable: abject, despicable, petty, ignoble, wretched, 
infamous, poor, down-and-out, beggarly, indigent, needy, 
without means, pitiful, woeful, unfortunate, unlucky, 
hapless, penurious, pathetic, pitiable, destitute (of wag-
es, lunch), puny, insufficient, poor, measly, scanty, mea-
gre, miserly, inconsistent, paltry, inadequate, insufficient, 
hard-earned, hard-won, skimpy (moral), low, unworthy, 
despicable, vile, mean, bigoted, unfortunate, miserable, 
pitiful, irrelevant, insignificant, lean, small, non-exist-
ent, ridiculous, ugly. Miserable: which causes desolation, 
dejection, material or spiritual compassion, which denotes 
misery, poverty, squalor: what a miserable look that poor 
man has, to lead a miserable life, to be reduced to a miser-
able condition, to live in a miserable hovel. This text is a 
stream of consciousness on the theme of misery, as there is 
nothing else to discuss except its formal aspects, the only 
ones with which I have any experience beyond the private 
realm. The series of initial definitions may seem daunting 
at first glance as they refer to a state of mind that every-
one has experienced at least once in their life. Probably 
for this very reason, it presents a catastrophic dimension 
– the sense of a bitter destiny, the anxiety of a possible 
revolt of Lady Luck. Architecture has always suffered the 
figurative terror of misery as an irremediable misfortune, 
and few have depicted the notion of urban poverty better 
than Charles Dickens, who represented the height of des-
peration, and the ugliness and squalor of London’s pover-
ty in The Adventures of Oliver Twist (C. Dickens, Oliver Twist; 
or, the Parish Boy’s Progress, Richard Bentley, London 1838). 
Dicken’s London was a metropolis where covered walk-
ways and courtyards branched off the main street and 
revealed clusters of drunken men and women wallowing 
in filth. This depiction seems the antithesis of Umberto 
Eco’s eulogy of Franti’s misery (U. Eco, Elogio di Franti 
[1962], in Idem, Diario Minimo, Bompiani, Milan 1963, pp. 
71-81), written to exorcise the author’s fears and defend 
the peasant proletariat, portrayed as ugly, dirty, and bad. 
In a nutshell, the adjective ‘miserable’ typically carries no 
positive connotation: an unconscious chasm of a reversal 
of destiny and an unstoppable cause of pain. But is that 
really so? I have a different opinion. At first glance, phalan-
steries, poorhouses, and hospices in Naples and Ancona 
attest to Ferdinando Fuga and Luigi Vanvitelli’s transfig-
uration into visionary narrators of forms destined to decay 
or become amazing, as they are today in their dreadful 
majesty (E. Molteni, P. Nicoloso, A. Guerra, Il trionfo del-
la miseria. Gli alberghi dei poveri di Genova, Palermo e Napoli, 
Electa, Milano 1995). Much earlier, during the period of 
European Mannerism – described by Manfredo Tafuri 
with eminent and conceptual rigour in an admirable 
work (M. Tafuri, L’architettura del Manierismo nel Cinquecento 
Europeo, Officina, Rome 1966) – Federico Zuccari and 
Giulio Romano had calculated the expressive space of 
the poor and the clumsy. Grotesques and anthropomor-
phisms of deformity chase each other, composing lateral 

and syncopated imagery where to search for a straight line 
that demarcates an expressive misery seen as an infec-
tious form rather than as something that exists. As such, 
it transmits to the daily universe Morse code signals of 
existence crying out for decryption, so that the world may 
not expunge its usual consistency from our sight. We are 
becoming accustomed to having normalised and therefore 
pleasant forms around us, not viewing them as something 
unutterably immoral and almost unutterable. For this and 
no other reason, I have always adhered to the programme 
of an aesthetics of misery, created through a sometimes 
polysemic redemption of unpleasantness and the absence 
of apparent vitality, to produce a different monumentality, 
sometimes purpose-built to resist, yet using its traits and 
achievements. When, in October 2018, one of my projects 
for a school in Senegal (which I seek to re-propose here in 
part as something that translates poverty into architecture 
without any claim to clarity) was selected by Michele De 
Lucchi the “Domus” issue entitled Poverty in which the 
golden penthouse on the cover was counterpointed by fif-
teen works by international architects and artists, I under-
stood what it meant to respond with figural conviction 
within this spectrograph of languages so that they would 
never relent. I had built a school with 30,000 dollars, and 
it didn’t seem real to me. It overflowed with figural trac-
es of redemption, such as the staircase built in France, a 
3,000-year-old construction site, and a handrailing tak-
en from a sunken ship in the port of Dakar. Inside and 
outside this monumental response to the theme of mis-
ery, there was always something else connected to excess 
or disorientation, which ultimately served to prolong the 
tolerability of my miserable comfort zone. Once, I learned 
from Pep Llinás y Carmona how Josep Maria Jujol i Gibert 
habitually reused materials without any moralistic snob-
bery and adapted to the upper-class practice of recycling. 
Reuse sometimes serves to open oneself to the wonder 
of verisimilitude, and when a miserable tureen, a flower 
holder, or a colander becomes a majestic dome on a pinna-
cle, we are close to this nocturnal architecture – miserable, 
defective, yet unexpectedly triumphal. Suffice to stop and 
consider how Modernism, with the smooth democratic 
abstractions of the siedlungen, relies on the great equalis-
er by erasing that criminal ornament to ‘write on smooth 
walls’, as Massimo Bontempelli said (M. Bontempelli, 
Princìpii, in Quadrante, no. 1, 1933, p. 1) leaving the door 
open to the embrace of life which, despite the abstraction 
and utmost cleanliness, has always managed to penetrate 
these spaces.

Ultimately, for me and my architecture, the aesthetic 
transfiguration of misery has always been decisive, recur-
ringly inhabiting sparse walls, ordinary, common doors, 
and windows that did not disdain their redemption in the 
architectural composition. This perspective traces back to 
my youth, when I admired the sumptuousness of the great 
shaman Joseph Beuys, who declared that a peasant’s dress 
was worthy of being in a royal palace precisely to affirm 
the wonderful royalty contained in the mere existence of 
every person. From that moment on I encountered, rub-
bing my eyes in amazement, the antithesis of the abstract 

splendour of Modernism in the sarcastic postmodernism 
that reaches its peak in the facade of the Best department 
store – designed like a shower curtain by Robert Venturi. 
In its studied polychrome ordinariness, the store offered 
redemption in a different dimension even to the delicate 
perversion of soft American obesity, whose bulk comple-
mented with magical elegance the bright flowers of the 
façade in that sunny American landscape. But it doesn’t 
end here: there are still John Hejduk’s wonderful mon-
sters, which suggest very different scales from those of 
the lucid, early 20th century architecture, the embodi-
ment of a perfect globalisation where everything appears 
smooth, unfathomable, and incapable of holding a second 
glance without immediately trapping us in boredom. In 
Hejduk’s work, nothing happens at all: opulence is comical 
and intransitive, and the aesthetics of misery is regretfully 
lost owing to the intense formal oppositions which easily 
make the life of an architecture inexhaustible.

Miserabilia also means exploiter of misery, and here 
another door opens that I want to leave wide open: is it 
exploiting in the sense of grasping the power of this some-
what horrifying expressive code because it is part of a cer-
tain facet of humanity that we must acknowledge, like 
much-needed surgeons? Or exploiting merely out of sad-
ism? If these two components overlap in an intransitive 
timeliness, history seems to fade for most people. Then I 
could cite other images such as, in Krzysztof Wodiczko’s 
work The Homeless Vehicle (1988-1989), a homeless man 
pushing a supermarket trolley as if it were his mobile 
home made of a guard dog and a cover that miniaturises 
the resistance of private living between open air and pro-
tection, composed of a foldable aluminium tube resem-
bling the equipment for a CT scan or an MRI aimed at 
visualising inside it the body of a poor person. There is 
something wonderfully sumptuous in making every cor-
ner of the world penetrable through this world of small 
machines against misery and in support of the miserable. 
Or the segment of a roof-top for the poor in Adrian Paci’s 

work Home to Go (2001), wing-shaped and reminiscent of 
the wooden wings by Massimo Scolari (1991). Or Jannis 
Kounellis’ upside-down cockpits displayed at the Riso 
Museum in Palermo in 2012 (the work is Untitled, 1993-
2008). Also noteworthy is Ilya Kabakov’s installation The 
Man Who Flew into Space from His Apartment (1985-1988). 
Decorated rooms once hosting the Sassi of Matera, now 
being converted into luxury resorts. Or tents that evoke 
Michelucci’s expressionism in the Chiesa dell’Autostrada 
del Sole (1960) and in the work of Frank Bayh and Steff 
Rosenberger-Ochs in their photographic series captur-
ing protest encampments in Stuttgart in 2012 (titled Die 
Entwicklung neuer Stadtquartiere im Herzen der City, from 
2011-2012). I could carry on writing for weeks, especially 
if the miserabilia are iconic, adopted and redeemed. In my 
profession, I have often transposed them to the point of 
transforming images of new beauty into narratives of mis-
erable places, aiming to shift their course from bottom to 
top, and never vice versa, in terms of aesthetics and form.
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A PERIOD

For these reasons, the Mihrişah Sultan Complex established strong 
affinities with Western European architecture for social assistance more 
than ever before. It shared similar ambitions of urban visibility and 
monumentality with various Italian albergo dei poveri, or the Hôtel des 
Invalides in Paris, visited by the Ottoman ambassador in 1720, including 
the kitchen. Also these buildings held a significant place in the social and 
political dynamics of cities as symbols of power for rulers (Ammannati 
2013). In other words, the gradual transformations occurring throughout 
these decades led Ottoman elites by the end of the century to develop-
ments that closely paralleled efforts in poor relief seen in Enlightenment 
Europe. Therefore, in conclusion, it is crucial to emphasise that Istanbul 
and its soup kitchens still await proper attention for a better-connected 
and comparative history of social assistance and the cross-cultural and 
interreligious architectural exchanges across the Mediterranean. 
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Furthermore, with their intricate planovolumetric arrangements, both 
soup kitchens deliberately avoid the aesthetic norms established in the 
15th and 16th centuries, such as the modularity of spaces and the stand-
ardisation of roofing solutions, mostly hemispherical domes. These 
norms were preserved in other parts of the Nuruosmaniye Complex, 
such as its madrasa. The soup kitchens, however, exhibit a departure 
from these traditional elements, embracing a more experimental and 
innovative architectural style.

