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The notion of the avant-garde is always associated 
with a cultural manifestation that is ahead of it time, 
one whose contemporary context is left to wallow in its 
dust. An assumed outcome of such a definition, and 
one that is taken for granted, is that the avant-garde is 
always forward-looking, not concerning itself with the 
troubles of the past. It is a spear head which pierces 
the future, so that the present can trace its path. 
Paradoxically however, the avant-garde, can only be 
described as such, because it stands in opposition 
to the past. Meaning, without a past against which 
the avant-garde can measure itself, its proclamations 
and manifestos are in vain. It is precisely from this 
realization, that the avant-garde inadvertently must 
situate itself relative to a historical condition, either 
favorably or unfavorably, that the discussion of our 
current book begins. Walter Benjamin’s Angelus 
Novus, seen on the opposite page, can be regarded 
as our guardian angel. This angel, who looks 
backward as the winds of modernity sweep him 
forward, shall serve as a model, guiding us in our 
journey of exploring the relationship between what I 
designate as avant-garde and history. 
   The journey of our discussion begins with 
the historical avant-garde, a time of great cultural 
change and upheaval centered around the turn 
of the twentieth century. Various economic and 
social shifts during this period are explored in order 
to investigate to what degree the avant-garde 
developed out of its contemporary conditions, and 
conversely to what degree it developed in spite of 
those same parameters. A detailed study of three 
phenomena guide the discussion; namely, the shift 

in art publication from the art periodical to the little 
magazine; the shift in art’s exhibition from the salon 
to the cabaret; and finally the implications of the 
bourgeoisie economy. The conclusions drawn from 
this historical investigation are then juxtaposed 
against ones already established in scholarly studies 
of avant-garde theory.  
   Our next touchstone is the neo avant-garde, 
specifically the architectural one. The work of 
Superstudio, the Florentine architecture collective 
that was active from 1966 to 1986, serves as the 
main vehicle for investigating to what extent the 
burden of the past occupied the discourse of radical 
architecture movements. A thorough analysis of 
three primary theoretical projects, The Continuous 
Monument, Salvages of Italian Historic Centers, and 
Life: Supersurface, establishes the framework within 
which the relationship with history is negotiated. The 
culmination of our journey takes place within the work 
of Carmelo Baglivo, a contemporary Italian architect, 
who works in the same vein as Superstudio, relying 
upon the architectural collage to communicate his 
ideas. Here, the interplay between the contemporary 
architectural intervention and the preexisting city is 
examined. Furthermore, it is at this final station that 
a most pressing question is raised: to what degree is 
the avant-garde retrospective? 

INTRODUCTION
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A Brief Historical Outline of the “Avant-
Garde”

To deal with a notion as broad and complex as 
the avant-garde is not an unsubstantial endeavor; 
one must however begin somewhere and seek to 
illuminate other aspects venturing outward from 
that starting-point. Through outlining multiple key 
cultural phenomena, my hope shall be to observe and 
elaborate on some tendencies which define the avant-
garde or distinguish it from its contemporaneous 
conditions. At the end of such an investigation, 
multiple jigsaw puzzles will have been outlined 
wanting only to be pieced-together. Thus, we shall 
begin with what I would like to describe as the social 
infrastructure of the avant-garde; one without which 
the avant-garde could not have communicated its 
message, much less developed. 

Contextual Shifts: Three Cultural 
Phenomena

The Little Magazine vs. The Art Periodical 

By the mid-19th century there appeared a new 
publishing format: the little magazine.1 According 
to the authors of The Little Magzine: A History and 
a Bibliography, “The little magazine [is one that] 
prints artistic work, which, for reasons of commercial 
expediency, is not acceptable to money-minded 
periodicals.”2 The little magazine was not a profit-
driven publication, rather an ideologically-driven 
one. Its moral tenacity was so adamant, that “the 

little magazine lived a precarious, hand-to-mouth 
existence. Often its only subscribers were its 
contributors (particularly if you include ‘would-be’ 
contributors). Sometimes it died a thousand deaths 
before its final collapse. And collapse, of course, 
it always did in the end, for if it lived on it was no 
longer to be considered a little magazine.”3 This 
conflict between monetary compensation and artistic 
production – or social approval and avant-garde 
practices – proves to be a fundamental condition 
for the avant-gardist’s existence. Before delving too 
deeply into the relationship between art and money 
(see 1.1.3), however; I would like to elaborate on the 
distinctions between the little magazine’s mode of 
publication and that of the one which it replaced: The 
Art Periodical..  
   Determining whether the little magazine grew 
out of already-existing avant-garde tendencies, or 
whether it provided the fertile ground within which the 
avant-garde developed itself, is a cause-and-effect 
question that is beyond the scope of this introduction.4 
Of importance, nevertheless, is acknowledging that 
two types of little magazines existed: ones that were 
ambivalent to all new and creative ideas, and ones 
which promoted a specific program/agenda. La Revue 
Indépendant de Littérature et d’Art, is an example 
of the first type, which harbored and cultivated 
new artistic movements. The journal, which was in 
print for only two years – from 1886 to 1888, was a 
consortium of different writers and thinkers; the first 
issue for instance, included varied texts from figures 
like Stéphane Mallarmé, Jules Laforgue, Téodor de 
Wyzewa, Paul Bourget, Joris-Karl Huÿsmans, and 

AVANT-GARDE
A HISTORY
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Jules Barbey d’Aurevilly. Their contributions were 
not limited to personal short-essays, but included 
critical appraisals of the state of art (literature, music, 
painting, and theater), as well as translations of 
foreign texts.5 

   Collaboration was a fundamental tenant of 
the little magazine. In his book review of The Little 
Magazine, Paul Bixner remarks that, “one of the most 
important results of the little magazine – and in some 
instances it was an avowed purpose – was cultural 
interchange between the nations.”6 This was not only 
the case for the 19th century little magazine, however; 
but served even more so as the foundational structure 

of the modern avant-gardist magazine, which I 
define as the second type of the little magazine 
mentioned above.7 The website Monoskop, an 
online taxonomy of artistic manifestations dating 
back to the 17th century, notes that, “Regardless of 
their reach, contacts between magazines had been 
very active. Editors were not only aware of other 
initiatives across the continent – or even continents 
– but were regularly cross-publishing articles and 
reproductions and promoted other magazines on their 
own pages.”8 This can be observed very clearly in 
the not too uncommon cases when prominent figures 
of the avant-garde would abandon a magazine – or 
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4. The Art Periodical (The Crystal Palace and its Contents)

a movement altogether – and establish a new one.9 
This high degree of self-awareness was not limited 
to the authors, but translated itself into the layout of 
the modern-magazine’s pages, as an equal degree 
of importance was granted to all aspects of the 
publication: the writing, editing, illustrations, layout, 
typography, printing, and distribution all influenced 
and informed each other. The normative publishing 
standards were challenged, as the design of every 
page was thought anew.10 It is no wonder then that 
Constant, in his essay “The Rise and Decline of the 
Avant-Garde” notes that, “Two elements essentially 
characterize the movement: firstly, its followers 
repudiated and opposed the existing society and 
culture, and secondly, a number of artists cooperated 
closely—which up until now had been considered 
impossible—to form an organization, requiring a 
certain discipline from its members, or at least that 
they subscribed to a common program.”11    
   The roots of Constant’s first element of the 
avant-garde can be found in the preface of La Revue 
Indépendante’s first issue, where the editor notes, 
“La Revue Indépendante remains faithful to its 
program: a publication consecrated to art and all its 
forms. The constant preoccupation of this objective 

gives it the means of equally admitting, provided that 
they are sincere, [both] the most reserved and the 
boldest formulas, and of remaining truly independent, 
independent no less of the academic traditions than 
of the vain decadent agitations.”12 In its endeavor 
towards true independence, the Little Magazine broke 
away with the established norms of the Art Periodical, 
which had preceded it. The Edinburgh Review, 
published from 1802 to 1929, shall serve as an 
example of such a periodical. In an “Advertisement” 
preluding the first issue, the editors address the 
reader, outlining the function of the publication at 
hand: “But the Conductors of the Edinburgh Review 
propose…to confine their notice in a great degree, to 
works that have either attained, or deserve, a certain 
portion of celebrity,” going on to explain, “they [(the 
conductors)] have been induced to prefer a quarterly, 
to a monthly period of publication, that they may 
always have before them a greater variety of selection 
[(of reviewed literary and artistic works)], and be 
occasionally guided in their choice by the tendencies 
of public opinion.”13 For the Art Periodical, public taste 
and acclaim are important qualities which had to be 
championed, whereas for the Little Magazine they 
came to represent old elitist academic tendencies, 
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which suffocated any creative endeavor. 
   Another notable distinction between the two 
journal forms can be detected when the editors 
of The Edinburgh Review define the value of the 
publication as not being dependent “very materially 
upon the earliness of its intelligence.” Though a 
clear correlation may be drawn between “earliness” 
and “avant-garde,” the main difference between 
the two publication types lies in the fact that the 
Little Magazine sought-out and promoted artistic 
production, almost becoming a part of that which it 
analyzed, while the Art Periodical contented itself 
in acting as a disinterested observer, reviewing 
already recognized oeuvres from the outside. To 
conclude, and simultaneously elaborate on the Little 
Magazine’s disapproval of decadence and lack of 
financial support, The Edinburgh Review’s first issue 
consisted of 24 chapters and 517, whereas La Revue 
Indépendante’s consisted of 10 chapters and 179 
pages.    

The American Anomaly of the Little Magazine:

In order to fully understand the inclinations of the 
European Little Magazine, we must situate it against 
its American counterpart, which although grew out of 
similar conditions took a very different approach to 
dealing with tradition. One such magazine was The 
Dial.14 Published under Margaret Fuller’s direction, 
it served as an organ of Literary Transcendentalism. 
In its first issue, the editors outline the publication’s 
task in a note from “The Editors to the Reader,” “In 
that respect, they [,the present conductors of this 
work,] have obeyed, though with great joy, the strong 
current of thought and feeling, which, for a few years 
past, has led many sincere persons in New England 
to make new demands on literature, and to reprobate 
that rigor of our conventions of religion and education 
which is turning us to stone, which renounces hope, 
which looks only backward, which asks only such a 
future as a past, which suspects improvements, and 
holds nothing so much in horror as new views and 
dreams of youth.”15 There are three main notions, 
evident in this opening statement, which I shall briefly 
outline in order to illuminate the fine distinctions 
between the American and European Little Magazine, 
and by extension elaborate on specific tendencies 
which guided the European avant-garde at large. The 
first being an emphasis on the pursuit of a common 
underlying truth, evident in “the strong current of 
thought and feeling”; the second being the pursuit 
of a new progressive future, unlike the “rigor of 

religion and education”; and the third being the new 
role of literature, which is tasked with fulfilling “new 
demands.”  

