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Resumen

Plinio Marconi (1873-1974), arquitecto-ingeniero de origen veronés, disefiador, tedrico y
académico, alumno y luego colaborador de Gustavo Giovannoni, es uno de los protagonistas
de la escena arquitectdnica romana de la primera mitad del siglo XX. Dibuja los planos urbanos
de muchas ciudades italianas (Verona, Vicenza, Bologna, Rimini, Salerno, Trento), disefia
aldeas rurales en Lucania y Molise y barrios de viviendas publicas (Bologna, Forli, Pisa, Roma,
Salerno). La investigacion propuesta tiene como objetivo investigar el papel del Marconi
arquitecto, a menudo oscurecido por el del urbanista. La atencién se centrara en los proyectos
de viviendas publicas, que constituyen para el disefiador veronés un laboratorio de
experimentacién para la busqueda de un nuevo lenguaje arquitecténico moderno en
continuidad con la tradicion nacional.

Palabras clave: Plinio Marconi, vivienda publica, Roma, Salerno

Bloque tematico: El proyecto doméstico como nucleo de la modernidad: casa singular y
vivienda colectiva, del Movimiento Moderno al siglo XXI

Abstract

Plinio Marconi (1873-1974), architect-engineer native of Verona, designer, theorist and
academic, student and then collaborator of Gustavo Giovannoni, is one of the protagonists of
the Roman architectural scene of the first half of the 20th Century. He draws up the masterplans
of many ltalian cities (Verona, Vicenza, Bologna, Rimini, Salerno, Trento), designs rural villages
in Lucania and Molise and many public housing project (Bologna, Forli, Pisa, Rome, Salerno).
The proposed study aims to investigate the role of Marconi architect, often obscured by that of
the urban planner. The focus will be on public housing projects, which constitute for the
Veronese designer a testing laboratory for the research of a new modern architectural language
in continuity with the national tradition.

Keywords: Plinio Marconi, housing project, Roma, Salerno

Topic: The domestic project as the heart of modernity: the single, one-off house and collective
housing, from the Modern Movement to the 21st century
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Introduction

Plinio Marconi (1873-1974), architect-engineer native of Verona, designer, theorist and
academic, student and then collaborator of Gustavo Giovannoni, is one of the protagonists of
the Roman architectural scene of the first half of the 20th Century.

In his long and rich career, Marconi puts into practice his idea of an “integral architect” working
in various fields. He draws up the masterplans of many lItalian cities, about 40, (including
Verona, Vicenza, Bologna, Rimini, Salerno, Trento, Brindisi, Prato) and designs rural villages in
Lucania and Molise. But he also builds works of architecture at various scales (interiors of
houses and shops, private and public residences) in Italy and abroad (in the Italian colonies in
Africa).

Marconi implements many public housing projects in various lItalian cities (Verona, Bologna,
Forli, Pisa, Rome, Salerno, etc ...). These projects, mostly developed within the INA-casa Plan
(1949-63), constitute for him a testing laboratory for the research of a new modern architectural
language in continuity with the national tradition.