Retrieved Monumentality
The last two soup kitchens of our interest demonstrate the reemergence 
of monumental courtyards with airy porticoes. The soup kitchen of the 
Hamidiye Complex, which was demolished by decree in 1911, left no 
survey drawings behind. However, a few archival photographs (Bülbül, 
2012, pp. 13-14) reveal that it formed a single structure with an educa-
tional institution, similar to Nuruosmaniye. In this case, however, it was 
a maktab rather than a madrasa. Unlike any previous example, the court-
yard was organized with an octagonal layout, where two edges hosted 
protruding porches. The first porch aligned with the entrance, while the 
second provided direct access to the courtyard from the maktab.

The soup kitchen of the Mihrişah Sultan Complex, the last and most 
significant example of the century, revived the grandeur of 15th-cen-
tury models while forging a new relationship with the urban context. 
With its unprecedented dimensions, extraordinarily vast courtyard, and 
exceptional transparency towards the exterior, this soup kitchen was con-
ceived not only for its charitable functions but also to convey a message 
of innovation in the Ottoman capital. For the first time, the entire com-
plex centred around the soup kitchen, which became its most prominent 
component both in size and composition. Furthermore, this complex 
marked the creation of the first rectilinear monumental artery in the 
Ottoman capital to be designed with a clear architectural and urbanistic 
program. It framed the western section of the Coronation Street (Cülus 
Yolu) where the most important imperial processions occurred, rein-
forcing a powerful message of dynastic affirmation through poor relief. 
Additionally, this complex features the most advanced arrangement for 
staff and manager rooms, a development that became standard from the 
time of the Nuruosmaniye Complex onwards.

introducing a new unified aesthetic and a sense of monumentality. The 
experimentations of the renowned court architect Sinan exemplify the 
climax of this research, such as the soup kitchens of the Haseki, Şehzade 
and Süleymaniye complexes (Kuban 2007, pp. 264, 272, 279).

The long 18th century, marking a turning point in the dynamics of 
cross-cultural exchange with Europe and giving rise to the so-called 
Ottoman Baroque from the 1740s (Cerasi 1988; Kuban 2007, pp. 499-
570; Şahin 2009; Metin 2022), also witnessed significant changes and 
developments in the construction of soup kitchens. Notably, there was 
a growing interest in associating soup kitchens with buildings for edu-
cational purposes (madrasas and maktabs) rather than commercial ones 
(inns, markets etc.) (Budak 2022, pp. 422-433). Furthermore, the exper-
imental nature of their planovolumetric arrangements and the novelty 
of their formal repertoire should be emphasised.

Six examples of soup kitchens were built in the Ottoman capital dur-
ing this century, all part of larger complexes, respectively of: Valide-i 
Cedid (1707-1710), Hagia Sophia (1741-1742), Nuruosmaniye (1748-1755), 
Laleli (1759-1763), Hamidiye (1777-1780) and Mihrişah Valide Sultan 
(1792-1801). The first and the last ones were commissioned by powerful 
queen mothers (vālide sulṭān). Besides the special significance resulting 
from their matronage, these cases are valuable for illustrating the grad-
ual transformation that occurred throughout the century. The Valide-i 
Cedid, built by Emetullah Rabia Gülnuş Sultan, lacks an elaborate archi-
tectural composition and, with its non-orthogonal, makeshift spac-
es, recalls the almost accidental layout of the ‘imāret-ḫāne of the Sultan 
Ahmed Complex (1616-1619) (Gürbıyık 2013, pp. 343-359). Given the 
quantitative scarcity of new examples between 1619 and 1707, it appears 
that the 17th century was a phase of dissolution for soup kitchen build-
ing, in terms of both patronage and typological consistency. 

New Times, New Quests: Mahmud I As a Turning Point
With Hagia Sophia and Nuruosmaniye, Mahmud I (r. 1730-1754) is the only 
sultan who built two soup kitchens during the 18th century and one of 
the very few Ottomans to have done so in the capital, alongside Mehmed 
II (patron of the Eyüp Sultan and Fatih complexes) and Suleiman the 
Magnificent who commissioned the Süleymaniye and Şehzade complex-
es. In reference to his military achievements, Mahmud I sought to convey 
a public image that included several compositional schemes with trium-
phal connotations, greatly facilitating the adoption of Western forms. In 
fact, except for Valide-i Cedid, all 18th-century examples are characterised 
by the presence of a lavish portal that resembles a triumphal arch (Metin 
2022, pp. 261-287).

The introduction of this novel theme into the Ottoman architectural 
vocabulary at the Hagia Sophia Complex, specifically in its soup kitchen, 
is particularly significant. More than any other building, Hagia Sophia 
symbolised the imperial power, and the triumphal arch, as a means of its 
exhibition, gained a deeper semantic value of dynastic legitimisation and 
self-affirmation when applied to an establishment for poor relief rather 
than to the mosque itself. This occurred during a period when the empire 
faced financial decline after over seven decades of war with Venice and 
two with Iran. However, by incorporating this feature, Mahmud I and his 
successors visually claimed to be still triumphant not only against exter-
nal adversaries but also internal hunger and poverty. The inscription on 
the portal combines these messages, praising ‘the wise sultan, protec-
tor of the world’ for ‘achieving what his predecessors could not man-
age from the time of the Conqueror’, which implies the extension of the 
Hagia Sophia complex, to ‘appease at the table of his grace the hunger of 
both the young and the elder’ (vv. 5-8 and 12, translated by the author).

The architectural features of the Hagia Sophia soup kitchen complex 
align with examples from previous centuries, positioning the three most 
essential spaces (refectory, kitchen and bakehouse) in a single longitu-
dinal edifice. Although this layout was common in Anatolia (Gürbıyık 
2013, pp. 479-481), it might have appeared somewhat archaic in the cap-
ital. However, a closer examination reveals that this design likely result-
ed from the necessity of incorporating some existing buildings into the 
kitchen complex, such as the cylindrical skeuophylakion, repurposed as a 
cellar (Budak 2022, p. 345).

The Nuruosmaniye and Laleli soup kitchens share striking similar-
ities and constitute a novel subtype of the courtyard layout. Unlike in 
previous centuries, the modest proportions of the courtyard and the 
maximisation of efficiency in space organisation resemble the compact 
residential architecture of Western Europe, particularly the hôtels particu-
liers of Paris. For example, the horseshoe plan of the Nuruosmaniye soup 
kitchen prompted Şahin to compare it to the Hôtel Lambert (1640-1644) 
(Şahin 2009, pp. 242-243), whose plans are found in Blondel’s Architecture 
Françoise (a copy of which is held by the library of the imperial palace). 

The growing literature on food history reveals that, in addition to eco-
nomic aspects related to provision, it is equally important to consid-
er the sociocultural dimensions of how food was perceived, displayed, 
consumed, shared within society, and distributed to the needy (Avery, 
Calaresu 2019). However, this topic rarely appears within the realm 
of architectural history, except in cases such as the Ottoman context, 
where a distinct type of public soup kitchen developed over the centu-
ries. Known as ‘imāret-ḫāne (or simply ‘imāret), these kitchens exemplify 
the extraordinary attention Ottoman benefactors dedicated to food dis-
tribution, serving as a method of both poor relief and self-affirmation. 

An Ottoman Institution
Among the basic Qur’anic injunctions is the obligation to help the needy; 
however, the practice of feeding the poor through well-established and 
widespread foundations flourished during Ottoman rule (Singer 2005, pp. 
481-485). While this practice stems from the broad Qur’anic principle of 
charity (which is not exclusive to Islam), the development of soup kitch-
ens reflects a distinctly Ottoman worldview, particularly inclined towards 
institutionalised forms of charity, even in the case of voluntary donations 
(ṣadaḳa). Furthermore, Singer and Tanman have illuminated the connec-
tions between the ‘imāret-ḫāne built by members of the imperial family 
and the ruling class and the roles assumed by Muslim mystics (ṣūfiyye) 
within society (Singer 2005; Tanman 2007). In fact, one of the most essen-
tial component of dervish lodges (tekke) appears to be the kitchen. 