Pursuit of the Common Truth:

The notion of a fundamental truth functioned as the 
primary force underlying the transcendental club’s 
works; its pursuit imbued the club’s endeavors with 
eternal validity:16 “They [, the editors,] know that there 
is a portion of the youth and of the adult population 
of this country…who have in secret on in public paid 
their vows to truth and freedom…who live by a Faith 
too earnest and profound to suffer them to doubt the 
eternity of its object, or to shake themselves free from 
its authority.”17 Searching for such a profound and 
eternal truth, arose out of the need to reconsider how 
much influence the past should exert on the activities 
of the present. The editors go on to clarify, “Under the 
fictions and customs which occupied others, these 
have explored the Necessary, the Plain, the True, 
the Human – and so gained a vantage ground, which 
commands the history of the past and the present.”18 
It is precisely through believing in an underlying 
absolute and natural truth – one which pervades the 
constraints of space and time – that one can acquire 
a macro-view of history affording him/her the ability 
to see through historical events and recognize core 
elements that are inherent to the human nature. This 
pursuit of what is essential and fundamentally natural, 
provided the hope of freeing literature and art from 
the aforementioned cumbersome and overbearing 
conventions which turn one into stone. 
   Such an orthodox approach, however, where 
faith in the message at hand played a vital role, 
entailed ultimate loyalty to the course being charted. 
The literary project of the transcendentalists was 
not to acknowledge any other alternatives to its 
purported sought-out truth. “It is in every form a 
protest against usage, and a search for principles…
of course it rouses the opposition of all which it 
judges and condemns, but it is too confident in its 
tone to comprehend an objection, and so builds no 
outworks for possible defense against contingent 
enemies. It has the step of Fate [(Faith)], and goes 
on existing like an oak or a river, because it must.”19 
This sense of urgency, with which literature defined its 
objective, was not limited to the principles it defined, 
but extended to the way in which they were to be 
defined. So much so that no time was to be dedicated 
to counteracting, or polemically challenging, opposed 
methods of thought, albeit they may have had the 
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same principles in mind.20 
   The Dial’s attitude, of faithfully pursuing the 
truth, was not shared by their European counterparts. 
To the contrary, the notion of nihilism came to 
define, almost metonymically, the European avant-
garde movements, as was especially the case with 
Futurism.21 In his 1909 article, “The Founding and 
Manifesto of Futurism,” Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, 
declares “And like young lions we ran after Death, its 
black hide stained with pale crosses, running across 
the vast livid sky, alive and throbbing.”22 The same 
sentiment was shared by Dada a year earlier, where 
in his manifesto Tzara explicitly states, “Let each man 
proclaim: there is a great negative work of destruction 
to be accomplished. We must sweep and clean.”23

  
A new progressive future:

The indifference to other streams of thought, outlined 
above, was understood to be a basic tenant of the 
new progressive future. Its pursuit did not delineate 
a break-away with tendencies rather a return to the 
most fundamental: the laws of nature – whereby 
everything else was considered to be superfluous 
and indeed unnecessary. Even the book itself which 
served as a record of such fundamental laws was to 
be discarded: “The antidote to all narrowness is the 
comparison of the record with nature, which at once 
shames the record and stimulates to new attempts. 
While we look at this, we wonder how any book has 
ever been thought worthy to be preserved. There is 
somewhat in all life untranslatable to language.”24 The 
original creative impulse driven by nature is never 
fully contained or impressed onto, a recorded medium 
– whether it is a book or a painting. Such a manner 
of thinking implied the devaluation of archeological 
research as well anthological compendiums which 
sought to accumulate knowledge. The direct 
advantage, however, was that knowledge became 
accessible to all; whereby all people had access to 
the truth, without having to be aware of the sequence 
of literary works or ideological manifestations. 
   Paradoxically the favoring of the eternal 
places emphasis on the ephemeral, as the eternal 
can never be contained within our limited parameters 
of space and time. It is only through understanding 
such a paradox, that one may arrive at the conclusion 
that preservation is of no value. Criticism itself was 
considered to be an act of preservation, as it deals 
with a record and ossifies its content in the history 
of human ideas, raising its status from temporary 
to permanent. It is no wonder then that the editors 

proclaim, “our plan embraces much more than 
criticism, were it not so, our criticism would be 
naught…All criticism should be poetic; unpredictable; 
superseding, as every new thought does, all foregone 
thoughts, and making a new light on the whole 
world.”25 
   Not having time to even waste a “word of 
reproach”26 stands in stark contrast to the polemics 
of the European little reviews and avant-garde 
movements. Where for the avant-garde magazine the 
emphasis lay on confronting the observer and creating 
a situation where a tense dialogue may take place, 
The Dial saw value in inducing an epiphany by which 
a truer state of being may be revealed and potentially 
realized. Poggioli was quick to realize such a tenant 
of the European avant-garde writing, “Experience 
teaches us that the gratuitous [to which The Dial 
belongs] is not the most common type, or is at least 
not so frequent as the movement formed in part or 
in whole to agitate against something or someone.”27 
Furthermore, The Dial’s reluctance towards conflict 
and agitation is clearly outlined in the “note to the 
reader’s” concluding statement where the editors 
announce, “let it be a cheerful rational voice amidst 
the din of mourners and polemics.”28 

Role of Literature/Journal at Large:

The superfluity of the written record plays a vital 
role in determining the new found role of literature, 
whereby “Everything noble is directed on life, and this 
IS. We do not wish to say pretty or curious things, 
or to reiterate a few propositions in varied forms, 
but if we can, to give expression to that spirit which 
lifts men to a higher platform, restores them the 
religious sentiment, brings them worthy aims and 
pure pleasures, purges the inward eye, makes life 
less desultory, and through raising man to the level of 
nature, takes away its melancholy from the landscape, 
and reconciles the practical with the speculative 
[(creative and artistic)] powers.”29 Decisively opposed 
to the notion of “art for art’s sake,” literature is to 
serve a rather un-self-referential purpose; functioning 
as a vehicle, its value lies in its ability to raise man 
to a higher platform – to transcend lived reality and 
perceive an ontological truth. Even the text itself – 
quoted above – fulfills this function, as it addresses 
the reader much like an oracle overflowing with 
almost prophetic proclamations – to the extent that 
each sentence lists in excessive detail the effects of a 
(sublime) literary encounter.30 

   The Dial’s reluctance to say “pretty or curious 
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5. Salon de Madame Geoffrin

things” serves as yet another apophatic definition 
of the European avant-garde, as the absurd and 
irrational served as discursive tools by which they 
communicated their message. Referring back to the 
futurist manifesto, we find Marinetti advocating a 
departure from the logical: “Let’s break out of wisdom, 
as if out of a horrible shell; and let’s fling ourselves, 
like fruits swollen with pride, into the wind’s vast and 
contorted mouth! . . . Let’s throw ourselves, like food, 
into the unknown, not in desperation but to fill up the 
deep wells of the Absurd.”31 For surrealism as well, 
the faith in rigid rationality was denounced, as Andre 
Breton notes in his 1924 Manifesto of Surrealism, 
“We are still living in an age of logic whose methods 
are applicable only to solving problems of secondary 
interest” … The absolute rationalism that is in vogue 
today only answers questions whose end is our 
direct everyday lived experience, the logical pursuit 
of what is beyond those experiences, their ultimate 
value, is never undertaken.32 The lack of belief in the 
rational was also taken by Dada: a word which had no 
meaning.33  

The Salon vs. The Cabaret

Perhaps it would not be unwise to recall La Revue 

Indépendente’s slogan: “independent no less of 
the academic traditions than of the vain decadent 
agitations.” In the magazine’s first essay titled 
“Les Livres” an argument is made against tradition 
declaring that it has lost its motif.34 This is the same 
motif of which Novalis speaks when he writes, “There 
is a symptomatic imitation and a genetic imitation. 
The only living one is the second.”35 For Novalis, the 
genetic imitation stands for an underlying productive 
principle, whereas the symptomatic one represents 
a perceptible appearance. By declaring that tradition 
has lost its motif, Teodor De Wyzewa, the essay’s 
author, means to say that a clear separation has 
occurred between the generating motif and the 
resulting tradition. This dichotomy between motif 
and tradition – or genetic and symptomatic – played 
a significant role in the way art was presented: not 
only did the avant-garde task itself with changing the 
content of art, but also changing its societal role. 
   The second portion of the afore-mentioned 
slogan, namely the concept of decadence, serves 
as an entry point, by which we may understand art’s 
hitherto role. It was 66 years later that Georg Lukács, 
in a book titled The Destruction of Reason, deals 
with the notion. For him, the decadent belonged to 
the bourgeoisie culture: “Nietzsche was perhaps 
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the cleverest and most versatile exponent of this 
decadent self-knowledge. But his significance went 
further: in acknowledging decadence as the basic 
phenomenon of bourgeois development in his time, 
he undertook to chart the course of its self-conquest. 
For in the most spirited and vigilant intellectuals who 
succumbed to the influence of the decadent outlook, 
there ineluctably arose a desire to conquer it.”36 
   The bourgeoisie’s decadence was nowhere 
more present as in the art salon. “Often these salons 
were nothing but dilettante and mundane variants of 
the school spirit, where academic mentality united 
with the courtly.”37 The only way to combat such 
an entrenched custom was through the cabaret, 
where the proletariat were. Lukács’ argument did not 
satisfy itself with correlating the decadent with the 
bourgeoisie; it only served as a point of departure for 
his thesis, that in attempting to conquer the decadent, 
the intelligentsia – avant-garde in our case – fell 
into the same trap, whereby morality itself became 
a symptom of the decadent.38 Whether or not the 
avant-garde movements of the 20th century locked 
themselves in their own ivory towers is debatable, one 
could argue that their program was to bring society as 
a whole into their ivory towers. 
   The distinctions between motif and tradition, 
salon and cabaret, delineated above, can be further 
defined through yet another distinction, the school 
and the movement. In his essay on a specific group 
of seventeenth-century English poets, T.S. Elliot 
remarks, “in our time we should say ‘movement’” – 
as opposed to school. According to Poggioli, “the 
school does not aim to discuss; it intends only to 
teach.”39 The movement, on the other hand, is a 
vital ever-changing and developing organism, which 
exists only in relation to that which it critiques. The 
school belongs to the ancient-regime, where a 
stable environment of artistic production exists; the 
movement however depends on the artist’s initiative, 
whereby all works are self-commissioned.    

The Bourgeoisie Economy

The art salon, alluded to earlier, proves to have played 
a crucial role not only in the social status of art, but 
also in the economic standing of the artist. In his book, 
The Economics of Taste, Gerald Reitlinger states, 
“It must not be forgotten that the starving artist in an 
attic was not a contemporary of the starving poet. He 
belonged to la vie Bohème, he was a product and a 
victim of the rigorous exclusive Paris salon between 
the 1840’s and the 1890’s. He began with Meyron and 

ended with Van Gogh and in England he was a rarity. 
In late eighteenth-century England even a journeyman 
painter belonged to a prosperous class of tradesman. 
A fashionable portrait painter was a merchant prince, 
besieged by clients and dining with the great.”40 
   The salon’s artistic taste did not correspond 
with the modern painter’s chosen themes or methods 
of representation, favoring kitsch to critical artistic 
endeavors. To understand this dissonance, one has 
to investigate the manner in which art was valued at 
the time. The salon’s artistic evaluation standards 
trace their roots back to the 18th century, when in 1754 
the king of Saxony paid 8,000 pounds for the “Sistine 
Madonna,” the highest sum paid for any painting up 
until that point in time.41 This occurrence initiated a 
tradition, still existing today, that inflated the cost of 
paintings and shifted its worth from an appreciation 
of its artistic content to a monetary figure. During the 
18th and 19th centuries, however, the only class able 
to afford extravagantly priced painting to showcase 
in their estates or private collections were not the 
nobility or stately institutions, who had the greater sum 
of their assets frozen in estates, rather merchants, 
industrialists and bankers, who could realize and 
liquidate their capital. The art buyer was thus not the 
traditional nobleman who commissioned the great 
art-works of the past, rather the industrial capitalist.42 
Such a shift coincided with a shift in the function of 
art, it was no longer acquired to belong to a curated 
private collection, but it was rather regarded as a 
trading stock, which could be sold years later for a 
profit. 
   The avant-garde artist rebelled against these 
normative modes of artistic production, substituting 
the hitherto traditional commissioner of art, with his 
own self. As already mentioned above, the avant-
garde artist took the initiative to produce his/her own 
art work and performances. Poggioli sees the roots of 
this phenomenon in the Bourgeoisie culture:  “Since 
bourgeoisie culture, with its cult of respectability and 
its sharp distinction between intellectual and manual 
labor, prefers to consider the fruits of literary-artistic 
activity as a service rather than a product, it naturally 
leads the artist to assume the function or function of 
being a self-employed professional.”43

   This shift in the artist’s status, from a creator to 
a serviceman, corresponds, with a much larger shift 
in market economy, namely the industrial revolution. 
In his essay, “The Rise and Decline of the Avant-
Garde,” Constant notes that, “For indeed, especially 
in the initial phase of mechanization, machines were 
fierce competitors for the artists. While in preceding 
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7. The Tribunal of the Uffizzi Gallery (1913 Private Collection)

centuries the owners of the means of production 
converted the surplus value of labor into culture, 
machines consumed the major part of the surplus 
value, as it had to be reinvested in production 
equipment.”44 The machines did not only compete 
with the artists on an economic level, but also on a 
knowledge-based level, whereby the heavily guarded 
techniques of artistic production where slowly 
being taken-over and replicated by mechanized 
technologies, the invention of photography being 
the prime example. In his essay, “Art History and 
the Nineteenth Century,” Richard Schiff notes that, 
“Skilled Workers know that sharing secrets of the 
trade or method with outsiders risks diluting the 
market for corresponding product or service. If too 
many get involved in the same kind of work, not only 
does supply exceed demand, but the possibility of 
independent invention and ‘modernization’ increases, 
along with the likelihood that the parameters of the 
entire enterprise may shift dramatically.”45 
  The question I would like to raise, in light of the 
above observations, is to what degree was the avant-
garde artist the initiator of his own fate? How much of 
his destiny was already pre-conditioned by an already 
ongoing process of social and economic change?