1. The first experience in Rome: the Garbatella garden-city

Designer and coordinator of several projects on behalf of the Istituto Case Popolari starting from
1919, Plinio Marconi actively participates in the construction of the garden-city of Garbatella,
both with complex interventions on a neighborhood scale, and with the design of some
residential buildings. The typologies used by the architect-engineer are extremely variable,
going from the detached house to the terraced house, from the court house to the closed and
compact block. The medieval repertoire of the Lazio countryside echoes not only in the
language but also in the plastic articulation of the wall volumes of some artefacts, in particular in
the semi-intensive building of Lot VIII created by Marconi between 1923 and 1926. The loggias,
the arches that allow access to the internal courtyard connecting the various building blocks, as
well as the projecting volumes, clearly recall the achievements found in the territory of Tuscia.
The scenographic wings and the perspective views observed in Vitorchiano find instead a
happy re-reading at Garbatella not only in the different unpublished urban situations within
which we lose, but also more specifically in the experimental Lot XXIV (1929) in which Marconi
— responsible for the plan of the block, as well as the head building — arranges the buildings by
creating alternations between full and empty spaces, between open and closed views and by
organizing a dynamic collective space. The area between the various artefacts and their
articulation are carefully studied. For Marconi, the courtyards are a privileged theme of study:
«in the extensive housing groups, it is important to arrange the spaces around the lot; they can
be divided into portions entrusted to the care of individual tenants, or be placed in the garden
and stored in custody to a person in charge of the common administration».?2 Even the
«comfortable and adequate»® internal provisions refer to the buildings of the Roman
countryside, as well as the vaguely fortified appearance, the small windows, the blind surfaces,

1 Whitin this text, the § 1 and 2 are by Simona Talenti; the Introduction and the § 3 are by Annarita Teodosio.

2 State Archives Office, Rome: Plinio Marconi Archive, Marconi-FAS/ads/03: “Trattazioni diverse nella Enciclopedia Italiana”, item
‘casa’, in Enciclopedia Italiana di scienze, lettere ed arti (Roma: Istituto dell’Enciclopedia Giovanni Treccani, 1938), 262-276.

3N.D.R. “Casette modello costruite dall'lstituto per le Case Popolari di Roma alla borgata-giardino “Garbatella™, Architettura e Arti
decorative, n.° 1 (1929-1939): 254-275.
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the tower profile or the corner solutions adopted by the engineer in multi-storey buildings of the
Lot XI (1926-1927).

The great sensitivity towards the simple, sober, essential volumes, without added decorations,
reflects instead the careful study of the caprese tradition. In the external staircases, in the roof
terraces, in the lodges of some buildings of the Garbatella, we can find the transition elements
between inside and outside (pergolas, large windows and vaulted openings, etc.) that
characterize the modest residences of Capri, as pointed out in 1930 Luigi Piccinato observing
how the "model house" of Marconi belonging to Lot XXIV had drawn «inspiration from the rustic
architecture, enhancing the motif of the external staircase with the addition of the hanging loggia
to the parapet and pillars of timber»*. But also the arcades that shelter the entrance, the high
arches, the original fireplaces, are just some of the elements taken from the language of the
"minor" Mediterranean architecture. The use of plaster with traditional colors distinguishes the
intervention of Marconi's model house 13 from those of his colleagues who opt for the rationalist
white color. But the engineer-architect seems to want to reach modernity while remaining faithful
to the local tradition: modern architecture is not in contrast with the national artistic history and
can only be the expression of specific needs with respect to which designers must give concrete
answers and never abstract or universal. If sometimes vernacular language seems to take the
upper hand in order to better construct the urban identity through new and original choices as in
the case of the semi-intensive building of Lot VIII, in reality it wants to represent that
genuineness and spontaneity that should be the foundation, according to Marconi, of every
modern architectural expression. Behind the neo-medieval decoration are actually hiding the
articulation of the masses, that composition of the volumes, those contrasts between full and
empty, that functional approach that the engineer has discovered during his many trips in
southern Italy as well as in the rich Latium territory.

Figure 1: Plinio Marconi’s Bulding, Lot VIII (1930), Garbatella Garden-city, Rome
Source: S.Talenti (2017)

4 Luigi Piccinato, “Case popolari. Il nuovo quartiere della Garbatella in Roma dell'Istituto delle Case Popolari di Roma”, Domus,
(feb. 1930): 26.
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2. Deal with the housing emergency: the case of Salerno after The Second
World War