The food distribution practices of these lodges closely resemble those 
of the conventual kitchens and refectories in the Christian world (Popović 
1998, pp. 288-294), whose Byzantine and Armenian components had a 
strong impact on the Seljuk and Ottoman civilisations (Cerasi 1988, pp. 
26-29; Kuban 2007, pp. 37-66). The type of soup kitchen that emerged 
from the 15th century onwards, primarily developed within major com-
plexes (külliye), although some rare examples were established as inde-
pendent foundations. Most külliyes were centered around a mosque, 
much like Byzantine monasteries were centered around a catholicon. 
However, while Byzantine monasteries were often situated in rural or 
secluded areas, külliyes formed the core of Ottoman cities, significantly 
influencing urban dynamics (Cerasi 1988, pp. 74-77, 228-233). 
Unlike in dervish lodges, where food service was closely intertwined with 
ritual, soup kitchens served a more autonomous function. They provided 
poor relief and board for the community within a külliye, while also con-
ferring distinction upon individuals favored by the patron. For instance, 
sultanic soup kitchens also catered to students and professors of the 
madrasa, religious officials (imams and muezzins) of the mosque, and 
other individuals who received the founder’s grace independently from 
the complex such as sheikhs and scholars. From the endowment deeds 
(vaḳfiye) it appears that, except for the needy of the neighborhood who 
gathered in the refectory, most beneficiaries received their meals deliv-
ered. This unique combination allowed soup kitchens to play a crucial 
role in the social and power structures of Ottoman society, even when 
food was not consumed communally but was still institutionalised.

Architectural Features
Ottoman ‘imāret-ḫāne combined spaces dedicated to food preparation, 
such as kitchens (maṭbaḫ), bakehouses (fürun), and pastry rooms (ḫamūr-
ḫāne) with those designated for the storage of ingredients, including cel-
lars (anbār) and storehouses (kilār). In most cases, refectories (me’kel) for 
communal meals were present, and auxiliary spaces such as staff or man-
ager rooms were also sometimes included. These spaces were organised 
either as a single building or as a complex of separate units, with particu-
lar attention paid to the access points of each area. From the sultanate of 
Bayezid II (1481-1512), layouts with central courtyards became popular, Guillaume Berggren, Gate at the Hagia Sophia Complex, İstanbul,  

1870-1880 ca. Museo di Roma, Fondo Negro, AF 12660-22.
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process, involving concepts such as repair, reconstruction and the rev-
elation of the existing as forms of a new architecture (Gregotti 1996).

Dealing with the ageing of buildings entails an integrated approach that 
combines historical and technical knowledge, with a view to enhancing 
the value of the building stock. Historic centres are a perimetrical context 
due to their specificity; for these, ad hoc policies that promote preserva-
tion processes but above all ‘settlement rebalancing’ strategies to tackle 
the museification of the city have to be identified (Schiaffonati 2014). The 
ageing of buildings is a complex process that requires the constant atten-
tion of architects and urban policy makers. Like any previous historical 
period, it is important to distinguish between what needs to be preserved 
and what should be transformed, considering sustainability issues related 
to land occupation (Fiorani 2016, p. 5). A combination of technical activ-
ities, regular maintenance and conservation strategies enables not only 
the preservation of the functionality and safety of buildings, but also the 
appreciation of the architectural heritage for future generations, taking 
into account that buildings will age even faster in the new climate regime 
(Latour 2017). The premature ageing of many of the buildings we face 
today and that has to be tackled is also caused by their ‘fragility’. Indeed, 
many were built during the second half of the last century along the lines 
of the principles of modern architecture (Calder 2021).

The ‘excesses’ of the economic boom, whose demographic explosion 
created a need for concrete, breaking down the boundaries between city 
and country (Molinari 2019), has now become a negative excess. The ‘peri-
od’ envisioned here sees the European cities of 2050, and their inhabit-
ants, ageing rapidly, a scenario of destitution that forces us to imagine a 
new form of the city: the ground floor changes nature, from a swarm of 
corner shops into a large continuous loft, a sort of residential floor direct-
ly connected to the courtyards on the one hand and to the public space on 
the other (La Varra 2007). Re-occupying the ground floors of buildings as 
residential spaces, making them accessible for the elderly population, no 
longer confined to alienating care facilities. The ground floor of buildings 
takes on new significance, while the left-overs of the silver society, the once 
noble upper floors and now a possible new frontier for the new incoming 
population, remain empty. We must broaden our horizons, openly inter-
facing with the demographic issues of the countries in the southern part 
of the world, which, in stark contrast to the rich and developed countries, 
have a population with a greater presence of young people. This is a vision 
of a city whose cross-section looks like an inverted demographic pyramid: 
subdividing the residential spaces of buildings in height, according to the 
age of the inhabitants, in order to rethink social bonds and relationships.

The idea of re-inhabiting the ground floors of buildings does not aim 
to reduce the city to some partial aspect of it, losing sight of its meaning 
(Rossi 1982). On the contrary, it must be part of a broader multidiscipli-
nary process aimed at completely redefining the concept of the western 
city, exploring the relationships between open spaces, buildings and sus-
tainable mobility systems.

A design process that starts from quantity to define quality (Ippolito 
2019), provides wonder in the face of a temporary and illusory eradica-
tion of misery.
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population, a group of the population no longer part of the social and 
economic dynamics of work that is becoming a steadily growing majority.

Imagining the future is becoming an increasingly difficult exercise, espe-
cially if we stop to think of the new civilisations we predict for tomorrow’s 
world, a futuristic vision that needs growth for it to be justified. But if the 
only growth we can be sure of is that of the average age, then it is clear that 
the question of the silver society is an urgent one that has to be tackled 
if we are to anticipate the times and avoid a future of destitution for the 
population of tomorrow. According to the World Social Report 2023, as 
the world continues to face multiple crises, the rights and welfare of older 
people must become the focus of collective efforts to achieve a sustainable 
future. Considering the growing importance of this topic, it is vital to begin 
to reflect on the question of services and welfare models that promote the 
inclusion of the elderly (Sangalli, Trabucchi 2023). Indeed, while on the one 
hand the typical inhabitant is increasingly elderly, visually impaired, slow 
and in need of care, on the other hand, demographic stagnation has made 
many marginal, neglected and forgotten spaces, which are in a state of aban-
donment or underutilisation and represent a vast heritage to be exploit-
ed, less popular, i.e. depopulated (Marini 2010). The demographic decline 
affecting our country today will only favour the depopulation of these spac-
es. We don’t need to imagine apocalyptic scenarios to paint a picture that is 
already rapidly taking shape: the constant and relentless decline in popula-
tion that affects some European countries in particular, inevitably condi-
tions the design of urban space and the way we think about the landscape; 
all aspects that change and must be reconsidered as the numbers change. 

In Cascais, Davos, Brighton, San Remo, Malta, the ‘vice’ of destitution 
takes the form of a never-ending vacation. When the elderly, who have 
amassed sufficient resources to enjoy their retirement like a long holiday, 
reach what were originally tourist cities, these turn into a sort of low-in-
tensity tourist site. It is a space-time that becomes detached from urban 
dynamics, that leaves children and grandchildren in the urban density of 
the city and that can promote perennial leisure time as a wellness experi-
ence. In some ways, these dynamics represent a ‘vice’ of destitution too, 
looking for an ‘ending’ that is isolated from the world and from loved-
ones, that choose to give active sense to an age that has no urban imagery. 

Alongside these scattered hordes of golfers and tennis players who roam 
the many courses and courts along the coast of the Mediterranean, there is 
a destitution that does not have the economic resources, or the imagination 
skills needed to relocate. Old inhabitants, old buildings, outdated furnish-
ings, they all create an ‘ecology’ that lives on the edges of the historic centres 
of medium-sized cities as well as in the ‘sprawl’ built-up areas around large 
cities. And also in the small centres of the Apennines where the average age 
now coincides with the actual age of each individual inhabitant. 

Slow, rapid, rural, urban, voluntary, forced, total, partial, sudden, con-
tinuous; different facets of the same problem which starts from much and 
ends with little, which leads to a decline and tends towards extinction: 
depopulation, not of a single place, not understood as displacement, but 
as a general and widespread tendency towards a diminishing population 
that will lead to zero births in Italy in 2050 (Rosina 2021). It is also predict-
ed that the number of people aged 65 or older worldwide will more than 
double, from 761 million in 2021 to 1.6 billion in 2050 (UN 2023). Yusuke 
Narita, a Yale economist, has proposed a radical solution to Japan’s demo-
graphic problem: mass suicide of the elderly population (Hikari, Motoko 
2023). The problem of a planet that, in some of its wealthiest and most 
affluent areas, is rapidly ageing, somehow seems to become one of the main 
themes of urban design and management. Like Japan, the demographics 
of contemporary Europe, in marked contrast with the rest of the world, 
seems to be one of the most concrete problems also in the field of archi-
tecture and territorial transformation.

If we look at the building stock, we cannot ignore the passing of time 
(Moneo 1999): the relentless ageing of buildings is a global phenomenon, 
affecting their aesthetic quality, functionality and safety. 

In recent years, the European Union has adopted several regulations 
to promote the renovation of the building stock, focusing on sustaina-
bility and energy efficiency. From the directives on energy performance 
that impose minimum requirements, promoting the use of renewable 
energy and introducing specific strategies for building renovation, to the 
2020 Circular Economy Action Plan that promotes sustainability in the 
construction sector, encouraging the reuse and recycling of materials.

From an architectural point of view, ageing can be seen as a process 
that encompasses a series of physical transformations that occur over 
time, influenced by multiple factors, including the choice of materials 
used, construction techniques, and environmental conditions. An impor-
tant element to take into account for the durability of buildings is their 
maintenance, without which the degradation process is greatly acceler-
ated. In current conditions, architectural design is a ‘high maintenance’ 

The Old Continent is becoming the continent of the elderly. Demographics 
and age of the building stock are advancing as one. The scenario facing us 
in the 21st century is that of a network of old cities with limited infrastruc-
tural development, large wild land areas, a small number of UNESCO cit-
ies and territories committed to defending themselves against the invasion 
of tourists, and a small number of vibrant, rich, and bustling cities inter-
connected with the world. In some ways – even in this overly simplistic 
vision – this is a narrative that takes us back to a pre-modern Europe: a sort 
of reinterpretation of medieval times where tourists are the new pilgrims, 
today’s dynamic cities are the 12th and 13th century network of centres of 
power and knowledge, isolated monasteries are remote attractions over 
five-six hundred metres above sea level that still draw in tourists, and old 
poor people are the pestilent wanderers banished from the cities. 