The Term “Avant-Garde”: From the Battle 
Field to the Art Cabaret

The notion of avant-garde first appeared in a 
militaristic context, its role was to ascertain the 
advancement of the enemy; in that sense it was the 
eyes of the army. The transference of the term from 
the military context to the artistic one took place in 
France as represented in 1825 by the early socialist 
Saint-Simonists and Fourierists. Charles Baudelaire 
was very weary of such a transference however, 
claiming that it was passed on in an uninformed 
manner, writing in 1859, “it betrays a sense of 
conformity, a spirit which can only be thought of 
through society [– not at its fringes in a militaristic 
manner].” 
   The term was first used by art-historians 
however in Theodore Duret’s Critique de L’Avant-
Garde, published in 1885. The objective of the 
book was the analysis of various modern (now 
called modern) art movements such as naturalism 
and impressionism. In the introduction, the author 
outlines the objective of his investigation, stating 
that the emphasis of his study focused on the 
most progressive and forward-looking modes of 
representation: “Nous nous attacherons surtout à 
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signaler les productions des nouveaux venus qui 
nous paraissent avoir le plus d’avenir.”46 A new and 
progressive art, defined to be avant-garde, denoted 
a certain aspect of novelty and originality: “notre fil 
conducteur pour le choix…sera la possession de 
l’originalité,” going on to state, “Aussi bien nous 
serons souvent attire vers un peintre nouveau.”47 
Novelty and originality would not come without a 
cost however, the hitherto defined role of art as the 
imitation of nature – and subsequent use of traditional 
motifs – was to be forgone: “Nous nous detournerons 
systématique de tout artiste chez lequel nous ne 
trouverons que la reproduction de types deja connus, 
ou le reflet d’une manière de peindre qui ne lui est pas 
personelle.”48 Interestingly enough, the term avant-
garde is never defined throughout the text, leading 
one to assume that in the late nineteenth century 
there already existed an agreed upon definition such 
that it was common knowledge what avant-garde 
denoted. 

The Social Dispositive of the Avant-Garde

The art-theorists, namely Poggioli and Burger, 
who laid the preliminary ground work for a general 
theory of the avant-garde, did not have access, in 
the 1960’s and 70’s, to the breadth of avant-garde 
magazines and manifestos, which we have been 
discussing above. Up until the turn of the millennium, 
most magazines were tucked away in hard to access 
private library collections.49 To further complicate 
matters, the number of available copies was so 
meager, that each issue consisted of a dozen or more 
prints. Additionally, the rate of publication was so 
copious that, in 1920, a satirical play by Max Mohr, 
titled Dadakratie, remarks, “In the month alone 1100 
new art movements appeared.”50 Our current study, 
and reevaluation of hitherto theories (still to come), 
would not be possible without the readily available 
digital material in online archives assembled and 
curated by libraries and universities around the world. 
In his 1967 essay, “The Responsibility of Intellectuals,” 
Noam Chomsky deals with the responsibility entailed 
in such a vast access to knowledge. He poses 
the same question that Dwight Macdonald had 
raised twenty years earlier: “To what extent were 
the Germans or Japanese people responsible for 
the atrocities committed by their governments?”51 
Chomsky, however, directs the question to the 
intellectual minority rather than the general public, 
claiming that, “The responsibilities of intellectuals, 
then, are much deeper that what Macdonald calls 

the ‘responsibility of the people,’ given the unique 
privileges that intellectuals enjoy.”52 This privileged 
minority are provided access to information, freedom 
of expression, and the academic training to critically 
analyze and expose hidden truth, all while being 
protected by the blanket of Western democracy.53 
The avant-garde, likewise rose out of a self-assigned 
social responsibility. It was in Gabriel Lavendart’s 
1845 essay “Of the Mission of Art and the Artist’s 
Role,” that one first encounters the new definition: 
“Art, the expression of society, manifests, in its highest 
soaring, the most advanced social tendencies: it is 
the forerunner and the revealer. Therefore, to know 
whether art worthily fulfills its proper mission as 
initiator, whether the artist is truly of the avant-garde, 
one must know where Humanity is going, know what 
the destiny of the human race is…to lay bare with a 
brutal brush all the brutalities, all the filth, which are 
at the base of our society.”54 That same year, Marx 
had echoed a similar sentiment in his “Theses on 
Feuerbach” remarking that, “the philosophers have 
only interpreted the world in various ways, the point 
is to change it.”55 Regarded in light of Chomsky’s 
definition, however; the question becomes, what then 
was the privileged power of the avant-garde artist? 
With what was he endowed that non-other than him/
her could share in the responsibility of changing the 
world?
   The surrealist movement believed that it had 
access to such a privileged power, which could 
change society. The actor of social change was 
defined as the direct image. In the first surrealist 
publication by the name of Surréalisme, its manifesto 
traces languages usage of imagery remarking: the 
first poet uttered, “the sky is blue;” another noted 
much later, “your eyes are blue like the sky”; a while 
after someone ventured and said “you have the skies 
in your eyes”; and the modern man writes, “your eyes 
of the sky.” The most beautiful images, the manifesto 
states, are those which approach the distant elements 
of reality most directly and most rapidly.56 In this 
regard, Surrealism sought to induce a visceral 
encounter with art, such that a rapid and unmediated 
experience of reality would take place within the mind 
of the observer. The last sentence of the manifesto 
outlines the intended outcome of such an artistic 
encounter, “Our surrealism rediscovers nature, the 
primary emotion of man, and marches, with the 
aid of a completely new artistic material towards a 
construction, towards a will-power.”57 It was precisely 
such a rediscovered will-power, which had been 
hidden and tarnished by the world superfluous 
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8. Celebes (Max Ernst-1921)

Max Ernst‘s Celebes, though produced under affilia-
tion with DADA, was used by Breton to illustrate the 
surrealist movement‘s device of using direct imagery. 
Notice for instance how the sky is simultaneously an 
ocean as the fish swim across the clouds. 

content, that surrealism wished to activate, and 
initiate a “surrealist revolution.” The ultimate goal 
of this revolution was “the resolution of these two 
states, dream and reality, which are seemingly 
so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a 
surreality.”58  



20 9. Horse Galloping (Edward Muggeridge)
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Three types of Avant-Garde Theory

In the first portion of our discussion we dealt primarily 
with the historical manifestations of the avant-garde, 
now we turn our attention to the Theory of the Avant-
Garde, a topic of study which developed in the sixties 
and is still active today. Avant-garde Theory can 
be defined as a scientific study which attempts to 
define what the avant-garde is. There are, however 
three cultural stages which it can analyze, in order 
to arrive at what it defines as avant-garde. One can 
focus on what is apriori, attempting to decipher a 
cultural soul-image that lies behind the movements. 
Conversely one can set the produced artistic objects 
and performances as his or her point-of-departure. In 
between these two stages, there is yet another one 
which the avant-garde theory can examine, namely 
the avant-garde’s medium of communication.59 
   Favoring one stage over the other yields very 
different definitions of what the avant-garde is. This 
proves to be problematic rather quickly as avant-
garde theory tends to reduce the whole movement 
it wishes to define to a few particular manifestations 
that support its argument – or as it purports, raises 
the manifestation to a pars pro toto. Such an attitude 
of seeing the whole being in one single part, was 
also taken up by some of the very “avant-garde” 
movements being analyzed. Futurism, for instance, 
wanted to subsume all other movements within their 
program.60 
   In 2010, the New Literary Magazine, dedicated 
a whole issue to asking the question “What is Avant-
Garde?” It is in Philippe Sers’ essay that the problem 

stated above is elaborated upon. “Debates about the 
artistic avant-garde tend to stress formal oppositions, 
yet in doing so they stage a confrontation that 
soon loses all meaning, since it obscures the more 
fundamental problems that animate philosophical 
discussion – which have to do with the heuristic 
function of art that with the capricious and gaudy 
spectacle of a small circle of people bound together 
by the latest artistic trends.”61 The challenge with 
attempting to develop a theory of avant-garde, which 
deals with underlying heuristic tendencies, is that it 
must do so through analyzing formal manifestations – 
or artistic trends as Sers refers to them. 

Avant-Garde as opposed to what?

The above challenge, of trying to see through some 
form into its hidden essence, is more complex 
however. The avant-garde, used as a term in art 
history, denotes the artistic manifestations from the 
1900’s to the 1930’s; in this sense the avant-garde 
defines a time frame rather than a specifically oriented 
method of thought or artistic production. Otherwise, 
what was the alternative to avant-garde art during 
the early 20th century, did there exist a non-avant-
garde art, through which one may distinguish the 
avant-garde from the non-avant-garde? The closest 
possibility of such a dual existence is described 
in Clement Greenberg’s essay, “Avant-garde and 
Kitsch,” where he observes that parallel to the avant-
garde developed a mimetic version, which took its 
formal manifestations for the sake of commercial 
ends. He concludes, “If the avant-garde imitates 

AVANT-GARDE
A THEORY
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the processes of art, kitsch, we now see, imitates 
its effects. The neatness of this antithesis is more 
than contrived; it corresponds to and defines the 
tremendous interval that separates from each other 
two such simultaneous cultural phenomena as the 
avant-garde and kitsch.”62 Aside from these two 
simultaneous manifestations, there is hardly any 
serious viable “traditional” artistic movement, which 
has been recognized as belonging to the history of 
early 20th century western art. 

Avant-Gardism vs. Modernism vs. Post-
Modernism

The answer to the issue raised above, can only 
be resolved through defining what the historical 
avant-garde stood for relative to art movements 
which preceded it or succeeded it – rather than any 
contemporary movements. This approach raises 
another problem however, namely that the definition of 
the avant-garde often satisfies itself by resorting to the 
notion that the avant-garde is a revolution against that 
which preceded it. For if avant-garde is only a matter 
of novelty then every era, along with its new set of 
values, would constitute a particular avant-garde.
   An example of this dilemma may be found in 
Renato Poggioli’s The Theory of the Avant-Garde, 
a text which has been designated as a mislabeled 
theory of Modernism.63 In her essay, “Architecture 
Production,” Beatriz Colomina remarks, “Bürger’s 
account of the avant-garde is historically and 
theoretically more precise than Renato Poggiolo’s 
earlier book of almost identical title, The Theory 
of the Avant-Garde (1968), where he equates the 
avant-garde with modernism over a historical span 
going back as far as the late eighteenth century and 
paralleling the development of bourgeois capitalist 
society. Poggiolo’s theory is at best a theory of 
modernity and as such insufficient to characterise the 
historical avant-gardes, as Schulte-Sasse notes in his 
introduction to Bürger’s book.”64 
   The notion that the avant-garde can be 
confounded with modernism, has as its premise the 
belief in the existence of a particular set of avant-
garde tendencies which are not rooted in a specific 
historic cultural era – modernism in this case, but 
are rather independent from the constraints of time 
and space. I prefer Marshall Berman’s approach to 
the matter, as in his book All the is Solid Melts into 
Air, he clarifies, “I define modernism as any attempt 
by modern men and women to become subjects as 
well as objects of modernization, to get a grip on 

the modern world and make themselves at home 
in it. This is a broader and more inclusive idea of 
modernism than those found in scholarly books. It 
implies an open and expansive way of understanding 
culture; very different from the curatorial approach that 
breaks up human activity into fragments and locks 
those fragments into separate cases, labeled by time, 
place, language genre and academic discipline.”65 

For Berman there is not real distinction between the 
two terms, both signify different aspects of the same 
phenomenon, namely modernity. 
   Returning to Colomina’s assessment however, 
it is of use to evaluate the shift from modernism 
to post-modernism and examine the existence of 
the avant-garde in both eras. Going forth from the 
assumption that the historical avant-garde was more 
or less modernist in nature, and that the neo-avant-
garde was conversely post-modernist in nature, we 
reach a certain realization. The term avant-garde 
needs a prefix, for there is no purer version of it that 
unites both the historical and the neo. In this light, 
the only definitive aspect of what avant-garde may 
be defined as is the rebellion against its present 
conditions, rather than having a definitive ideational 
content which advances a specific philosophical 
program. 
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The Avant-Garde and Technology