In the same years in which Marconi designed the new General Urban Development Plan of
Salerno,’ the architect-engineer was called upon by the city council to find solutions to the
housing shortage caused by the relentless growth in the local population as well as by the
destruction of the Second World War and now greatly exacerbated by the damage of the great
flood of 1954. About 1700 families were left homeless and were promptly offered assistance by
private and public institutions with the result that the eastern part of Salerno was rapidly
“reborn”, thanks to a series of timely interventions for the construction of public housing.
Anonymous social housing districts characterised by a high population density soon appeared,
although there were some examples of residential complexes in which Marconi — who in Salerno
worked hand in glove with the architect Scalpelli — was involved that stand out from the rest. In
May1955 they were asked to come up with a more organic solution for a new residential district
around the eighteenth century Villa Carrara in Pastena and connected to Highway 18.6 They
were thus entrusted with the task of designing not only the layout of the new settlement, but
also suitably standardised individual buildings which had to comply functionally and aesthetically
with the urban structure so as to form an organic whole. The residential buildings were all
detached and open so as to allow greater and better insolation. While the general plan and the
road network layout seem to have been partly complied with, the envisaged use and variety of
building types (church, schools, markets, shops, etc.) also differed from those laid out in the
designs of the two planners. Built around a new parish church — the Cuore Immacolata di Maria
church was actually built, perhaps by Scalpelli himself, on the prescribed site but rotated
through 90 degrees — the new district was supposed to accommodate, according to Marconi’s
design, a series of facilities such as a cinema, a market and shops, but the wave of building
speculation that swept through the expansion area meant that these were not built. Likewise the
proposals for isolated high-rise buildings up to 24 m alongside lower buildings of about 14 m
were replaced by a widespread intensive building campaign.

A few years later, a similar fate would await the plans drawn up by Marconi and Scalpelli for the
new Mariconda district, following the eviction of families from unsafe buildings of San
Giovanniello area, as well as from several historic districts (Barbuti and Fornelle). The two
designers drew up various solutions in line with the guidelines of the General Urban
Development Plan providing for the creation of such public facilities as markets, schools, social
centres and numerous green spaces. Marconi and Scalpelli aimed to leave some views open on
the hills, as well as offering the buildings a prevalent heliothermal orientation, placing the 4-
storey buildings along the perimeter of the area and those of 3 floors in order to form four semi-
open cores (similar between their). Unfortunately, the neighbourhood was built according to the
1966 project design with the elderly Scalpelli now flanked by numerous local architects and
engineers (Visconti, Marano, etc.) all visibly oiling the machinery of speculation, while only two
community buildings — the market and the kindergarten —were constructed following the
architectural design prepared by Marconi and the engineer Vittorio Gigliotti. The result is that,
today, those two buildings seem completely unrelated to the fabric of social housing in which
they are set and which is currently in an evident state of urban blight.

5 Simona Talenti and Annarita Teodosio, “Salerno: | piani dall'utopia alla cementificazione. Alfredo Scalpelli e Plinio Marconi: due
specialisti in materia”, Annali di Storia dell’'Urbanistica e del Paesaggio, n. ° 5 (2017): 8-23.

6 Salerno City Archives: Deliberazione n.° 1275 (16 may 1955): 38
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Figure 2: Urban development plan in the Pastena district, 1955, Salerno
Source: Salerno City Archives: Settore Urbanistica:1962/2