‘Poverty is not a vice, that’s a true saying. […] Beggary is a vice. In pov-
erty you may still retain your innate nobility of soul, but in beggary – 
never – no-one’ (Dostoevsky 2015, p. 16). 

Two forms of ‘beggary’ loom large in this medieval remake of the 
European territory and urban fabric. The ageing city, and an ageing 

Vesper Editorial Staff, Population Pyramids of Italy in 2050, graphic 
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and powerfully traced in his Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing. The portrait 
serves as a poignant exploration of suffering and pain, but at the same 
time it speaks of courage. This courage is evident in the artist’s willing-
ness to expose himself vulnerably to the viewer, forcing the public to 
confront his pain and his truth.
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This approach aligns with Schiele’s self-portraits, which are of particular 
interest not only for their artistic merit but also for their profound depth 
of meaning. ‘All his self-portraits were done in front of a mirror, and a 
photo of Schiele staring at his reflection in the mirror, clearly meant to 
be freighted with meaning, seems to speak the questions his portraits try 
to answer: Who am I? What me do I see here?’ (Izenberg 2006, p. 473). 

Egon Schiele often depicts himself naked, symbolising not only the 
nudity of the body but also of the soul. The artist speaks to the world 
so frankly that the viewer may experience discomfort. Schiele explored 
and presented for public viewing the most private moments of a person’s 
life. Naked figures appeared in his paintings and drawings in the most 
intimate and uncomfortable poses, a characteristic also evident in his 
self-portraits. ‘Egon Schiele committed himself to the representation of 
truth rather than beauty’ (Wagner 1994, 82). 

The truth the artist aimed to convey resided in his inner feelings 
and perception of self. ‘Schiele does not aestheticize his nudity, which 
includes male genitalia and the appearance of flayed bodies. They are cre-
ated to shock the viewer from complacency’ (Felton 2015, p. 107). Schiele 
endured the harsh realities of life from a young age, including his father’s 
illness leading to his demise and the family’s hardships, which profound-
ly shaped his worldview. Additionally, he faced numerous everyday chal-
lenges throughout his lifetime. These distressing experiences manifest 
as distortions of form in Schiele’s oeuvre. ‘He turned his own suffering 
into images of men with a calling, men who see what others do not, who 
create what others cannot’ (Leopold 1997, p. 37).

The sitter (artist) as endured his share of misfortunes and sadness and 
now shares his pain with the viewer. ‘The representation of his body as a 
dismembered and degraded site is geared specifically towards inspiring 
pity in the viewer it confronts’ (Blackshow 2007, p. 396). This conveys a 
message to society to confront pain, suffering, and anger. According to 
Theodor Adorno, aesthetic judgment directed towards form stems from 
the fact that form is identified with the expression of suffering (Adorno 
2002, p. 39). It is from this perspective that Schiele distorts his face and 
body, revealing his own state of mind and emotions. In this sense, Schiele 
aligns with Rosenkranz’s theory of form, which argues that adorning ugli-
ness would distort its essence, blurring the distinction between beauty 
and ugliness, and reinforcing the latter as a deceitful aesthetic fabrication 
(Shkepu 2010, p. 57). In his self-portraits, Schiele mainly spoke about per-
sonal problems, the miserable state of the person’s psyche, and to express 
that feeling he resorted to external deformations. The intensity of the 
lines, the position of the body and distortion of forms – these are the 
expressive means that Schiele uses to express the state of mind. And all 
this is complemented by nudity. The emphasis on nudity and eroticism is 
sometimes explained by researchers as revealing narcissistic self-expres-
sion (Calabrese 2006, pp. 334-336). We can agree that Schiele’s double por-
traits can be considered narcissistic: he portrays himself as both a prophet 
and a poet, seemingly paying tribute to the Symbolist theurgic theory: 
the sacred is a human reality revealed by the prophets rather than an oth-
erworldly revelation coming from a god outside humankind (Gerould 
2009, p. 82). However, many of his nude self-portraits, including the key 
work discussed here, reflect deep introspection, positioning the artist at 
the intersection of the Freudian superego and the id, even before Freud 
introduced his theory. If we refer to Clark’s well-known formulation aimed 
at distinguishing between the nude and the naked – to be naked is to be 
deprived of our clothes, and the word implies some of the embarrassment 
most of us feel in that condition, as the word ‘nude’, on the other hand, 
carries, in educated usage, no uncomfortable overtone (Clark 1953, p. 3) –, 
Schiele’s self-portraits are more devoted to nakedness itself, but this naked-
ness causes discomfort not in the sitter, but in the viewer. ‘For Schiele, the 
nude is the most radical form of self-expression not because the body is 
exposed but because the self is grasped entire’ (Steiner 2000, p. 12).

As Danielle Knafo noted ‘Schiele’s art became a vehicle for self-expres-
sion and self exploration’ (Knafo 1993, p. 27). His distinctive style, char-
acterised by distorted figures and expressive lines, challenges traditional 
norms of beauty and confronts viewers with uncomfortable truths about 
human suffering and vulnerability. Schiele’s artistic approach is clearly 

A person and society are engaged in an apparent dialogue, which often 
devolves into a monologue of the individual as an attempt at self-disclo-
sure and public recognition. While a portrait allows artists to delve into 
the world’s depths, a self-portrait serves as introspection and self-disclo-
sure to society, sometimes challenging its norms. The early 20th century 
was marked by significant changes, prompting artists to seek new artistic 
methods that would reflect the profound shifts in society, culture, and 
individual consciousness. Among these artists was Egon Schiele, whose 
unique painting style evolved from initial academic influences and the 
impact of Gustav Klimt, reaching its maturity in the late 1900s and ear-
ly 1910s. Schiele captured the essence of his era by aligning his work 
with the artistic movements of his time, establishing himself as a prom-
inent figure in Austrian Expressionism. Portraits, self-portraits, and dou-
ble self-portraits are central to his oeuvre. In this essay, we will analyse 
Schiele’s Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing, focusing on its pictorial solutions 
and expressiveness to illustrate the key characteristics of his self-portraits 
and explore how his use of nudity conveys raw emotion, challenges soci-
etal norms, and reflects profound introspection and psychological depth.

In his Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing the artist stands before us complete-
ly naked, with a distorted facial expression and grotesque dispropor-
tion of his body. As in many of his portraits and self-portraits, Schiele 
uses an unusual composition in this work. The three-quarter body image, 
the seemingly uncomfortable and artificial pose, the asymmetry of the 
body, the long sleeves and large arms, and the sense that the figure bare-
ly fits into the frame all seem designed to convey the inner discomfort 
of the artist-sitter to the viewer. Such uncomfortable poses are typical 
of Schiele’s portraits, especially his self-portraits throughout his crea-
tive life, as seen in works like Standing Male Nude, Back View (1910), Seated 
Male Nude (Self-Portrait) (1910), Self-Portrait with Raised Right Elbow (1914), 
Standing Male Nude in Red Loincloth (1914) etc.

As with most of his paintings, Schiele opts not to include a background 
in this self-portrait, amplifying the impact of the figure emerging from a 
blank sheet of paper. ‘By isolating the depicted person within the picture, 
without the slightest hint of a surrounding environment or landscape, 
Schiele tried to concentrate particularly on his subjects’ (Elger 1998, p. 
246). At the same time, the use of unusual angles and the depiction of 
the sitter isolated from their environment and surroundings create a dis-
turbing and disconcerting effect (Demetrion 1971, p. 7).

Another characteristic feature that we often see in Schiele’s paintings 
is distortion and exaggeration. The emergence of Expressionism enabled 
the unrestricted use of exaggeration as a form of expression. ‘For one of 
the essential traits of Expressionism is its contradictions, its apparently 
chaotic multiplicity of divergent features, its contrasts between freedom 
and fettering, the individual and the masses, intellect and instinct, ide-
alism and anarchy’ (Neugroschel et al. 1980, p. 16). In his paintings and 
especially in his drawings, Schiele begins to ‘play’ with line. He replaces 
the smooth, harmonious lines characteristic of modernism with highly 
expressive, breaking contours. Schiele uses both curved lines and hard, 
angular lines conveying some kind of anxiety. ‘Schiele’s linear style 
expresses emotional, highly subjective approach’ (Comini 1965, p. 107). 

In Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing the artist omitted the depiction of 
the eyes, a crucial detail in portraiture. Instead, empty orbits con-
front the viewer. The expression on his face conveys anger, stemming 
from suffering, misery, and pain. It echoes the soulful cry reminiscent 
of The Scream by Edvard Munch. Comparing Klimt and Schiele Frank 
Whitford emphasises that in Klimt we find the seductive smile, in Schiele 
it becomes a cry of anguish, a grimace caused by mental and physical 
unease, a hopeless response to an uncertain and unstable world of which 
the artist is an impotent and unwilling victim (Whitford 2013, p. 170). 
The artist employs a grimace in several of his self-portraits. ‘The grimace 
is a mask, which screens out the physiognomy that has become insepa-
rably interwoven with character and personality’ (Schröder 1999, p. 64).

In his portraits, Schiele is not merely a documenter striving for external 
similarity; rather, he is an examiner of essence, willing to prioritise dis-
tortions that reveal the inner world of his subjects over external accuracy. 