In his essay, “On Photography and Painting: A 
Prolegomena,” Dietrich Sheunemann begins by 
describing what the invention of the camera meant 
for art. For Breton, “The invention of photography has 
dealt a moral blow to the old modes of expression, 
in painting as well as in poetry”; whereas Walter 
Benjamin wonders, “whether the very invention of 
photography had not transformed the entire nature 
of art.”66 The avant-garde thus had two options: 
either attempt to keep up with technology in the 
hope of making technology subservient to art. No 
mechanical tool should exist that cannot be used to 
fulfill an artistic function, beyond its practical one. 
Interestingly enough, this approach has the hints of 
Burger’s definition of the avant-garde – with which 
we will deal in the next segment – of connecting art 
and life-practice. The other extreme option involved 
finding another claim for art beyond the one which 
technology had taken over, namely the reproduction 
of reality. The goal would thus be to establish a new 
role for art to fulfill, that technology could not possibly 
accomplish. 
   In its pursuit to overcome the camera, the 
avant-garde developed an anti-perspectival art, 
which is evident most clearly in the work of the 
cubists. Such an anti-perspectival art stood in clear 
opposition to Panofsky’s definition of the perspective, 
where “the possibility [of] the painted picture will 

once again become a section cut from an infinite 
space…to the extent and in the sense that imagined 
space now reaches out in all directions beyond 
represented space”67 Panofsky’s notion of an infinite 
space corresponds with Hegel’s definition of an 
infinity of time: “When time and space, for example, 
are spoken of as infinite, it is in the first place the 
infinite progression on which our thoughts fasten.”68 
Panofsky echoes the same sentiment when he quotes 
Pomponius Gauricus, “the place exists prior to the 
bodies brought to the place and therefore must first 
be define linearly.”69 For Hegel the infinity of time 
also denotes a linear progression; i.e. a positivist or 
teleological view of history.
   The Cubists, developed a different approach 
to history, where the continuity of space and time 
played an important role in the production of their 
artwork: The continuous movement around an 
object – or multiple ones – is compressed onto 
the painting’s surface. In the illustration, one sees 
sequences of Picasso painting an object which 
starts out as a flower bouquet, morphs into a fish, 
and then morphs into a chicken. The end result of 
this continuous movement is paradoxically rather 
fragmented and discontinuous, yet more whole and 
finite, negating the notion of infinity worked out by the 
perspective. What is important to recognize is that 
man is no longer at the center, measuring reality. Jose 
Ortega Y Gasset speaks of “The Dehumanization 
of Art,” where he writes: “A large part of what I have 
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called dehumanization and the loathing of human 
forms arises from this antipathy to the traditional 
interpretation of reality.”70

   Turning our attention to Picasso’s 
“L’Arlesienne,” we notice that it features a planar 
interplay between transparency and opacity. For Philip 
Junod transparency and opacity are synonymous with 
a continuity – and discontinuity – of space and time. 
Transparency indicates a projection or continuity of 
the artistic motif, where the observer can see through 
the painting into the whole history of art. Opacity, 
on the other hand, indicates an abrupt break with 
tradition, a new found autonomy. A perfect example 
of such a phenomenon is found in the Russian 

constructivists, where the self-referentiality of the 
art object overtook the traditional laws of imitation. 
One needs to look no further than Malevich’s Black 
Square, where opacity, both phenomenal and 
metaphorical dominates the canvas. The break with 
tradition was further exacerbated, as the picture hung 
the corner of the ceiling, a place reserved for a picture 
of Christ. 
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14. Situla and Hydria

The Avant-garde and Life:

According to Bürger, the project of the avant-garde 
was for “art to become practical once again.” One 
cannot help but think of Semper’s definition of art as 
a crystallization of life-practices, where he provides 
us with models of an Egyptian situla and a Greek 
hydria. The situla takes its shape from the flat banks 
of the Nile, where it was used as a bucket to draw 
water from the river. As it was transported, hanging 
from a rod which one carried on his back, the forces 
of gravity imposed their form on the leather vessel 
endowing it with its bottom-heavy shape. Similarly 
the hydria takes its shape from the mountainous 
Greek landscape where it was held as a funnel below 
a waterfall. Its wide base was due to the manner 
in which one carried it on his head. What Semper 
provides is the scenario of an art object whose form 
is the natural outgrowth of life. This is not however 

what Bürger intended by his statement. For him it was 
the exact opposite, life was to be the outgrowth of art. 
Ben Highmore, in his essay “Awkard Moments: Avant-
Gardism and the dialectics of everyday life,” contests 
such a definition, arguing that the avant-garde had a 
more complex (nuanced) relationship with daily life: 
on the one hand, it lamented the inauthentic banality 
of daily life, and on the other hand, it celebrated its 
possibility of salvation as it is ubiquitous.71 
  The reconnection of art and life, presents a 
question of directionality however. If art is to move 
towards life, an aestheticization of the everyday 
object occurs. One can already foresee the argument 
for pop-art, and Allison and Peter Smithon’s motto 
“But today we collect ads.” This can be described as 
a shift in the object of art. If life is to move towards 
art, either an elevation occurs in the standard of 
daily life, approaching that of a museum culture, or 
daily life itself becomes the subject of fine art. This 
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can be described as a shift in quality, either of art or 
life. It is interesting to note that here one finds Adolf 
Loos’s definition of Art: “it attempts to rip one outside 
of his/her comfort zone.” Rather than applying a 
direction, the art-object can be negated altogether, 
as Henri LeFebvre suggested, “Let everyday life 
become a work of art.” This belongs to the Situation-
Internationalists goal of creating life situations, 
where the procession of life is the art-work. A further 
example of this notion can be seen in Gideon’s “New 
Monumentality” where fireworks are seen as the 
ultimate monumental expression of our modern age. 
To conclude, the whole dichotomy between fine-art 
and daily-life can be seen as the conflict between the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat.

Three polemics regarding the avant-garde: 
A preliminary conclusion

In the introduction to Five Architects, Colin Rowe 
poses 6 questions asking what modernism is; 
similarly, I would like to pose 3 questions, regarding 
what should be denoted as avant-garde, in an attempt 
to outline otherwise subliminal issues, which have 
pervaded our discussion thus far.  

1. Is “positivism” a corner-stone of the avant-garde?
How does the avant-garde respond to its present, 
as well as to its immediate past? Does it assume the 
teleological approach mentioned earlier, building upon 
what came before it, while simultaneously denouncing 
all that preceded it as inferior in a Comteian manner? 
Or does it perceive history in a cyclical manner, 
attempting to reset all cultural processes and begin 
anew?

2. Is the Avant-garde an action towards the future or a 
reaction against the past?
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To what extent does the avant-garde care about its 
place in the history of ideas? Does it seek validity in 
previous models of thought? Or does it understand its 
avowed program to be the invention of new models of 
thought?

3. Is the “Theory of Avant-garde” a retroactive 
manifesto? 
Poggioli’s text in 1967 was the first to deal explicitly 
and in a scholarly manner with the notion. Is the 
concept of avant-garde, as we know have been 
dealing with it so far, one that was invented in 
the 1960’s in reaction to the neo avant-garde? 
Conversely, since none of the historical avant-garde 
movements described themselves as avant-gardists, 
could it be that this retroactive definition was an 
attempt by the neo avant-garde to legitimize its 
actions? 



30 15. Superstudio (Natalini and Toraldo)
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Introduction to the group and their context 
in the 1960’s

The roaring 60’s! The naissance of Superstudio took 
form during the Florentine student uprising in 1963, 
where most of the group members met each other for 
the first time.72 The protestors called for a change in 
the educational content; their complaint was directed 
at the curriculum’s heavy emphasis on historical 
themes as well as projects whose sole purpose was 
the exercise of proper implementation of architectural 
styles.73 It was not only the specific academic content 
that was contested, rather the profession’s attitudes 
at large which were challenged. Gilberto Corretti 
recalls that “the launching theme was vindictive 
[and] democratic. We fought for the scientific method 
[for] democracy within the university, against the 
integration and alienation of technicians, against the 
apoliticization of culture and student conditions.”74 
In effect what was advocated for was an awareness 
of architecture’s impact on its environment and the 
profession’s direct influence on society. The wishful 
ignorance, by which architecture was reduced to 
an aestheticized art and subverted into a pastiche, 
autonomous of its contemporary surroundings, no 
longer provided a sufficient mode of education or 
architectural analysis.75    
   Such a position coincided with, and developed 
its critical vigor during, the outbreak of student 
protests in 1968, a year that would define the 
whole decade. The revolutionary spirit that began 
in 1963 Florence culminated in 1968 Paris. In a 
special AD edition, titled “The Beaux-Arts since ’68,” 

Bernard Tschumi and Martin Pawley explain the 
motives behind the protests: “The group attempted 
a revolution in architectural teaching by turning 
the very basis of their studies toward the exposure 
and uprooting of the social evils which our present 
system of environmental design and construction 
seems unable to ameliorate. Inadequate housing, the 
destruction of communities by redevelopment, the 
harsh treatment of building workers and immigrants, 
the ecological absurdities of our technological society; 
above all the idiocy and criminal irresponsibility of 
professionals who refuse to acknowledge their role in 
the whole process of economic growth and industrial 
development – and the social consequences that 
flow from it.”76 The outcome of such an upheaval 
– particularly the one in 1963, which concerns our 
study – was two-fold: first, the turbulent nature of 
the protests dealt a huge blow to all pre-established 
certainties concerning architecture, every notion that 
was hitherto taken for granted had to be thought anew 
and redefined;77 second, the model of architectural 
education was restructured to accommodate 
discussions and foster a dialogue where such a 
redefinition could take place. 
   For the architecture students in the University 
of Florence, what this meant was the possibility – for 
the first time ever – to undertake a group design 
project, an opportunity on which all of Branzi, Corretti, 
Morozzi and Toraldi pounced.78 It was not only the 
structure of their work which was novel, but also the 
content of their work. For a project whose prompt was 
to design a new faculty of architecture on the plain 
of Sesto Fiorentino, the group “met it in the utmost 

SUPERSTUDIO



32 16. Jolly Gallery (Pistoa)

metaphorical and utopian sense, [proposing] a linear 
city from Florence to Pistoia, which also included 
the faculty of architecture.”79 Their group project, 
conducted in 1963, evinces the first germs of an idea, 
which would later develop into both Superstudio’s 
The Continuous Monument, and Archizoom’s No-Stop 
City. In this sense, both Superstudio and Archizoom 
were inextricably joined at the hip, even prior to their 
official coming-into-being. Furthermore, the project is 
an indirect outcome of the student protests.80

   It was in 1966 that both Archizoom and 
Superstudio officially entered the professional 
architectural scene, as they participated in an 
exhibition at Jolly Gallery in Pistoa. Prior to and 
throughout his years as a student, in the early 1960’s, 
Natalini was active as a painter, collaborating with the 
Pistioan School’s Roberto Barni, Umberto Buscioni, 
and Giani Ruffi.81 Already an exhibited artist, the 
Jolly Gallery, invited Natalini to display some of his 
art-work. Having recently finished his architectural 
diploma, however; he proposed that the theme of 
the exhibition be focused on architecture instead, 
inviting his colleagues, Branzi, Corretti, Deganello, 
and Morozzi, to participate. The exhibition was titled 
Superarchitecture. A second exhibition was held the 
following year, in March 1967 at the Modena Galleria 
Communale, by the title of Superarchitecture II.82 Its 

contents remain unknown however, as no architecture 
or art magazine of the time reported on the work. It 
is speculated, nevertheless, the organizer’s diploma 
projects were put on display.83