2.1. The “De Gasperi” Housing Complex

The only operation that Plinio Marconi managed to carry out according to his plan was the “De
Gasperi” Housing Complex, built in the expanding easterly part of the old town of Salerno.” The
original scheme of the dwelling unit located in "Conforti area" and now known as the "De
Gasperi" neighbourhood, is today rather difficult to read and strongly compromised by the
transformations that occurred besides the lack of construction of some buildings. Designed for
INA Casa, the “De Gasperi Housing Complex” originally called for 206 apartments, numerous
shops, a nursery school and a social centre. Marconi obviously adheres to the rules
established by the Master Plan of which he is responsible: buildings of no more than 5 floors,
at most 15 meters deep and 19 meters high and about 7 meters far from the road axes. As
the photographs of the time show, the new settlement, once completed, will be completely
isolated and without contact with the urban fabric as it is still essentially immersed in the
countryside. Built from 1959 onwards still, the district reflects all the urban characteristics to
which Marconi aspired, such as the extensive variety of building types, the presence of large
green areas and the intention to establish a relationship with the local landscape. These design
options exemplified and translated the painstaking study of the particular features of the
historical context from which the future inhabitants of the neighbourhood would come. In fact,
the link with the past and the local traditions characterizes the intervention of Marconi: a bond
expressed through different measures including the choice of construction materials, the
typological variety of buildings and the organization of outdoor spaces. The underlying logic
shows a clear preference for the idea of a practically self-sufficient community, where the green
spaces and communal areas determine the overall plan for the neighbourhood. The rows of
buildings are arranged around a large, south-facing courtyard planted with oranges ftrees,
counterpoised by a second north-facing space occupied by terraced townhouses with private
gardens.

7 The documents are kept in Salerno City Archives and State Archives Office (Rome).
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In a barycentric position, a porticated building, with shops on the ground floor, separates the two
courtyards, while a single six-storey tower building symbolically closes the southeast quarter.
The different typologies find their unity thanks to the urban arrangement on one side and to the
simple and essential language on the other. The landscape visuals towards the mountains of
the north-east are among the concerns of Marconi, who also indicates them in the design
drawings. On the one hand, the new tenants will take advantage of the presence of the Orange
Grove, while on the other they have a nice view on the hills behind. From the table of fences
and lodgings to green we deduce the commitment of the architects to provide for a wide
planting, now largely compromised by the transformation, in the football field of the Great
Central Orange Grove.
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Figure 3: Some residential buildings in the “De Gasperi” Housing Complex, 1959, Salermo
Source: State Archives Office, Rome: Marconi/PR0O/42/03

Figure 4: “De Gasperi” Housing Complex, 1959, Salermo
Source: State Archives Office, Rome: Marconi/FASC. 5
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3. Marconi and the Housing Complex of the Ina-casa Plan in Rome

On 28 February1949 the ltalian Parliament approved the law n. 43 "Measures to increase the
employment of workers, facilitating the construction of houses for workers". This act, known as
Fanfani Law, from the name of the then Minister of Labor and Social Security, starts the
realization of the INA-casa Plan. It has an initial duration of 7 years, later doubled and extended
until 1963. The Plan has both economic and social objectives: increasing employment in the
construction sector; improve the living conditions of the lower middle class by realizing
economic housing inserted in new self-sufficient urban centers, equipped with services and
collective spaces (schools, churches, markets, gardens) that emphasize the community
dimension. The Plan makes it possible to regulate the growth of Italian cities after World War I
and to influence their physical and social form by opposing the fragmentary and speculative
interventions. Moreover, throught the many urban planners and architects involved, the Plan is a
laboratory of design experimentation and a moment of reflection on individual and collective
living, on an architectural, urban and social scale.

The Ina-casa wants to change the post-war construction mindset and create quality public
housing, availing of well-known architects. So, he also publishes small manuals - two in the first
seven years (1949 and '50) and two in the second (1956) - with suggestions, recommendations
and examples for designers, models to be interpreted and reworked adapting them to different
situations, not simple rules to be applied.® At the end of the first seven-year period (1949-56)
even investigations are carried out among the assignees to understand preferences and detect
critical issues. The results converge in a manual that represents a sort of balance of previous
experiences.® Are also identified solutions to be excluded (buildings higher than 3 floors, stairs
and balconies uncovered, duplex, accommodation on the ground floor) and others to incentivize
(kitchen-dining separated from the living room that does not have to be crossing, protected
entrance, built-in closets, internal communicating sinks with drying racks, loggias and balconies
in the absence of gardens).