Egon Schiele, Nude Self-Portrait, Grimacing, 1910. Pencil, charcoal, brush 
and gouache on paper, 55.8 × 36.7 centimetres. © Albertina, Wien.
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A PLACE

the Association of Engineers include a description of gender-neutral pub-
lic toilets that can produce a reduction of about forty percent on space and 
construction and operating costs. The modern gender-neutral toilet is an 
accessible public toilet designed for use by any group of people (Kogan 
2007). Open-plan, semi-open designs arranged in open spaces, supplement-
ed with outdoor seating and flushing devices that serve as fountains, regen-
erate the tradition of making public toilets directly accessible from streets, 
parks, and squares. Prototypes for renovation or contemporary design inte-
grate additional functions, multi-user facilities, and family-friendly locker 
rooms to guarantee safety, socialisation, and urban reactivation.

Public latrines can and should reintegrate the urban imaginary. ‘To 
rethink latrines is to rethink cities, with a view to greater equity and sus-
tainability’ (di Robilant, Koolhaas, Petermann, Trüby 2014, p. 178). The 
recent Tokyo Toilet project built seventeen public toilets in the Shibuya 
district with the aim of rethinking the concept of accessible, safe, and 
beautiful public toilets (Genovese 2023). These innovative toilets are inte-
grated into broader urban redevelopment projects, and in Wim Wenders’ 
documentary Perfect Days they are described as ‘small sanctuaries of peace 
and dignity’, unexpected and surprising places where one can regain a 
sense of calm and dignity. And if the true essence of a city is reflected in 
its most miserable corners, public latrines reflect this misery. The public 
bath constitutes the foundation of an entire social and cultural structure, 
of the sense and meaning of its urbanities.
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emergent spaces. With the decline of the urban sphere, companies, public 
or private, discover, by design or by accident, that they can make money no 
longer from urban peeing, pecunia non olet but precisely from the failure of 
the urban. If one needs to go to the bathroom, one buys something. Services 
are offered to paying customers only, subject to consumption. And if there 
is deemed to be a safety problem, the public or private company’s bathroom 
is simply closed. The privatisation of public bathrooms reflects a commodi-
fication of space and increasing selection in access to essential services that 
affects us all, since ‘the urban inequality is not just about the poor not having 
enough money, it is also about the powerful making enough money to buy 
urban necessities out from under the poor’ (Sassen 2014, p. 118).

If the modernisation of the city also passed through the construction 
of public baths or their solemn grafting into pre-existing civic artifacts, 
today these fundamental places appear obliterated memories, absent wit-
nesses of a past when the public city was a priority. Some are temporar-
ily reopened under the slogan of ‘providing a necessary service during 
events in the historic centre’ a sentiment driven by tourist needs rath-
er than a genuine commitment to public welfare. The good living room 
of the tourist market supplants the sense of urbanity. And, at the same 
time, architectures that once made explicit the presence of an essential 
service are replaced by temporary, functional anonymous artifacts, intend-
ed to respond to situations as emergency, which find no visible meaning 
in urban construction. These are sometimes smart spaces, mostly of short 
duration, in any case selective. As unnecessary accessories, they highlight 
the cultural transformations implied by the current city.

While the World Health Organization recalls the importance of toilets 
to ensure accessibility in all public spaces, ‘the lack of adequate latrines 
in urban centres is a sign of poor urban planning and social inequalities’ 
(di Robilant, Koolhaas, Petermann, Trüby 2014, p. 102). The decline in the 
supply of public toilets, justified by reasons related to vandalism, crime, 
and financial constraints, supports in fact the lack of consideration about 
their value to urbanity. It is an undercurrent that brands a need. That of 
bringing urban design back central to public discourse.

In Italy, there are no regulatory sources requiring public establishments 
to make toilets available to non-customers. The same goes for local authori-
ties to provide independent toilets in public open spaces. A law was recently 
passed in New York City requiring the city to find at least one feasible loca-
tion for new public toilets in each urban area corresponding to the zip code, 
while some states in the U.S. have recently passed laws to require commer-
cial establishments to open their toilets to customers with a legitimate cer-
tified medical need (De Santis, Gregori 2022).

In the complex relationship between citizenship, bodies, and urban 
spaces, the absence or inadequacy of public toilets produce hidden ine-
qualities (Wiseman 2019), places of non-belonging (Browne 2004), and 
exclusions of people from full citizenship (Greed 2003). As the popula-
tion ages and disabilities increase, the shortage or inadequacy of public 
bathrooms causes degradation and fragility. 

The connection between human physiological needs, politics of shar-
ing (Molotch, Norén 2010), and the market dominance us understand 
many social aspects of our cities. The gradual disappearance of free basic 
services, public latrines, but not only, has become an established prac-
tice, often justified by public order or budgetary reasons. This situation 
has a significant impact on the relationship between the city, citizens’ 
needs and market dominance, as evidenced, for example, by Morris’s col-
umns serving as public toilets and advertising panels or advertising scaf-
folding on the construction sites of historic buildings under restoration. 
The negotiation between social needs and market pressures highlights 
a theme of urban design whose answers are still uncertain. Of these, 
one plausible strategy seems to lie between the long time of the city 
and the short duration of the market. Reasoning about the time of the 
city’s architecture and the duration of the contingent seems to be able to 
become a design issue for building or rethinking some necessary places 
in the city. Places that can respond to needs, designing contexts, gener-
ating civilisation, and yet tuning into what is present in the present time.

The issue of presence is thus joined by the issue of spatial features. 
Standards and regulatory paraphernalia are addressed to structural issues 
only, obsessing over plant aspects leave out issues concerning users and 
spaces. In Italy, for example, the normative reference for bathroom design 
for people with different abilities dates to 1989, limited to the organisa-
tion of the enclosed space, and it is a frequent problem in many countries.

A ‘hygienic imagination’ that divides the ‘clean public space’ from the 
‘dirty realm of the abject body’ by separating men from women, people from 
people with disabilities, and, in an earlier era, members of one race from 
another (Cavanaugh 2010) perishes. Yet, the place of public latrines repre-
sents a potential for spatial inventions for the city, the diverse needs of bod-
ies, and mingled social awareness. In Germany, the revised guidelines of 

We all know the feeling of being mobile in the city and being seized by 
a pressing physiological need. Depending on where you are, things can 
get complicated. From a logistical, safety or hygiene standpoint, espe-
cially for women, children, and people with disabilities (O’Reilly 2016).

Belonging to the ‘microcosms of functional architecture’ (di Robilant, 
Koolhaas, Petermann, Trüby 2014, p. 45), public latrines represent ‘one 
of the few spaces we all need at some point, and we are all vulnerable 
because there are often not enough of them’ (Simon 2011, p. 84). Yet, pub-
lic latrines have long been present among the fundamental sites of city 
architecture. Their history reflects entire eras and restores their meaning. 
Quirky communes and wretched inequalities, individual dignity and col-
lective well-being, ideas of society and power dynamics, they draw out-
posts of the city or spectres of its absence.

Markers of the polis since ancient Greece, in De architectura Vitruvius plac-
es spaces designated for public hygiene, including latrines, at the base of 
the civic structure. ‘In ancient Rome, public latrines were places of social 
interaction as much as baths or piazzas’ (di Robilant, Koolhaas, Petermann, 
Trüby 2014, p. 67). Leonardo da Vinci’s illustrious latrines, revolutionised in 
plumbing and ventilation systems, marked key points of the renovated city. 
From the late 19th century to the 1930s, the massive campaign of public bath-
house construction concurs in the testing of the new sanitation conscious-
ness (Cent’anni fa la Sanità 1988) dictating the urban design of modernity. It 
was a general rush, ‘mayors of every city would show up and hold events 
where they boasted about their public baths’ (Simon 2011, p. 84). From major 
capitals to provincial cities. Like Udine, which in 1894 received a gold med-
al at the International Exhibition of Medicine and Hygiene in Rome for its 
public baths. The presence of these places ‘absolutely necessary for health and 
urban decency’ rises to a fundamental criterion for evaluating the wealth of a 
nation (Pedrini 1905). The progress debated in technical manuals and scien-
tific essays is reflected in architectures endowed with a search for solemnity, 
recognisable, accessible, scattered widely throughout the city body. It is archi-
tecture for urbanity. Hospitable objects, functional devices, social tools, pul-
viscular, diffuse, distributed structures, on par with hospitals or health care.

Public latrines are an infrastructure in their own right and as such also 
represent a means of control. From the Cloaca Maxima to Renaissance reg-
ulations, the materialisation of an awareness becomes the norm, produces 
a utilitarian response, and conforms devices for the maintenance of power 
hierarchies (Adorno, Horkheimer 1979). Public latrines are instruments of 
colonisation (Bhabha 1994) within the perverse fascination with hygienic 
purity that characterises all relations between colonial power and indige-
nous resistance (Fanon 1963). Similarly, regulated and monitored by authori-
ties, they become places where people’s behaviour is observed and regulated, 
reinforcing the norms and hierarchies present within society. Cleanliness 
serves hygienic and moral purposes and ‘thus discipline produces subjected 
and practised bodies, “docile” bodies’ (Foucault 1995, p. 138). While public 
latrines can be used as a means of controlling individual behaviour, their lack 
or inadequate quality perpetuates equally pernicious exclusions.