   It is in between these two exhibitions that 
Superstudio is formed and the interest of our 
discussion begins.84 In 1966, Toraldo di Francia 
became formally associated with Superstudio, 
when he helped Natalini find a permanent working 
space at Via Bellosguardo 1.85 The rest of the group 
members, Roberto Magris, Gian Piero Frassinelli, and 
Alessandro Magris followed suit respectively, joining 
Superstudio in 1967. Furthermore, from 1970-1972, 
Alessandro Poli was associated with the group. What 
is of note is what each member contributed to the 
group. As alluded to earlier, Natalini was the pop-artist 
of the group, introducing every-day objects within 
the practice’s theoretical projects.86 This interest 
was not limited to him, however, as all members of 
the group had been dealing with pop-art throughout 
their studies. It was Leonardo Ricci, their architecture 
professor, who placed heavy emphasis on pop-art 
and the representation of mass-culture, acting as a 
quasi-messenger between the Manhattan art-galleries 
and Florence.87 Toraldi, was the photographer of 
the group, bringing clipping and pasting know-
how to aid with the group’s iconic collages.88 
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Interestingly enough, Natalini had commissioned him 
to photograph the Superarchitecture exhibition – a 
projected after which they remained in collaboration. 
Frassinelli had studied anthropology prior to taking 
up an architectural education, his university research 
dealt with the intersection of the two fields.89 His 
influence can be noticeably felt in the group’s attitudes 
towards defining architecture “as life”: a formulation 
that would take prominent shape in the Five 
Fundamental Acts project to be discussed later. Lastly 
the Magris brothers were well-versed in industrial 
design, bringing their expertise to the group’s 
production of furniture and lamps. It is theorized, on 
good authority, that Natlini, Toraldi, and Frassinelli, 
were entrusted with the group’s “utopian projects,” 
whereas the Magris brothers took over the design 
projects of objects.90

   Superstudio’s mode of production was 
supported and propelled by little architectural 
magazines, which helped communicate and present 
the works of “radical” architecture groups. It was 
Domus’s Gio Ponti, who first championed the work of 
the young architectural collective, publishing it in the 
no. 469 December issue of 1967.91  
   I would like to elaborate on three fundamental 
characteristics, which the little magazines shared, 
that proved stimulating for Superstudio’s attitude 
towards architecture. To begin with, the magazine was 
understood to be a work of art in its own right; it was 
Ponti himself who declared that the magazine should 
not be a representation of art but an artwork. Tschumi 
lucidly points out the effect such an understanding 
had, stating that the magazine came to by 
synonymous with the building site, whereby its pages 
functioned as “a means of producing architecture.”92 
Superstudio’s collages and poster boards suited the 
magazine’s medium very well, it could be argued 
whether Superstudio made their collages in such a 
manner due to the magazine’s demands, or whether 
they were constructed independently, only to be 
adapted to the printed page at a later stage.93

   Approaching the magazine as an artwork, 
favored a particular type of content, namely one which 
was not written or produced for the ultimate purpose 
of feeding into the architectural practice; it was rather 
sufficient to fulfill the autonomous program of the 
magazine at hand. Our second characteristic can thus 
be defined as “excess” - a term which Stefano Boeri, 
the editor in chief of Domus from 2004 to 2007, uses 
to describe the prerogative of his magazine. According 
to him, “the notion of excess means that…there was a 
part of knowledge, research, or theoretical speculation 

produced within the field of architecture that had 
a total autonomy, which was simply a product or a 
result in itself and which did not have to be justified in 
the practice.”94 Such a condition, fundamental to the 
mode of publication, afforded Superstudio the luxury 
of conducting theoretical research and producing 
metaphoric projects. It also coincided with their 
attempt to redefine architecture as a whole, striving 
towards an “architecture of the mind,” something 
which can be acquired from reading a magazine.  
   The little magazine’s independence (from 
the practice – and dealing with strictly pragmatic 
issues for that matter) was afforded by a shift from 
ad-based revenue to subscriber-based revenue.95 
Although it meant a limitation in financial resources, 
the shift allowed the little magazine to harbor and 
accommodate radical texts and projects, many of 
which heavily criticized and deplored the malaise 
caused by the encroachment of commercial activity in 
every sphere of our lived lives. The advertisements, 
which once filled the magazine’s pages, were 
replaced by their very anti-thesis.96 Another outcome 
of such a shift, which can be detected rather clearly 
in AD magazine, was the refraction of a single formal 
idea, which could be followed through an entire issue, 
into many ideational fragments, which spread across 
the issue’s pages. For AD magazine the phenomena 
manifested itself in the Cosmorama section, where 
“brief snippets of ideas with five lines of how-to 
advice” were presented.97 This fragmented mode 
of representation allowed Superstudio to remain 
metaphoric and extremely ironical in much of their 
work, as their ideas were to be regarded in concert 
with many others that shared the magazine’s spreads.  
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Three Canonical Projects

Superstudio’s work is a tangled web of projects, 
where production was parallel and published 
manifestations represented only a (theoretical) 
work in progress. Their significant projects must 
therefore be mapped systematically and separately, 
before dealing with their many interconnections and 
underlying creative impulses. In this section, three 
critical projects, which prove vital to our discussion, 
will be introduced and placed within their historical 
context. The Continuous Monument, Salvages of 
Italian Historic Centers, and Five Fundamental Acts, 
to be precise, mark key nodes in Superstudio’s 

theoretical development as a collective, outlining a 
journey whose focus began with the architectural and 
ended with the human. Their relative content will be 
discussed and related in the section to follow. 

The Continuous Monument

As outlined above, the seeds of The Continuous 
Monument were planted by Toraldo in 1963, when he 
collaborated with the future members of Archizoom 
on a student project that saw the architecture faculty 
stretched along a linear structure, which extended 
from Florence to Pistoa on its outskirts. It was not until 
1969, however, that the project blossomed into the 
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20. Graz Room (1969)

form with which we identify it today. 
   The project first appeared at Trigon, a biennale 
exhibition in Graz, which featured the work of 
artists and architects from Austria, Italy, and former 
Yugoslavia. Superstudio’s winning entry responded 
to the 1969 exhibition’s theme titled “Architecture 
and Freedom.” The call for projects stated that, 
“the entrants should deal with how and to what 
extent freedom in the architecture of the future can 
be allowed to the individual and society, and the 
limitations imposed by architecture on this freedom…
Projects must correspond to the possibilities and 
probabilities of development in our civilization up 
to the year two thousand…The overall aim of this 
exhibition is to use a small-scale utopian view of 

the future to provide ideas for responsible action 
in the immediate present.”98 It is interesting to note 
that in the text which accompanied Superstudio’s 
entry proposal, the title Continuous Monument 
was nowhere to be found however. Instead the 
collective emphasized the non-representational 
nature of architecture discipline, writing: “We are 
heading towards an architecture that is no more 
or less mechanically derived from different needs 
and disciplines, but which is a clarifying activity of 
antinomies and contradictions … the Graz [exhibition 
space] is an artifact, it is an object for exhibitions but 
an exposed object that does not refer to either a past 
design past or a constructible future.”99 Their design, 
which lined the room with a white gridded hardboard 
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22. The Continuous Monument (AD Magazine-1970)

surface, transformed the exhibition space to portray 
such an understanding – one no reference to the past 
or the future could be ascertained.
   The name, “Continuous Monument,” first 
appeared a few months later, when the project was 
published in Domus magazine’s issue number 481. In 
an article titled “Superstudio: Discorso per Immagini” 
the proclamation, “The Continuous Monument: 
An architectural model for total urbanization” was 
made.100 It is in this text, that the project developed 
its iconic theoretical armature. In it, the members of 
Superstudio declare, “architecture is one of the few 
ways to realize cosmic order on earth,” imagining a 
near future where “a single act, a single design” can 
clarify the motives behind man’s built endeavors. This 
single act was fulfilled in the promise of a continuous 
monument which at once condensed the forces of 
the environment: “we move towards the ‘continuous 
monument’ – a form of architecture all equally 
emerging from a single continuous environment – the 
world rendered uniform by technology, culture and 
all the other inevitable forms of imperialism.”101 In 
effect the project called for the rediscovery of primary 
architectural principles.102  
   A year later, the project acquired new collages 
which were presented in Architectural Design 
magazine’s issue number 4 in 1970. A short note 
by the collective accompanied the images, “At the 

moment we are interested in a still, shining form of 
architecture, and architecture of reason, in which the 
magic circle of form (as an antithesis to nature) may 
close perfectly. We are working on an architecture 
which we hope to render sacred and immutable. 
We design our architecture as a sign in the desert; 
architecture pitted against death, architecture as 
serene happiness, architecture as sweet tyranny.”103 
It was in 1971 however, that Casabella – in its 358th 
issue – published a new iteration of The Continuous 
Monument. A series of storyboards intended to be 
produced as a film, where a theoretical argument is 
outlined tracing the origins of architecture back to 
geometry, on one hand, and the wall as an element 
on the other. 
   It is important to note, as already alluded to 
earlier, that The Continuous Monument was used as 
a theoretical as well as formal foundation for other 
projects. In two subsequent projects, “Reflected 
Architecture” and “Twelve Ideal Cities,” The 
Continuous Monument lends its structure towards the 
formation of an entirely new concept and independent 
theoretical proposition. In “Reflected Architecture,” a 
plain gridded structure encloses the American side 
of Niagara Falls forming a water basin, whereas in 
the “First Ideal City” the gridded structure is used 
to compartmentalize a broad green landscape into 
square lots.104  
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Kepler tried to inscribe elementary solid within the 
orbits of the planets.

Vitruvius and Leonardo inscribed man within 
the circle, the indians placed chaos within the 
mandala.

The golden section, order, symmetry, were at the 
same time a vision of the world, and a medium for 
communicating the nature of things.

The mandala as a basis for meditation is a tenta-
tive try at ordering and giving sense to diverging 
elements.
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...Then, when human signs are not elementary 
solids, they are long continuous lines, a theory of 
elements, the expression of...

the same will to sign and measure. Bridges, Chi-
nese Walls,...

or acqueducts are still continuous monuments, 
also lying full length to embrace the earth.

And so on up to the motorways, great dams and 
huge products of technology on a scale with the 
new dimensions.

24. Deserti naturali e artificiali (Casabella - 1971)
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25. Pisa Plan (Salvages of Italian Historic Centers)

Salvages of Italian Historic Centers

This project is an anomaly relative to Superstudio’s 
other ones. It is the only one whose proposed ideas 
can actually be realized. This is not to negate the 
ironic nature of its content, rather to emphasize its 
sense of urgency and immediacy that it placed in 
a contemporary physical context, as opposed to 
an envisioned hypothetical future. It was originally 
published in a design magazine by the name IN: 
Argomenti e Immagini di Design. Salvages of Italian 
Historic Centers was a contribution to the magazine’s 
1972 issue dealing with the theme of “the destruction 
and reappropriation of the city.”105 
   Superstudio begin the project with a polemical 
text that is paradoxical in nature. They state, “To 
salvage in order to destroy, to destroy in order to save 
yourself – in times of apocalypse, extremes meet and 
opposites equalize.” The main idea of the introduction 
can be ascertained from one poignant sentence: 
“The city is submerged in the flood of history, a river 
contaminated and turned into a tide of sewage. The 
only possible salvage is destruction once more, total 
sterilization of this organism that was born as a house 
of man, but became his prison and final sepulcher.”
   It should be mentioned, at the outset, that the 
subtitle’s designation “Italia Vostro” (your Italy) was 
a pointed juxtaposition against the preservationist 
group Italia Nostro (our Italy). For Italia Nostro, 
preservation for the sake of economic speculation or 
tourism was not enough stating, “Cultural resources 
are as important as economic ones…Their waste 
and misuse are impoverishing Man’s spiritual 
heritage and seriously affecting his socio-economic 
progress.”106 The value of historical edifices lies in 
what they historically represented, rather than in 
their possible contemporary re-use. Regarded in this 
light, Superstudio comments above are extremely 

paradoxical. On the one hand, they are extremely 
critical of Italia Nostro’s view that man’s progress 
hangs upon cultural continuity, advocating the 
irrevocable abandonment and utter destruction of 
historic sites. But on the other hand, they follow Italia 
Nostro’s puritanical advice that the reuse of a historic 
artifact for economic gains – such as tourism – should 
be avoided. They take it to an extreme however, and 
declare what Italia Nostro is unwilling to utter: all 
historical artifacts should be returned to a state of ruin, 
such that their historicity and authenticity may be truly 
appreciated.107  

The project is a set of proposals for six historic Italian 
city centers: Naples, Pisa, Venice, Milan, Rome, and 
Florence. For each city, a statement is made where 
Superstudio outlines the particularities of the city – 
or at least what they perceive to be of worth to the 
general public. Based on each statement is proposal 
is made to make each city’s identifying features more 
apparent, more acute. It is through the proposal’s 
absurdities, that Superstudio are able to criticize the 
content of their (the public’s) statement regarding 
each city.