Adhering to these rules implies an increase in living areas and services, and increasingly
shortens the distances between the popular house and the bourgeoisie home. On the other
hand, the proportioning of services implicitly introduces the concept of urban planning
standards. The new districts avoid models of rationalist modernity, characterized by indefinite
repetitions, monotonous and abstract compositions, and prefer an extensive town-planning, with
low density and large green areas, polycentric schemes, various compositions linked to the
places so to seem spontaneous, constituting examples of modernity respectful of Italian and
local traditions.

3.1. The “Tuscolano” (1950-60) Housing Complex

In the second post-war period Marconi continues to be very active on the Roman architectural
scene. He contributes to the growth of the Capital, often summing up his skills as an urban
planner and an architect. He took part in the construction of some of the new residential districts
promoted by the Ina-casa Plan, including Tuscolano (1950-60) and Torre Spaccata (1955-63).

8 Piano di incremento occupazione operaia. Case per lavoratori, 1. Suggerimenti, norme e schemi per la elaborazione e
presentazione dei progetti. Bandi di concorsi (Roma: Piano di incremento occupazione operaia, 1949); Piano di incremento
occupazione operaia. Case per lavoratori, 2. Suggerimenti, esempi € norme per la progettazione urbanistica. Progetti tipo (Roma:
Piano di incremento occupazione operaia, 1950).

9 Piano incremento occupazione operaia. Case per lavoratori, 3. Guida per I'esame dei progetti delle costruzioni Ina-Casa da
realizzare nel secondo seftennio (Roma: Piano di incremento occupazione operaia,1956).
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The Tuscolano, which takes its name from the ancient Via Tuscolana which forms its backbone,
was built between 1950 and 1960. It is the largest Ina-casa roman district, consisting of 112
buildings of various types (buildings in line, courtyards and towers), 3150 housing for 18,000
inhabitants. It is divided into 3 independent groups: Tuscolano | (1950-56), an office intervention
designed by municipal technicians; Tuscolano Il (1952-56) which urban planning is coordinated
by Mario De Renzi and Saverio Muratori; Tuscolano Il (1950-54) consisting of the
experimentation of Adalberto Libera in a Horizontal Housing Unit."°

Figure 5: “Tuscolano” Housing Complex (1950-60), Rome
Source: Rinaldo Capomolla, Rosalia Vittorini, eds., L’architettura di Ina Casa (1949-1963). Aspetti di conservazione e
recupero. (Roma: Gangemi Editore, 2003), 128.

Marconi designs some buildings for Tuscolano 1, a nucleus that is grafted onto the regular plot
of rationalist approach traced by the urban planning tool in force at the time, composed of 4-6
storey buildings, with reinforced concrete structure and brick infill, plaster finishes and wooden
windows and doors. The residences meet the quality standards required by INA-casa, but the
neighborhood in its entirety, unlike the others two sectors (Tuscolano Il and lll), does not have a
unitary design and clearly shows the influences of the numerous designers who contributed to
its realization.

In this context, Marconi realizes two linear buildings, placed orthogonally between them, that
form a sort of "L" at the intersection of two streets. The biggest one, with the main front on Via
Lucio Sestio, has 6 floors above ground and the pitched roof. It consists of 3 slightly staggered
parts that determine a jagged composition. The smallest, with main front on Via Marco Valerio
Corvo, has 3 floors above ground and is connected to the other one only by the staircase built in
adjacency. The two buildings, although different in size and residential type, are homogeneous
for structure and finishes. The facades, finished in brown plaster decorated with a small pale
stringcourse, are characterized by the presence of brise-soleil connected to service areas and
openings of different sizes. The volumetric regularity is interrupted only by semi-recessed
loggias rotated about 30° with respect to the facade line. A solution probably inspired by the

10 Paola Di Biagi, ed., La grande ricostruzione. Il piano Ina-Casa e ['ltalia degli anni '50 (Roma: Donzelli Editore, 2001), 435.
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residential system patented by the architect Herbert W. Tullgren in the United States, mentioned
in the entry "house" of the Italian Encyclopedia developed by Marconi in the Thirties."* A small
strip of green separates the main fronts from the streets, forming a sort of filter from vehicular
traffic; on the back, however, there is a wide courtyard paved paths, flowerbeds and tall trees.