Public latrines, then, prove to be more than just functional architec-
tures. They knot broad meanings, reflecting cultural values, norms, and 
priorities. From the ritual practices related to human excretion of the 
Scatologic Rites of All Nations (Bourke 1891), to the metamorphosis of excre-
ment from waste to social resource of the Ode to Poop (Leroux 1848), to the 
links between human physiological waste and culture of the Histoire de la 
merde (Laporte 2000), public places dedicated to bodily leftovers tell us 
about the vitality of a civilisation or its decline (Spengler 1991). After all, if 
every era can be read in the intertwining of architecture and management 
of physiological residues, past the Vespasians, it is recent news, through 
DNA analysis of uncollected dog droppings, it will soon be possible to 
identify owners who do not collect their animals’ droppings and fine them!

Public latrines are real or missing witnesses to the right to the city (Lefebvre 
1996), gradients of justice and inclusion. Like all residual places, last of the 
discards provoking a never-vanishing sense of repudiation, irreverent primal 
affair that unites us all, these places are an integral part of the urban expe-
rience (de Certeau 1984) in the boundaries between intimacy and collectiv-
ity. The artist Ai Weiwei, for example, uses public latrines as an exploratory 
site of the conditions of privacy, dignity, and inequality, of the social and 
political norms that regulate their use and perception. Similarly, the public 
toilets in Danny Boyle’s film Trainspotting probe microcosms of despair and 
degradation, of the inequalities and challenges of the contemporary city.

In the stage of this ‘unequal city’ (Harvey 1973), dignity, once visible and 
monumental, appears relegated to extraneous, intangible, and ghostly con-
ditions. And urban misery emerges progressively removed from the terri-
tory of architecture along with public latrines. Its structure in public space 
has turned into a latent condition, faded, removed, as if non-existent. Public 
latrines have become increasingly rare, replaced by private toilets in bars, 
restaurants, and shopping malls, or for private use in stations or a few other 

Municipality of Udine, Technical Office, Chief Municipal Engineer, 
Project for Public Latrine in Ricasoli Garden, 1928. Courtesy Comune 
di Udine, U.R.P. e Servizio Edilizia Privata, Archivio PRGR1728, 
PDAS1II17.E, PRGR1916PDAF1II.22.C.

Municipality of Udine, Technical Office, Chief Municipal Engineer, 
Project for Nine Public Latrines on the Civic Castle Square, 1938. 
Courtesy Comune di Udine, U.R.P. e Servizio Edilizia Privata, Archivio 
PRGR1728, PDAS1II17.E, PRGR1916PDAF1II.22.C.
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AN AUTHORin collaboration with Constant for the pylons (van Moorsel, Segaar-
Höweler 2008, p. 103).

If the ‘first quality that characterizes Biopolis is its humanity, i.e. the 
possibility for the individual to develop to the utmost his personality 
and capacities, in a stimulating environment’ (Hartsuyker 1970, p. 62), 
for Hartsuyker-Curjel, the architectural project coincided with a synthet-
ic experimentation based on a practical semiology of the city. ‘Biopolis is 
to be an adaptation to an integration of the rapidly changing factors in 
our society […]: automatization, rationalization, mass-production. […] 
The structure of this society is characterized by […] a prevailing impor-
tance of “brainwork” over muscular strength […] with an increase of time 
devoted to recreation, amusement, creative activities’ (ibid., pp. 64-65).

To be seen as a manifesto (Hartsuyker, Hartsuyker-Curjel 1968a) fol-
lowing the direction public housing was taking, Biopolis announced its 
self-sufficiency in combining work needs and recreational spaces under 
a single ‘tent’: not mobile, but firmly tacked to the ground until becom-
ing too rigid in its planimetric development. The architectural dimen-
sion of housing expanded on an urban scale yet remained measurable 
at one mile: a house-city for 20,000 inhabitants introjecting its exterior 
and recovering the image of a ductile system beneath which anything can 
happen as a collective opportunity. With the aim of constructing a constel-
lation of hill-cities extending beyond the strictly geographical bounda-
ries of the Netherlands, the structure consisted of a modular skeleton 
(in metal, wood, concrete or a prefabricated structure) housing the liv-
ing cells. The repetition of units, on a regular rhythm, defined the plan 
extension of the surface of each level understood as a macrostructure – 
for the Hartsuyker-Curjel, ‘decks’ or ‘dwelling hills’, for Constant, ‘sec-
tors’. Each level was set back from the lower floor to allow the individual 
dwelling units and their terraces to transcend the boundary between 
inside and outside. At ground level, as in Constant’s ‘nomadic city’, there 
would have been a vehicle infrastructure network from which the artifi-
cial soil of the first level would rise, releasing to its inhabitants the out-
door space, in this sub-hypogean confinement. The variable extension of 
each level, composed in parallel shifts, would draw and shape the profile 
of the city itself, oriented along three sides arranged east-west to follow 
the course of the sun. The necessity of thinking and drawing in section 
allows the wide interstice between the levels of the pyramidal structure 
to accommodate those spaces that the contemporary ‘city of misery’ 
(Nieuwenhuys in Careri 2001, p. 8), or the ‘dissociated city’ (Hartsuyker 
1970, p. 2), tends to scatter: all-grades schools, cultural spaces for music 
and theatre, museums, cinemas, sport infrastructures. These would be 
adjacent to dwelling and working spaces, allowing free movement with-
out interferences.

Not far off, Hydrobiopolis (1968-1971, Hartsuyker, Hartsuyker-Curjel 
1968b; 1969), the later marine version of Biopolis, emerged from the 
waters closed to The Hague on a concrete pile structure. It extended 
one-kilometre-long arm towards the Wassenaar coast as the only infra-
structural protuberance stretched to the land. An artificial island which 
maintains the internal spatiality almost completely unchanged from its 
terrestrial doppelgänger.

Despite the wider architectural Dutch debate of the time, the projects 
on which the Hartsuyker-Curjel worked during the 1960s, managed to 
redeem their utopian origin through the achievement of consequential 
constructed fallouts, moving away from many simultaneous reflections 
that remained only on paper. Biopolis thus becomes a construction capa-
ble of combining theoretical experimentation and practical synthesis: ‘A 
city that is there first and foremost for people […] just a little more prac-
tical than Constant’s New Babylon’ (de Haas 1968, p. 8). The south-east-
ern district of Lombardijen in Rotterdam became a post-war urban scene 
for the construction of the Zonnetrap (Solar Stair) project (1967-1975): a 
residential building for the elderly. This project addressed local vulner-
abilities by housing residents ‘under a common roof’, without betray-
ing its compositional-architectural aims (Hartsuyker, Hartsuyker-Curjel 
1982). However, in their original ambiguous measurability, the gargantu-
an ‘dwelling hills’, once built up, struggle to represent their paper expres-
siveness, opening up to interpretations where the spectre of the marginal 
continues to hover compared to recreational evidence. Theoretical inten-
tions and practical outcomes confronted each other in the Hartsuyker-
Curjel urban artefact, generating plausible uncertainties about the 

‘Man is originally a nomad. […] Man has become a nomad again’ (Blijstra 
1967, pp. 5-6). In his 1967 work Wij wonen | Wonen wij? (We live | Do we live?), 
Reinder Blijstra dedicates an entire chapter to housing in an imminent 
future, focusing on Dutch urban-scale design opportunities. The cases 
explore a two-pronged investigation into theoretical experimentation 
and project effectiveness seen as a tangible incentive in addressing spe-
cific poor living conditions. The emphasis on a nomadic model of living 
highlights a paradox, leading to a modernised prototype of shared habi-
tation. Blijstra’s observations sum up a broader national effort to improve 
the design of dwellings and collective housing. In the early 1950s, Dutch 
architecture made a quantum leap towards addressing social issues, 
building on efforts that began in the mid-19th century and were for-
malised in the 1901 Housing Act, the Netherlands’ first legislation aimed 
at improving housing conditions and solving the very real problems of 
unhealthy housing, especially for the working class.

Nearly fifty years later, the essay by Willem van Tijen published in 1952 
in “Forum”, redefined the perimeter of collective housing design, empha-
sising again the need to address renewed conditions of misery concur-
rently with functional aims.

As former students of Siegfried Giedion at the ETH in Zürich, Enrico 
Hartsuyker and Luzia Hartsuyker-Curjel moved to the Netherlands from 
Switzerland a year later, during a period of extensive reconstruction. Up 
until the end of 20th century, they dedicated their whole architectural 
practice to urban and social housing project, focusing on affordability 
and broad social acceptability. From healthy space to recreational space: 
their architectural solutions for the rapid growth of the contemporary 
Dutch city, aimed to create places where ‘our living, our neighbourhoods 
and our homes can be directed […] towards possibilities of a real activity 
of the body, hands and mind, in young and old. […] They can also satis-
fy, in the right place and time, the need for rest and reflection, for being 
alone, for contact with nature, land and space’ (van Tijen 1952, p. 278). 
While in the early years of the century the architectural project was there-
fore expected to solve precise lacks in a physical field, by the late 1950s 
the range of needs investigated by architects had expanded to include 
recreational desires. The scarcity of leisure spaces both inside and out-
side domesticity became a focal point, highlighting a condition of spatial 
precariousness, – in a reaction to the lack of a system of quickly reachable 
leisure places – and a need for areas offering freedom ‘from the slavery of 
work and sedentariness’ (Careri 2001, p. 5), and where ‘utility will make 
way for the creative activity par excellence, play’ (ibid., p. 11). Homo Ludens 
(Huizinga 1938) would at long last find his home.