Pisa:

“The historic center of Pisa interests nobody (except 
a few professors of art history). The only thing that 
counts, for the public, is the strangeness of a tower 
that stands up despite leaning vertiginously.”

Superstudio propose to incline all the buildings in 
Pisa’s city center, rendering the tower the only upright 
structure in the city. The newly inclined buildings 
will offer for the first-time an opportunity for tourists 
to experience what it is like to inhabit an inclined 
building, a possibility which the Pisa tower couldn’t 
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26. Pisa (Salvages of Italian Historic Centers)
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offer. In this manner the actual condition of the Pisa 
tower will be lived and physiologically actualized, 
allowing one to reevaluate its value.

Napoli:

“What matters in Naples is not so much the physical 
reality of the historic center, of the scenery, of the art, 
but rather the metaphysical idea of a mythical land 
whose reality has become legend. In practice Naples 
represents, along with a few other places (Hawaii, 
Disneyland, Paris . . .), the 20th century equivalent of 
a ‘Land of Bengodi.’ Thus Naples must be preserved 
from reality at all costs.”

Superstudio propose to enclose the center of Naples 
in an enormous cylindrical shed, whose interior is 
painted with a panorama representing life in the 

1800’s. Mount Vesuvius will play an important role 
as its plume of smoke will dominate the day’s skies, 
whereas a simulation of its lava will erupt during 
nighttime. The cylindrical shed will not be open to the 
sky; rather it will be covered with its own sky painted 
within. A system of lights and mirrors will simulate 
the motion of the sun, the moon, and the stars. This 
is to ensure control over even the passage of time, 
such that the day’s length may be shortened to eight 
hours in order to accelerate tourist turnout – and 
economic revenue by extension. To perpetuate the 
true Neapolitan spirit, Hollywood designers will be 
commissioned to design historic costumes, house 
facades, and streets. Lastly, an air-conditioning 
system will be responsible for infusing the air with 
the scent of pizza and macaroons, whereas sound 
equipment will ensure that typical Neapolitan songs 
and street noises are heard throughout the city.  
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30. Venice Plan (Salvages of Italian Historic Centers)

Venice:

“As is well known, the fundamental problem in the 
conservation of Venice is the progressive sinking of 
the city into the lagoon and the consequent worsening 
of problems tied to the phenomenon known as acqua 
alta [high waters]. As is also well known, the waves 
created by motorized transport are damaging to the 
fragile foundations of ancient palaces; and the city is 
increasingly depopulating because of the impediment 
that the water poses to the rapidity of communications 
and travel, both fundamental factors in modern life.”

Superstudio propose an elimination of the root 
problem, namely the water. Furthermore, the Murazzi 
retaining walls are to be reinforced in such a manner 
that they become continuous enclosing the city in an 
empty waterless basin. A glass block pavement at the 
current lagoon’s level, will imitate the water’s surface 
while simultaneously providing a space underneath for 
an extremely modern city, devoid of any atmospheric 
variation. The two superimposed cities will together 
complete the touristic requirements of Venice (city 
above) as well as its functional requirements (city 
below). The iconic gondola will not be abandoned, 
instead it will be replaced by a motorized version 
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32. Milan Plan (Salvages of Italian Historic Centers)

which runs on wheels, so that its form may be 
perpetuated.  

Milan:

“The historic center of Milan does not run a grave risk 
of being disfigured, provided that one reacts promptly 
to the attacks that have been made for some time 
by indiscriminate anti- smog campaigns against its 
more important characteristic and essential element 
of the Milanese environment, the fog. Therefore, it is 
necessary to salvage the historic center of Milan from 
the damage that perpetrated every year, albeit for 

brief periods, by sunshine and clear skies.”

Superstudio propose enclosing the historic center 
of Milan in a cage, in order to allow the controlled 
pumping of a high quality artificial smog. The smog 
will either be synthetically produced, or captured 
from natural environment for later use. To avoid 
depleting the city’s atmosphere, the smog will be 
taken from the countryside. In case of a defiency, this 
can be supplemented with industrial fumes obtained 
from indurties that produce gasses suitable for that 
purpose.
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35. Roma Plan (Salvages of Italian Historic Centers)

Rome:

“The great Italian archaeologist Amedeo Maiuri, who 
was for many years superintendent of antiquities 
in Campagna and director of the archaeological 
excavations in Pompeii, maintained that it was 
profoundly wrong to extract archaeological treasures 
from the protection of the earth, which had preserved 
them for millennia, and expose them to the 
disaggregation of bad weather, at least until we have 
the technology to ensure their conservation.”

Superstudio propose to bury the entire city center of 
Rome under a broad hill, or a plateau, of construction 
site waste material. Not only will all the historic 
edifices be preserved within the “earth’s protection,” 
the plateau will open up the otherwise occupied 
surface area for new land development projects: 
possibly the creation of a new eternal city center. In a 
few centuries, the site may be re-excavated; only this 
time to reveal artifacts of our current times – evident 
within the waste material, rather than ancient roman 
relics. Measuring the current rate of waste material 
production against the total volume necessary to 
be filled, the process would require approximately 
twenty years to complete. If need be, the rate of trash 
production may be increased – or trash may be taken 
from neighboring towns – to accelerate the burial 
process.108  

Florence:

“Consider that the single most important event to 
happen in Florence in the last four centuries (aside 
from its brief election as the capital city) was the flood 
of November 4, 1966. This event was unique in the 
history of Florence since the Grand Duchy for having 
called world-wide attention back to the city, with 
positive economic and cultural results (grants nations 
from governments, public and private associations). 
The funds collected after the flood of ‘66 even made 
possible the restoration of buildings that had never 
been built. For example, part of the cloister of the 
church of Santa Maria Maddalena dei Pazzi was 
restored to an original design that had never been 
built. One now hopes for the completion of works by 
Leonardo and Michelangelo. Consider that, given 
a few simple and inexpensive technical devices, 
buildings are conserved better and longer when 
they are submerged than when they are exposed 
to atmospheric agents. Consider that submerged 
buildings are less likely to become the object of 
the damage that comes with building speculation 
(construction of penthouses, opening of new windows, 
demolition, changes to massing, etc.).” 

Superstudio propose to flood Florence permanently by 
building a dam at the Gonfolina ravine. This measure 
has four advantages. One, it will induce a return to
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36. Florence Plan (Salvages of Italian Historic Centers)

the Pliocene geological era, thereby restoring the 
site to its historical condition and raising its cultural 
value. Two, the act of flooding the city will be a world-
wide spectacle sure to attract a multitude of tourists. 
Therefore, prolonging the process would translate into 
an increase in revenue. Three, Florence’s neighboring 
towns will no longer be land-locked, achieving the 
sought-after status of a seaside resort. Four, the 

water reservoir, along with the dam, will provide the 
opportunity to generate electrical power. Additionally, 
Superstudio propose to waterproof the most important 
artistic buildings such that their scarcity would 
increase their touristic appeal. They would be outfitted 
with docks and accessed through the towers that will 
have remained above water level.
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39. Life: Supersurface (1972)

Five Fundamental Acts

In 1972, Superstudio was invited to participate in 
an exhibition at the MoMA titled Italy: The New 
Domestic Landscape, Achievements and Problems in 
Italian Design. Superstudio’s contribution titled Life: 
Supersurface was part of their larger project titled Five 
Fundamental Acts: Life, Education, Ceremony, Love, 
and Death. Each act was developed into a 12 minute 
storyboard film, which combined color collages with a 
soundtrack. Only “Life” and “Ceremony” were actually 
produced however. The project marked a decided 
shift in Superstudio’s architectural investigations as 
the anthropological took precedence over the formal. 
This abandonment of otherwise agreed upon notions 
of what architecture is, reflected itself in the film’s 
plain language which was spoken in the manner 
of a commercial, as if hinting at the novelty of it 
propagations.109 
   In a postscript on the project, which ran from 
1971 to 1973, Superstudio commented on their work 
and clarified its underlying concepts and intentions. 

They begin by remarking that architecture never 
touches on the great and fundamental themes of our 
lives, as it employs the very instruments of codified 
behavior. Thus, it lacks any potential to present an 
alternative to our current state of life; this is precisely 
because it remains on life’s edge and intervenes only 
at the last stages of its processes. In this manner, 
the architect is “an accomplice to the mechanizations 
of the system.” As an attempt to overturn deeply 
embedded social constructs, Superstudio calls for 
a return to the most primary acts of life in order to 
examine their relationship to how man constructs 
his environment. The Five Fundamental Acts project 
deals with the relationships between architecture and 
these acts (intrinsic impulses). Following its narrative, 
Superstudio claim, is intended as “a therapy for the 
removal of all archimania.”110 
   In Life: Supersurface, a vision of such a 
reduction to the most primary acts is presented:111 
“But in broad terms, the problem stands as the 
rediscovery of ourselves through the elimination 
of all the formal structures and, in general, all that 
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which exists apart from the individual.”112 Two 
hypotheses are proposed in order to achieve such 
a reduction. The first is symbolic and deals with 
the development of the human, where “mind and 
body [become] a single utensil.”113 Propositions 
are made where an advancement in the biological 
sciences enable the mind to pervade throughout the 
body, rendering muscular movement redundant.114 
The proposed “utensil of the human body” would 
depend on (or plug into) the second hypothesis: “the 
control of the environment by [a network] energy,” 
where a shift occurs from hardware to software.115 A 
homogenous grid, the Supersurface, would serve as 
the infrastructure for such an energy network, thereby 
replacing the physical, heterogeneous network of city 
centers – or urban life in general.116     

   After outlining the two hypotheses, the film 
goes on to draw a scenario where they would 
be applied in our current context concluding, 
“Concentrated masses of people, continuous 
nomadism, show us the possibility of an urban 
life without the emergence of three-dimensional 
structures as a basis…The grid when activated 
creates a situation of Cartesian plan, in which point 
is described by the intersection of two straight lines, 
which is to be understood not only in the physical 
sense, but as a visual verbal metaphor for the 
ordinate and rational distribution of resources…A new 
society based no longer on work or on power or on 
violence but on un-alienated human relationships… 
where every point will be the same as others.”117
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A Continuous Monument of Superstudio

The Continuous Monument, much like it snaked 
its way across major architectural manifestations – 
both theoretical and physical – and traversed great 
landscapes, remained and persisted through all of 
Superstudio’s projects, weaving itself: vividly present 
at times and latently hidden at others. Following our 
brief but insightful description of the three Superstudio 
projects, we shall now unravel the themes hidden 
within The Continuous Monument as we trace its 
intersections with other projects. It was none other than 
Piero Frassinelli, who in a short text written in 2002, 
reflected on the iconic project saying, “The Continuous 
Monument was an instant success because it was 
utterly neutral and everyone could see their own ideas 
in reflected in it.” Similarly, I would like to propose 
another way of regarding The Continuous Monument, 
namely one where the monument runs through the 
thoughts of Superstudio itself, absorbing all their 
theoretical endeavors within its limitless vacuum. In our 
exercise, we shall outline five main themes which can 
be observed within The Continuous Monument and 
located in their other projects.