3.2. The “Torre Spaccata” (1955-63) Housing Complex

More important is the role played by Marconi in the construction of the Ina-casa Torre Spaccata
district (1958-62), located in the south-eastern outskirts of Rome, along the Via Casilina. The
settlement of 2200 housing for the middle class has an extension of about 31 hectares and is
second only to Tuscolano. The project is carried out by about 50 architects, divided into 10
groups, coordinated by Plinio Marconi, also responsible for one of the groups. The general
layout of the district recalls that of the Garbatella for the shared reference model, the city-
garden, but also for the presence of a large road axis that crosses it. In fact, if generally the
main road is located on the edge of the town, in this case, the settlement is cut by Via dei
Romanisti, a wide road along which are located the services and equipment of the
neighborhood (the market, the school, the social center, the church). This seems to be the result
of a precise design choice that expresses the desire to create a relationship between the new
district and the historic city, overcoming the concept of self-sufficient, closed and isolated
village.'?

The various cores that make up the district, designed by the individual groups, are well
recognizable. Each of them is centered around courtyards defined by houses in line of 3-5 floors
and is characterized by the presence of a 7-storey tower building placed in a tangent or central
position. The various groups autonomously and quite freely develop the pre-established types,
creating different complexes for geometries, materials and finishes. The result, however, is a
varied but unitary whole, played on the alternation of full and empty, diversified and often
irregular shapes. The whole intervention is characterized by great care for common and green
areas. In fact, even today, only 4 of the 15 courts are paved and used for parking; the rest are
occupied by gardens with tall trees, safe havens far from noise and vehicular traffic, filter areas
where the accesses of the buildings are located and, in some cases, the nursery schools.

As in the previous experience of the Garbatella neighborhood, this time Marconi plays the role
of urban planner and general coordinator and of architect too. He designs the large school
complex in pavilions and the nucleus located at the southern end of the district, near the market.
It is a system consisting of a series of buildings in line and of a tower. The in-line houses, of 3-5
floors, are arranged in a staggered sequence and have a unique volumetric solution that
entrusts the suture between the various building bodies to the overlapping loggias. While a
continuous crowning with protruding eaves unifies the whole complex. On the adjacent block, in
a central position, there is the 7-storey tower, also designed by Marconi. It is a building with a
helical plant articulated around the central stairwell forming a compact volume, wisely lightened
by the presence of a base that detaches the building from the ground and a pitched roof that,
thanks to the continuous cut of the crowning loggia, seems almost suspended.

Also on this occasion, therefore, Marconi proves to master all the project scales and, while
respecting the pre-established rules, does not lose the opportunity to experiment with new forms
and languages. He contributes to writing an important page in the history of urban planning and

11 State Archives Office, Rome: Plinio Marconi Archive, Marconi-FAS/ads/03: “Trattazioni...”, 262-276.

12 Paola Di Biagi, ed., La grande ricostruzione..., 440.
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Italian architecture of the Twentieth century and his figure as a designer, urban planner and

theoretician, certainly deserves further study and analysis.

ISTITUTO AUTONOMO PER LE. CASE POPOLARI - ROMA -

GESTIONE |NA CASA - OUARTIERE O TORRE SPACATA -

Figure 6: “Torre Spaccata” Housing Complex, Plinio Marconi’s sector, Rome
Source: State Archives Office, Rome: Marconi/FASC. 5
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Figure 7: “Torre Spaccata” Housing Complex, Plinio Marconi’'s Tower, Rome
Source: State Archives Office, Rome: Marchttponi/FASC. 5
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Plinio Marconi's Public Housing Projects between Innovation and Historical Continuity
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