The immediate reference became the concept of a ‘camp for nomads 
on a planetary scale’ (Nieuwenhuys 1974, p. 1), envisioned in the geo-
graphical project New Babylon (1959-1964) by Constant Nieuwenhuys. 
This broad expandable ‘nomadic tent’ was a complex, ramified structure, 
where contemporary society could rediscover a different sense of time 
and space, thanks to automated, machine-driven production progress. A 
permeable well-organised place in which the wandering of its inhabitants 
would allow the reconquest of a strictly human dimension of dwelling in 
a general return to the creative nature of being, superseding the dimen-
sional limit of the concepts of housing and the city. The utilitarian norms 
applied to the functional city would be channelled into a new normative 
model, focused on recreation. The multiform appearances of the com-
positional variations criss-crossed with contemporaneous architectural 
trends drew the urban profile of many nomadic cities. 

In their search to define a new paradigm for social housing in the 
Netherlands, Hartsuyker-Curjel themselves tapped into the contempo-
rary echo of needs for housing, steering it towards a theoretical-practi-
cal apparatus. This framework found a preliminary summation in the 
projects of Biopolis and Hydrobiopolis: a terrigenous city for The Hague 
with its aquigenous alternative for the Wassenaar coasts along the North 
Sea. A dwelling ‘mastaba’ (Hartsuyker 1970, p. 4) emerging from the 
ground or excavating it, a Droomstad (City of dreams) (Sluysmans 1967, 
p. 25), as defined in the newspapers of the time that often compared 
Biopolis with New Babylon. It invented the urban morphology of the plac-
es it visited, eventually tracing out its coastal double. The project was 
designed between 1961 and 1964, while Enrico Hartsuyker was working 
on the never built project of the IJ-tunnel in Amsterdam (1962-1969), 

correspondence between ideal premises and the project’s effective abil-
ity to respond concretely to the system of needs. Anyway, the building 
allowed Hartsuyker-Curjel to challenge Biopolis, both as a thesis and a 
project on specific contemporary. It stood as one of the few architectural 
endeavours of its kind in the Dutch scenario of the time where technique 
and practice encounter their theoretical paper ‘ancestors’.
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AN IDEA

and punctuates the field of possibility of relations between living and 
non-living bodies, then a poor project is one that seeks to weaken, if not 
destroy, not so much property in the strict sense, but the constants that 
block or hinder relations between bodies and prevent their mutual use.

As Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari stated in reference to Kakfa’s liter-
ature, poverty, as a ‘weakening of the constants’ (Deleuze, Guattari 1987, 
p. 104), disassembles from within the elements that constitute the reassur-
ing authorial autonomy of the project, placing at its centre not the author 
– who turns out to be nothing more than a ‘figurehead’ but the relation-
ships that truly invest it. A work conceived in this sense is not and cannot 
be self-referential; it does not assert ‘fuck context’ like the Rem Koolhaas’s 
Bigness (Koolhaas 1995, p. 502). Because the initial condition is one of scar-
city, both the work and its authors are compelled not only to initiate con-
tinuous creative processes but also to interconnect collectively through 
practices and knowledge, immersing themselves in a network of relation-
ships that continually shape and dismantle the work, even after its con-
struction. A work understood in this sense cannot claim any authorship 
or declare any autonomy of the discipline; it can only recognise that every 
work is always ‘a collective enunciation’ (Deleuze, Guattari 2003, p. 81).

As we stated in reference to the Franciscan reality, there is a relationship 
between the two forms of poverty we have analysed so far: scarcity and 
use. Since relations and quantity are connected thinking about poverty in 
design therefore means ‘subtract and place in variation’ (Deleuze, Guattari 
1987, p. 104), but also subtract and place in relationships. Here, subtract-
ing means working with the ‘scarcity’ of space, the ‘lack’ of resources, tal-
ents, techniques, knowledge, and personnel; working from conditions 
of poverty to induce creative variations in the compositional lexicon, 
uses, habitation, and objectives. The impoverishment of composition-
al and construction techniques, as well as resources, in this type of pro-
ject, which we could also call a minor project (Stoner 2012; Boano 2020), 
corresponds not only to a multiplication and intensification of creative 
moments, ‘an extension of variations’, a ‘proliferation of shifting effects’ 
(Deleuze, Guattari 1987, p. 104), but above all to the production of new 
relational connections that involve both the project and the designers, as 
well as the work and its inhabitants.

Such an operation is a risky endeavour. Relationships and formal var-
iations cannot be guaranteed by the project. At best, the project can be 
the rationalisation of the hope that such events will happen. Poverty, as 
it has been understood so far, does not rely on any transcendent security, 
whether it be property, law, or a method. It is more of a field of tensions 
that must be navigated with the risk of failure. Pritzker Prize winners 
Alejandro Aravena (2016) and Lacaton & Vassal (2021) have demonstrat-
ed on various occasions that what matters is not simply designing forms 
but ensuring that these forms can open up ‘escape routes’, and that they 
can ‘fabricating possibilities’: ‘The opposite of a framing situation. It’s 
about constructing this non-frame’ (Lacaton, Vassal 2020, p. 31). Only in 
this way are spaces able to ‘promote relationships’ and ‘offer freedom of 
usage’ (ibid., p. 33). Similarly, the interesting aspect of Aravena’s unfin-
ished projects, after all, is not only to offer sophisticated participatory 
techniques that allow residents to appropriate and self-build their own 
space, but to intuit and showcase that emptiness, both conceptually and 
materially, is never truly empty. Where there is a lack, where there seems 
to be an emptiness, there is actually a fullness of relationships, of cre-
ative and constructive possibilities. Emptiness is only empty on paper. 
Everywhere else, outside the project, it is full of life.

Bibliography:
Agamben G., The Highest Poverty. Monastic Rules and Form-of-Life, Stanford 
University Press, Stanford 2013 | Boano C., Progetto minore. Alla ricerca del-
la minorità nel progetto urbanistico ed architettonico, LetteraVentidue, Siracusa 
2020 | Bonagrazia da Bergamo, Tractatus de Christi et apostolorum pauper-
tate, in Oliger L., Archivium Franciscanum Historicum XXII, 1929, pp. 305-
317 | Caroli E. (ed.), Fonti francescane, Editrici Francescane, Padova 2011 | 
Deleuze G., Guattari F., Kafka. Towards a Minor Literature (1975), University 
of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2003 | Deleuze G., Guattari F., A Thousand 
Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1980), University of Minnesota Press, 
Minneapolis 1987 | Koolhaas R., Bigness or the Problem of Large (1994), in 
Idem, Oma, Mau B., S,M,L,XL, The Monacelli Press, New York 1995, pp. 
495-516 | Lacaton A., Vassal P., Pleasure of Living, in “Domus”, no. 1051, 
November 2020, pp. 29-33. | Lambertini R., Fonti normative francescane, 
Editrici Francescane, Padova 2016 | Stoner J., Toward a Minor Architecture, 
The MIT Press, Cambridge Mass. 2012.

Abbrevations:
FF - Fonti francescane (Franciscan sources) | FNF - Fonti normative francescane 
(Franciscan normative sources).

Poverty is often thought of in strictly quantitative terms, used as a syno-
nym for scarcity, lack, or as a reflection of a process of subtraction. This 
concept is often placed within the realm of economics, contrasted with 
wealth, and associated or confused with misery. The subject exposed to 
poverty – whether it be a person, a population, a geographic area, or a sit-
uation – feels the weight of these connotations. A life exposed to poverty 
is a miserable life, one exposed to the worst of evils as it continually con-
fronts its own limits, with death, with its own end.

Our culture unanimously denounces it as an extreme evil, as a plague 
to be eradicated, as an enemy to be fought. Yet, within our culture, there is 
an idea of poverty that is diametrically opposed to the one just described. 
In Christianity – and not only there – the idea of poverty aligns more 
closely with salvation than with misfortune, something entirely separate 
from misery that cannot be fully explained in economic terms. In the 
Gospels, Jesus presents poverty as the essential condition for accessing 
the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ (Mt 5:3; Lk 6:20). In the Middle Ages, it even 
tends to be presented as a ‘privilege’ (FF 3279), a ‘gem’ (ibid. 641); a gem 
so precious that it is called the ‘seal of the Kingdom’ (ibid. 1979).

How is it possible for poverty to be conceived in such different ways? 
In what ways is it associated with or detached from misery? How can 
Christianity conceive of poverty in positive, salvific terms? And, more 
specifically in relation to the topics to be addressed here: can poverty, 
understood in this way, become a resource for design? Can it be trans-
lated into architectural terms? And if so, how? 

To answer these questions, we can focus on one of the religious orders 
that, around the 13th century, conceived, developed, and lived the concept 

of poverty in an especially intense manner: the Franciscan order. For this 
order, poverty does not consist of limited access to resources, nor in the 
renunciation of individual property in favour of communal property, as 
was the case in the monasteries of monastic orders, but rather in the rad-
ical renunciation of any form of ownership. The friars, or the Franciscan 
sisters, to be such, ceased to possess any goods – whether objects, hous-
es, animals, or land.

This subtractive radicalisation of poverty implies the replacement of 
the concept of property with another concept, crucial even for the archi-
tectural tradition, that of use. As Pope Niccolò III stated in the seal Exiit 
qui seminat in reference to the Franciscans: ‘No one should think that such 
renunciation of all property implies the renunciation of the use of things’. 
Among ‘property, possession, usufruct, the right of use, and the simple use 
of fact [simplicem facti usum]’, writes the Pope, ‘the life of mortals needs the 
last as necessary’ while ‘it can do without the first’ (FNF 136).

Franciscan poverty is thus based on the separation of property from use, 
a separation that implies, for the friars and sisters, the simple use of things, 
places, and clothing, without owning any of them (Agamben 2013, pp. 123-
145). Through this conceptualisation, Bonagrazia da Bergamo could com-
pare the way of life of the friar to that of animals, writing: ‘Just as the horse 
has the use of fact, but not the ownership of the oats it eats, so the religious 
who has renounced all property has the simple use of fact of the bread, 
wine, and clothing’ (Bonagrazia da Bergamo 1929, p. 511). Poverty thus 
does not indicate deprivation, punishment, or castigation, but above all a 
form of relationship, a relationship with something that one does not own.