Voiding of Content

In many of its collages, The Continuous Monument 
is portrayed to penetrate encountered buildings and 
monuments, absorbing them within its homogeneous 
structure, and thereby negating their content. In this 
sense, the role of the encompassed monument is 
understood to be one of political propaganda, where 
a specific political message of sovereignty is signified. 
The Caryatid Porch, whose façade emerges from The 
Continuous Monument, serves as an example of such 
an understanding as its distraught maiden figures 
announce the defeat of the Persians at the hands of the 
Greek army.118 The Continuous Monument’s bland and 
neutral grid breaks away, however, from the traditionally 
prescribed function of a monument. Within it there are 
no traces of any political message or affiliation; it is a 
monument without content.119 It is important to recognize 
that it is precisely this lack of political designation, which 
allows the monument to be continuous, as it is no longer 
the representation of a distinct program or agenda with 
clearly defined boundaries.    
   Such a lack of content was not only political but 
also commercial. In a 1971 lecture at the AA School of 
Architecture, Natalini remarks, “if design is merely an 
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inducement to consume then we must reject design; 
if architecture is merely the codifying of the bourgeois 
models of ownership and society, then we mustreject 
architecture; if architecture and town planning is merely 
the formalization of present unjust social divisions 
then we must town planning and its cities…Until all 
design activities are aimed towards meeting primary 
needs, until then design must disappear. We can live 
without architecture.”120 Needless to say, such a radical 
attitude stands in stark contrast to Natalini’s formative 
years, namely his Superarchitecture exhibition at Jolly 
Gallery, which launched him into the public architectural 
discourse.121 Its motto promoted “the architecture of 
superproduction: superconsumption; superinduction to 
superconsumption; the supermarket, superman, and 
super gas.”122 
   It is in their 1972 project, Five Fundamental 
Acts, that the notion of freeing architecture – as well as 
the city for that matter – from its social and economic 
parameters is elaborated upon. The project as described 
above, envisioned a neutral landscape, one without any 
superimposed boundaries. On the Supersurface, “the 
grass of your neighbor is no longer greener than yours…
every point will be the same as any other.”123 This attitude 
must be viewed in relation to how Superstudio understand 

city-planning, “Finally, after examining the omens, the 
founder of the city drew a geometric perimeter on the 
ground and thereon he built the city . . . Innumerable 
cartographers delineated the terraqueous globe, marking 
invisible boundaries which later turned into paths of blood 
on the earth and seas.”124 Regarded in this light, the same 
sentiment of removing political boundaries found in The 
Continuous Monument is echoed in the Supersurface, 
where there is no longer a need for blood to make invisible 
boundaries visible. Although it is more readily evident in 
the Supersurface than in The Continuous Monument, the 
outcome is the dissolution of all societal structures – and 
in turn a world where constant nomadism reigns.125 It is 
the advocating for a pre-architectural world, one where 
“the only architecture will be our lives.”126 

   It was perhaps Natalini, who best expressed this 
idea, which both projects express: “By the destruction 
of objects, we mean the destruction of their attributes 
of ‘status’ and the connotations imposed by power, so 
that we live with objects (reduced to the condition of 
neutral and disposable elements) and not for objects. 
By the elimination of the city, we mean the elimination 
of the accumulation of formal structures of power – the 
elimination of the city as hierarchy and social model, 
looking for a new free egalitarian state.”127 
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Monument and Identity

The pursuit of removing content from the monument, 
raises a more fundamental question, namely what 
can architecture contain? What should the monument 
stand for, if anything?
   In The Continuous Monument, the distinction 
between the built edifice and its surrounding 
landscape is blurred, as both the building and its 
context constitute the Continuous Monument’s being. 
This is perhaps most clearly observed in Superstudio 
collage of the Piazza Navona in Rome, where the 
monument wraps around the enitirety of the square.
The cultural worth of the building is thus put to 
question, as it is pinned against that of the landscape 
(or its surrounding context), can the landscape not 
also be monumental?    
   Such an interrogation, of the building’s 
status as a monument, coincided with the ongoing 
preservationist movement’s rally to include 
landscapes under the protection of conservation 
laws.128 The issue of preservation, where the question 
of what should be preserved is dealt with, has a more 
fundamental problematic as its premise, namely 
where does the identity of a place lie. What is the 
essential to which must be held steadfast? And what 
is the extraneous and circumstantial that can be 
forgone?129 
   The Continuous Monument’s usurpation of 
both buildings and their surroundings is thus a critique 
of the manner in which an iconic monument comes 
to epitomize the identity of a place, a people, or an 
entire culture. How much of the place’s identity lies 
within its most famous buildings? How much within 
the space in between those buildings? It was in their 
project Topographic Architecture that this dichotomy 
between monument and context was elaborated 
upon.130 The project envisioned the construction of “a 
colossal square wall around the city of Florence that 
transformed a heterogeneous urban fabric overrun 
with isolated monuments into a homogeneous 
monumental object.”131 The totality of Florence is 
thus raised to the status of a monument, diffusing 
the signification of its identity throughout the city: The 
monument, if one can still speak of it as such, is the 
totality of a place, rather than an isolated object which 
serves as that place’s symbol.132 
   The very same critique is given a much sharper 
edge in Superstudio’s parody project Salvages of 
Italian Historic Centers, where the city’s stereotypical 
defining characteristic is singled out and exaggerated 

in order to put to question its true role in representing 
the city’s authenticity. Thus Naples is enclosed in a 
cage that perpetuates its “true” Neapolitan character 
through infusing the city with 19th century costumes, 
sceneries of Vesuvius’s eruption, the smell of pizza, 
and traditional songs. Milan similarly is outfitted with 
a cage that would produce its iconic smog. But the 
critique is perhaps most poignant in the town of Pisa, 
where the entire city-center is advised to be tilted in 
order to render its infamous leaning tower as the only 
upright structure. In effect Superstudio are questioning 
the manner with which cities are valued and given 
their worth: Is Naples no longer Naples without its 
mount Vesuvius? Would Milan lose its character 
without its smog? And most importantly, is the town of 
Pisa of no worth without it precious leaning tower?133 
   Where for both The Continuous Monument 
and the selected proposals from Salvages of Italian 
Historic Centers, the emphasis lies in reevaluating 
the value of the single isolated landmark, in the first 
project, the totality of the place is appreciated, and 
in the second project the singularity of the object 
is negated. This trajectory of thought, points to 
Superstudio’s loss of faith in the degree with which 
architecture – or the built environment in general – is 
able to reveal something about human culture.134 
It culminates in the Five Fundamental Acts, whose 
main thesis lies in abandoning all three-dimensional 
structures. It is necessary to attain this historical 
perspective of the group’s theoretical development, 
in order to direct a question to Salvages of Italian 
Historic Centers – one which they did not answer: 
If the value of a place is not to be found in its 
built physical fabric, where is it to be found? And 
conversely, if such a built fabric is of no importance, 
why must it be destroyed?135 
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Archaeology and Inventory

The problematic which has been raised, namely 
how much value can be drawn from the past, is of 
prime interest to Superstudio. In a 1971 lecture at 
the AA School of Architecture, Natalini declares, “The 
continual references to catalogues and inventories 
and the definitely didactic nature of the publication 
constitute the affirmation of the wish to testify to 
one of the most logical acts that an intellectual can 
commit today: suicide … The architect’s suicide and 
the disappearance of architecture are two equivalent 
phenomena … In both cases, it means eliminating 
the formal structures connected to artificial scales of 
values.”136 At first glance, Natalini’s statement seems 
to observe that inventories and catalogues suffocate 
the inventiveness of the architect and architecture, 
destroying their ability to respond vitally to issues 
raised by present conditions. A closer examination, 
however, reveals key aspects of Superstudio’s 
position regarding the potential of architecture and the 
role of historical artifacts.  
   The first clue lies in a short personal 
monograph, titled “Fragments from a Personal 
Museum,” where Superstudio introduce their work 

saying, “Our work has always taken the form of 
inventories and catalogues. Perhaps the only form 
of work possible today is an autobiography as a 
project for one’s life.”137 In this sense, Superstudio are 
conscious of their own suicide and the disappearance 
of architecture by relation. Even The Continuous 
Monument based its argument on a historical 
anthology – or a catalogue, which traced the use 
of geometry and the wall in the architecture. In this 
light, The Continuous Monument, signals a certain 
disappearance of architecture. Furthermore, when 
seen in relation with Durand’s gridded diagrams 
that taxonomized a whole history of architectural 
monuments, the three dimensional grid of The 
Continuous Monument, which cuts across many 
canonical edifices codifying them within its structure, 
can be regarded as a critique of the architectural 
catalogue or the notion of type in architecture.138  
   The act of cataloguing served as the main 
vehicle for Salvages of Italian Historic Centers’ 
critique. In its prelude, Superstudio proclaim that 
“The only possible salvage is … total sterilization of 
this organism that was born as a house of man but 
became his prison and final sepulcher.” In an earlier 
essay for Vogue magazine, Natalini defines what 
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46. Life: Supersurface (Nomadism)

transformed architecture into a tomb, “The Egyptians 
and the Etruscans used to put household objects in 
their tombs: today also most houses are the tombs of 
objects. Objects become museum-ified very quickly, 
and are kept, it doesn’t matter whether for a long 
or short time, with all the dusty eternity of useless 
ornaments.”139

   It is important to note that the disappearance of 
architecture does not correspond with the destruction 
of architecture. Superstudio’s aim, for instance, would 
not coincide with that of Le Corbusier, who wanted 
to raze Paris to the ground and build his “Radiant 
City,” rather it is the abandonment of architecture 
and allowing it to fall to ruins. It is in Salvages of 
Italian Historic Centers that this position is explicitly 
pronounced – a tactic foreign to Superstudio’s ironic 
allusions.140 In two proposals, Rome is re-buried 
and Florence is re-flooded, advocating for a state of 
perpetual ruin. Such a state is a pre-archaeological 
one – and by association one that predates the 
catalogue and the inventory – in which ruins are not 
dug up and taxonomized. It is a state, where history 
does not inform the content of our lives, or, more 

didactically, one where form (built or cultural) is no 
longer informed by a historical value.141

   The project of making a ruin out of architecture 
is the point of departure for Five Fundamental Acts, 
or more precisely the Supersurface. As already 
mentioned, the project envisaged the potential of 
radical nomadism, where three-dimensional structures 
are no longer necessary. The new nomadic manner 
of life entails the abandonment of the city, where 
architecture is left to decay and fall into ruin. As 
alluded to earlier, Supersurface is the return to a 
pre-architectural world, taking the notion of a pre-
archaeological world, mentioned above, a step further. 
The emphasis of Supersurface lies in primordial and 
intrinsic acts, where the accumulated knowledge 
of history and the past serve no purpose and are 
abandoned.
   Such a pursuit of radical nomadism was 
realized in Superstudio’s collaboration in an 
educational collective called Global Tools.142 It 
may be of aid to begin with Toraldo di Francia’s 
conception of education: “I always believed that the 
school has one of the most important roles within 



66 47. Global Tools (Casabella-1973)



6748. Global Tools (Casabella-1973)

society, that of forming a critical awareness capable 
of proposing alternatives to the cultural, social and 
economic system in which we live … We should 
view the function of education in light of its Latin 
etymology:e-ducere = to guide out of … This, I 
feel, is the true function of school – that of trying to 
liberate the critical capacity of the student.”143 This 
act of liberation, from society’s customs and handed-
down practices, translated into the way with which 
Superstudio conducted its Global Tools workshops, 
such that after having taught at universities for several 
years they write, “So we don’t have any programs for 
Global Tools.” Established pedagogy was not to play 
a role in determining any education content, rather 
“A fundamental concept is that of the non-intellectual 
man, with his age-old innate wisdom, and all the 
possibilities which may derive from this, even to the 
point of reverting to a nomadic way of life, destruction 
of the city, etc.”144 Before dealing with the correlation 
between Global Tools and Supersurface as evidenced 
by a similar pursuit of nomadism, it is important to 
elaborate on the value of innate wisdom. The program 
of Global Tools intended the cultivation of said wisdom 
through five aspects, which relate to the human 
subject: the body, construction, communication, 
survival, and theory. These aspects may be likened to 
the Five Fundamental Acts as each of them seeks to 
impart a certain primitive and primordial technique of 
life. The ultimate goal of exercising these five areas of 
life was “to bridge the alienating gap which has been 
created between the functions of the hands and those 
of the mind.” In this manner Global Tools was the full 
actualization of Five Fundamental Acts as it sought to 
achieve the primary motive of Supersurface, namely 
that the mind and body may become a single utensil. 
   Understanding education as the handing 
down of tradition allows us to situate the disposition 
of Global Tools within our current topic of discussion, 
namely that their project was a further manifestation of 
the revolt against the catalogue and the inventory. 
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Hidden Architecture