This renunciation leads to an anthropological change that involves 
not only the relationship with things but also with space and technol-
ogy. Since the relational device of property will no longer mediate the 
relationship between bodies and the world, no architectural device – be 
it the house, the city, or the monastery – can remain the privileged place 
for practicing this form of ascetic life permanently exposed to a state of 
necessity. While more recently the Situationists have adopted the motto 
‘to inhabit is to be at home everywhere’, for the Franciscans, inhabiting 
meant living everywhere as strangers (FF 91; 122). Similarly, technolo-
gy does not produce any form of stability: it is neither conservative nor 
appropriative. It does not serve to partition the world. The only objects 
the friar can carry, aside from his clothing, are his work tools (FF 24). 
For him, technology thus curiously becomes a habitus, enabling him to 
inhabit the world without owning it. 

The use of things, space, and technology, that poverty initiates, leads 
to a metaphysical breakthrough which, through subtraction, does not 
create a lack or needs but rather redefines and subverts from within the 
relationship between the self and the other, between the internal and the 
external, between architecture and landscape. Poverty, thus conceived, 
opposes misery and does not contradict the idea of wealth or abundance. 
On the contrary, as Tommaso da Celano recalls in Vita Seconda, ‘he who 
moves away from poverty will be punished by misery (necessitate)’ (FF 
654) because poverty is the condition of those who have the ability to 
maintain a relationship with what they do not possess, while misery is 
the opposite condition of those for whom this use of things and plac-
es is impossible, regardless of whether they possess them or not. The 
two dimensions through which poverty is understood – quantitative 
(scarcity) and relational (non-proprietary use) – are actually inseparable 
and interrelated. Scarcity compels the friars to enter into relationships 
with others, immerse themselves in the world, and make use of it, while 
renouncing property paradoxically implies a subversion of scarcity into 
abundance, potentially extending use to every entity. 

So, how can poverty be translated into design terms?
To avoid an aestheticization or monumentalisation of history, the aim 

of this reflection will not be to indicate poor or, worse yet, Franciscan 
forms. As we have seen so far, Franciscan poverty implies an alteration in 
the quality of relations between the human and the other entities that 
populate the planet. If we want to try to translate this idea of poverty with 
architectural forms, they must not be thought of in terms of their iden-
tity, their ontological status. We must not ask: ‘What is a poor form?’ but 
rather: ‘What does it do?’; ‘how does it works?’; ‘in what way does it unfold 
into reality?’; ‘in what way does it move and change the bodies which it 
enters into relation with?’. If we try to answer these questions, it is not pos-
sible to focus only on the architectural work. Reflecting on poverty means 
reflecting on the relationships that the work establishes before and after its 
realisation. It means critically integrating every aspect into the design pro-
cess: the drawing phase, the techniques employed, the realisations of the 
work, its disposal, the materials, the production system, and the human 
and non-human entities involved in construction and use. 

If we think that property is not only one of the most important jurid-
ical devices, but an anthropological device that decodes, regularises 

September 2020: via Prenestina in the Quarticciolo hamlet.  
Series Bordi. Ph. and courtesy Tommaso Protti.

215Fundamentals214 Vesper | MiserabiliaEdoardo Fabbri

Poverty and Project



Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper è un progetto di | is a project by Pard – Publishing Actions  
and Research Development / Ir.Ide – Infrastruttura di Ricerca 
Integral Design Environment
Dipartimento di Culture del progetto – Dipartimento di eccellenza
Università Iuav di Venezia

Direttrice | Editor
Sara Marini, Università Iuav di Venezia

Consiglio editoriale | Editorial Board
Fabrizio Barozzi, Barozzi Veiga
Francesco Bergamo, Università Iuav di Venezia 
Felice Cimatti, Università della Calabria
Juan Carlos Dall’Asta, Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University
Dario Gentili, Università degli Studi Roma Tre
Sebastián Irarrázaval, Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile
Angela Mengoni, Università Iuav di Venezia
Nieves Mestre, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
Alessandro Orsini, Columbia University 
Gundula Rakowitz, Università Iuav di Venezia
Luka Skansi, Politecnico di Milano

Comitato scientifico | Advisory Board
Petar Bojanić, University of Belgrade
Giuliana Bruno, Harvard University
José María Calvo López, Universidad Politécnica de Cartagena 
Emanuele Coccia, École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales
Michele Cometa, Università degli Studi di Palermo
Giovanni Corbellini, Politecnico di Torino
Giuseppe D’Acunto, Università Iuav di Venezia 
Serenella Iovino, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
Andreas Kreul, Universität Bremen 
Andrew Leach, University of Sydney
Gianfranco Marrone, Università degli Studi di Palermo
Pasquale Miano, Università degli Studi di Napoli Federico II
Inés Moisset, Universidad de Buenos Aires - Conicet
Fiamma Montezemolo, University of California, Davis
Andreas Philippopoulos-Mihalopoulos, University of Westminster
Andrea Pinotti, Università degli Studi di Milano
Marko Pogacnik, Università Iuav di Venezia 
Alessandro Rocca, Politecnico di Milano
Eduardo Roig, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
Annalisa Sacchi, Università Iuav di Venezia
Federico Soriano, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid
Federica Villa, Università degli Studi di Pavia
Mechtild Widrich, School of the Art Institute of Chicago

Redazione | Editorial Staff
Giulia Bersani, Giovanni Carli, Egidio Cutillo, Giacomo De Caro, 
Stefano Eger, Simone Lavezzaro, Francesco Maranelli, Elisa Monaci, 
Andrea Pastorello, Alberto Petracchin, Francesca Rognoni, Riccardo 
Segradin, Davide Zaupa, Luca Zilio. 

Traduzioni | Translations
Laddove non diversamente specificato, tutte le traduzioni dei testi e 
delle citazioni sono di Just!Venice. | Translations of texts and citations 
in this journal are by Just!Venice, unless otherwise specified.

Layout grafico | Graphic Layout
bruno, Venezia

Impaginazione | Layout 
Redazione Vesper | Vesper Editorial Staff

Caratteri tipografici | Typefaces 
Union, Radim Peško, 2006
JJannon, François Rappo, 2019

Editore | Publisher
Quodlibet srl
via Giuseppe e Bartolomeo Mozzi, 23 - 62100 Macerata
www.quodlibet.it

Abbonamento annuo (due numeri) | One Year Subscription (two issues)
Italia | Italy € 25 Estero | International € 50

Per abbonamenti e ulteriori informazioni | For subscriptions and any 
further information: ordini@quodlibet.it

© Vesper. Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria |  
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory 

Periodicità semestrale | Six-monthly Journal

Fondi per la pubblicazione | Publication Funding
Dipartimento di eccellenza 2023-2027 - Finanziamento Mur

Iscrizione al Registro Stampa del Tribunale di Venezia n. 4/2019  
del 24/10/2019
Direttore responsabile: Sara Marini

No. 11 | Miserabilia
Autunno | Inverno 2024
Fall | Winter 2024

Autori | Authors
Fabrizia Berlingieri, professoressa associata in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Politecnico di Milano.
Alberto Bertagna, professore associato in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università degli Studi di Genova.
Camillo Boano, professore ordinario in Composizione architettonica  

e urbana, Politecnico di Torino.
Guido Boffi, professore associato in Estetica, Università Cattolica  

del Sacro Cuore di Milano. 
Giacomo Brunelli, Photographer, London.
Đorđe Bulajić, dottorando in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Politecnico di Milano.
Diana Carta, dottoranda in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Sapienza Università di Roma.
Alberto Cervesato, assegnista di ricerca in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università degli Studi di Udine.
Giulia Conti, dottoranda in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Università Iuav di Venezia.
Cassandra Cozza, ricercatrice in Composizione architettonica e urbana, 

Politecnico di Milano.
Armando Dal Fabbro, professore ordinario in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università Iuav di Venezia.
Andrea Alberto Dutto, Assistant Professor in Architecture, University 

of Idaho, Moscow.
Edoardo Fabbri, assegnista di ricerca in Composizione architettonica  

e urbana, Università degli Studi Roma Tre.
Cherubino Gambardella, professore ordinario in Composizione 

architettonica e urbana, Università degli Studi della Campania 
“Luigi Vanvitelli”.

Dario Gentili, professore associato in Filosofia morale, Università 
degli Studi Roma Tre.

Massimiliano Giberti, professore associato in Composizione architettonica 
e urbana, Università degli Studi di Genova.

Steven Holl, Architect, Steven Holl Architects, New York.
Stavros Kousoulas, Assistant Professor in Architecture Philosophy and 

Theory, TU Delft.
Giovanni La Varra, professore associato in Composizione architettonica 

e urbana, Università degli Studi di Udine.
Monica Maioli, architetta, Rimini.
Francesco Marullo, Associate Professor in Architecture, University  

of Illinois, Chicago.
Alper Metin, assegnista di ricerca in Storia dell’architettura, Alma Mater 

Studiorum-Università di Bologna.
Mane Mkrtchyan, Senior Researcher, Institute of Arts of National 

Academy of Sciences of Armenia, Yerevan.
Leah Modigliani, Associate Professor of Visual Studies, Tyler School 

of Art and Architecture, Temple University, Philadelphia.
Vinícius Nicastro Honesko, Associate Professor in Contemporary 

History, Universidade Federal do Paraná, Curitiba.
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