The return to a pre-archaeological world, where 
a state of ruin is perpetuated, implies the 
abstinence from excavating historical artifacts. 
Such a concealment of matter finds root within The 
Continuous Monument’s hidden interior, as the project 
does not provide any plans or sections that may 
reveal its contents. Within its vacuum, as was already 
touched upon earlier, lie the buildings and cities which 
it has enveloped. The Continuous Monument can thus 
be regarded as a machine for hiding architecture and 
concealing it. This is most evident in the collage to the 
left, where one is not sure whether the monument’s 
surface is refelecting the gorge, visible in the 
forrground, or whether it allows a visibility through its 
white surface revealing what lies underneath. In both 
scenarios nonetheless, the actual content beloning to 
The Continuous Monument remains a mystery.
   This notion found full expression in 
Superstudio’s 1970 project Hidden Architecture. The 
project was a photo sequence that documented the 

act of hiding a set of architectural drawings. Upon 
designing “a great project, an important project, 
a beautiful project – a project resolved in all its 
details and designed with even more care than 
usual,”145 Superstudio embark on a tedious process 
of hermetically sealing a copied set of the original 
drawings. After placing the documents inside an 
envelope, they were wrapped in a polyester and 
aluminum cover, to be placed and sealed inside a box 
made of zinc sheeting.146 It is of great importance that 
it is the copy, rather than the original drawings, which 
is hidden inside the box, since it corresponds with 
the distinction between the idea of a building and its 
realization in built form – or the origin and its imprint. 
Affording ourselves the luxury of minor speculation, 
one could interpret this as declaring that although the 
physical monument is no longer accessible, its original 
idea, which underpins it still exists. Thus if one wishes 
to attain the physical one once more, he must return 
to its origins, to the primordial condition out of which it 
originated. 
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53. The Continuous Monument
Notice the reflections on the monument‘s Surface
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The Ephemeral and the Permanent

Up till this point in our discussion of Superstudio’s 
thoughts, all of which find a reference in their 
Continuous Monument, the emphasis has been on 
their negotiation with the history of the architectural 
discipline as well as the historic city. Such a concern 
for the past is equaled by a sensitivity to the passage 
of time, where the concept of time itself rather than its 
effects on an object is of concern. 
   In all the collages of The Continuous 
Monument, a reflection of the natural – of that which 
is preexisting – can be seen. Whether it is the cloudy 
skies, the undulating river waters, or the rough surface 
of the mountain bed, the eternal is reflected in the 
man-made. The temporal and the permanent are 
juxtaposed against each other. (See pp. 70-71).
  This idea is elaborated upon in Superstudio’s 
project Reflected Architecture, where a proposal is 
made to build a mirror covered water basin on the 

American side of the Niagara Falls. Superstudio 
describe the act of filling the basin while paying 
extreme attention to the flow of time: “In a fraction of 
time, the water is situated next to the geometrically 
reflected clouds (extremely short compared to the 
20,000 years of Niagara’s existence.)”147 As time 
takes its toll, a few years later the basin is designed 
to collapse, reenacting the pre-historic geological 
formation of the waterfall. In this instant, where the 
basin gives way, a second encounter occurs between 
the preexisting Canadian portion of Niagara, and the 
newly constituted American Niagara falls.  
   In Reflected Architecture the passage of time, 
over a long period, is mapped and measured across 
a single architectural object. It was in 1978, at the 
Venice Biennale that Superstudio complemented 
this project with its inverse, namely one where the 
existence of several architectural objects is mapped 
and measured across a short span of time. Their 
contribution was a project by the name of The Wife of 
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56. Salt Pyramid (The Wife of Lot)

57. Salt Pyramid (The Wife of Lot)
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Lot, a contraption consisting of a stationary table and 
an attached moving tower. A water container, shaped 
like a funnel, was suspended from the tower’s vertical 
apparatus over the table. On the table were placed 
five architectural models made out of salt: a pyramid, 
an amphitheater, a basilica, a Versailles palace, 
and a villa Savoye; each representing a distinct 
historical phase in architecture. The water container 
was allowed to drip on each model, revealing its 
interior structure, before sliding on to its next victim. 
The dissolution of the models reveals what time has 
transformed these structures into: the pyramid reveals 
a pyramidal structure of iron wires; the amphitheater 
reveals a residential settlement; the basilica reveals 
an egg shell, perfect and empty; Versailles reveals 
the brioche of Marie Antoinette; and the villa Savoye 
reveals a brass plate reading “The Only Architecture 
will be our Lives.”148

   Such a poetic constellation does not require 
a pedantic analysis, yet its meaning may be found in 
the tower’s form, which mimicked that of a guillotine 
supporting the axe of time as it split every model 
of architectural thought laying it to pieces. Did 
Superstudio lament the persistence of time, driving its 
course without attention to man’s desires? Was the 
project of Superstudio one that sought an existence 
outside the grip of time?149 
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At this point, I would like to attempt to locate the 
theme of our discussion in contemporary practices. 
That history plays a fundamental role in the works 
of many contemporary architecture firms is without 
question, the challenge however is being able to trace 
elements of the avant-garde, which were elaborated 
upon in the first chapter and manifested within 
the work of Superstudio. One potential disciple of 
Superstudio’s endeavors is Carmelo Baglivo; his work 
shall be the topic of our concluding investigation. 

Short Biography

Carmelo Baglivo is one of the founding members of 
IaN+.150 The architectural office describes itself as a 
multi-disciplinary agency, which establishes a platform 
where theory and practice may overlap and meet; 
whereby the concept of territory is redefined by every 
architectural intervention in the city.151 For Baglivo, 
the collage provides the possibility to reflect on what 
is happening around. He is quick to note however, 
“My images are not architecture, otherwise they 
might likely appear as academic exercises; they are 
neither visions nor provocations comparable to any 
form of art.”152 Although his collages deal with some 
of the same topics that the firm grapples with, none 
of his collages are to be found on IaN+’s website. 
Furthermore, his creative side-activities are not even 
alluded to in his profile on the office’s website. It is 
interesting to compare this dynamic, between the 
speculative work and the built undertakings of the 
firm, with that of Superstudio, whose practice – if any 
– developed out of their theoretical projects. In the 

case of Baglivo, they are relegated to a side-hobby 
pursued in one’s free time. 
   Baglivo’s main mode of communication is 
Facebook. His work consisting of some 691 collages – 
and counting – is available to view on his Timeline.153 
The chosen method of publication lacks any sequence 
or grouping of some kind. One could say that the 
presentation is as fragmentary and serendipitous 
as the content of his collages. Furthermore, the 
collages are seldom accompanied by any text, only 
a title if any. The content of the collages is rather 
discussed in the comments section, where some 
people even respond with collages of their own. 
Situating Baglivo’s Facebook against Superstudio’s 
Little Magazines, one finds that Superstudio’s work 
was always made with the magazine’s page in mind, 
but more importantly it was always accompanied by 
a theoretical text which complemented the collage’s 
content. It is Piero Frassinelli who comments, “With 
the exception of the first, important chapter of 
our work, the ‘Continuous Monument,’ we always 
conceived the images we created as illustrations for 
texts that either preceded or followed their completion, 
but we never left those images alone, as if they 
were ends unto themselves.”154 Baglivo, on the 
other hand, is not restricted by a magazine’s page 
size, production schedule, or allotted space. More 
importantly however, his lack of clarifying text places 
all emphasis on the visual content, all while increasing 
its ambiguity. 
   Before dealing with Baglivo’s work it is 
important to raise the question whether he should be 
considered an avant-gardist. The architect himself 
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does not use the term in referring to his work, quite 
the opposite: “I find it difficult to think of contemporary 
architecture as a forerunner of anything; today 
the idea of vision is associated to the architect’s 
visionary ability to produce mind-blowing objects 
as unique elements outside of the city. The images 
presented do not want to be visions, since they do 
not prefigure new realities…”155 As will be discussed 
below, Baglivo’s collages occur within the city and its 
reality; they are not an attempt to escape its confines. 
Drawing upon Constant, who criticized the so-called 
neo avant-garde for using the very structures of the 
society (they wished to critique) in order to propagate 
their ideas, Baglivo’s engagement with pre-existing 
structures of the city – both formal and social – would 
“disqualify” him from being delineated as an avant-
gardist. His dependence on Facebook, a platform 
which is not radical in nature, and the fact that his 
theoretical activity is conducted as a side vocation 
serve as additional examples. What his works may be 
described as, however, is having a radical attitude. 

Baglivo and Superstudio

Baglivo’s first Facebook collage was posted in late 
2011. An early series of collages titled “Struttura” 
evinces a clear relation to Superstudio’s Continuous 
Monument, as it inserts a gridded structure within 
the landscape. Unlike The Continuous Monument’s 
icy-white reflective surface, which hides any possible 

content, Baglivo’s grids are an open framework that 
allows through-views. This is perhaps most evident 
in the collage on the following page, where the view 
is projected from within the monument outward. 
The frontal view of the grid, reminds one of Durer’s 
perpectival study drawings where the model to be 
painted was observed through a similar gridded 
screen. 
   If The Continuous Monument absorbed 
its surrounding landscape, Baglivo’s structure is 
absorbed by the landscape, where the grid is used as 
a tool to measure the preexisting reality. In an essay 
titled “A catalogue of images for a city with no history,” 
Baglivo elaborates on this relationship with the given 
context, “In my collages the city grows on itself … 
images take on a critical attitude towards the context, 
or better they define what the context is without 
reducing it to a backstage or background. Territory 
and architecture should be rewritten…”156 The notion 
of rewriting the fundamental received parameters of a 
given place distinguishes Baglivo from Superstudio, 
who advocated the abandonment of territory and 
architecture; Baglivo’s collages are immersed within 
the complexities and contradictions present in a 
territory.  
   The reduced gridded structure is also an 
homage to Sol Lewitt, a conceptual artist who 
advocated for regarding the underlying structural idea, 
which guided a work of art, as the work of art itself.157 
This pursuit of the reduced idea finds a reference in 

60. Omaggio a Sol Lewitt (2012)
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The Continuous Monument’s attempt to highlight “the 
single act of design.”  In Baglivo’s Struttura, however 
even the structure is reduced to a two-dimensional 
grid; its goal is not to occupy the landscape – or 
dominate it like The Continuous Monument – rather 
to observe it, or serve as a tool through which the 
landscape may be better understood. 

Architecture and the City

The multiplicity of content evident in Baglivo’s collages 
correlates to the office’s pursuit of creating hybrid 
buildings, which incorporate a density of uses within 
the city.158 Both the collages and IaN+’s work deal 
with architecture’s role in the city. Architecture in this 
sense is to be understood as the representation of a 
new use or a particular need, whereas the city and 
its fabric of artifacts is what provide the tools to fulfill 
said needs. It is only through maintaining such an 
understanding of the relationship between architecture 
and the city that we may gain an access point to the 
collages’ dealing with history; where architecture 
is the contemporary intervention and the city is the 
historic context. 
   In most of his collages, Baglivo evinces a 
certain ambivalence towards the historic subject, 
highlighting its potential and present value. In a series 
of collages titled “Luna Park,” Baglivo superimposes 
theme park rides onto historic artifacts: an ancient 
Greek temple, St. Peter’s Piazza, or Trajan’s Column. 
In each collage, the form of the found-object is 
thought anew, and given a new purpose. This attitude 
stands in stark opposition to Superstudio, who 
proposed an abandonment of the existing city and 
living in the desert as nomads. This idea of leaving 
history where it belongs, under dirt is particularly 
evident in their afore-mentioned project Salvages of 
Italian Historic Centers, where they propose to re-bury 
the city of Rome. Where for Superstudio the goal was 
to live in a sort-of pre-architectural nomadic world, 
Baglivo’s Luna Park collages paint an image of a post-
architectural world, where architectonic structures 
serve as physical and geometric supports for new 
purposes. 
   Furthermore, the notion of the city growing on 
itself, raised earlier, informs the manner in which the 
collages are constructed. Where the city consists of 
many layers of collective memory, most of Baglivo’s 
collages employ historic references, juxtaposing 
them so that a new idea may be developed due to 
their encounter, as he notes, “Through collages we 
can make something new from what we have, we 

can reinvent the past and create new connections 
between things and people.”159  

Hybrid Architecture

The challenge of accepting a city’s given structure, 
and attempting to house new urban activities within 
a formal architectural logic  –  established to suit 
long-gone needs, confronts one with a situation of 
functional ambiguity. Traces of such a complexity are 
already, in “Luna Park,” where the historical work of 
architecture, gains a new function and meaning. The 
doric column, for instance, does not lose its original 
value of a male order that runs around the perimeter 
of a temple dedicated to a male diety perched upon a 
hill; rather it acquires the role of a pier, on top of which 
spins a carousel swing-ride.
   In his aforementioned essay, Baglivo notes, 
“Without falling into a postmodern formalism maybe 
my collages are, in embryo, hybrid architectures; 
buildings as large containers of these antagonisms, 
that you cannot hide or ignore but design them. 
This is the richness of architecture, the added value 
each building must have . . . these are the contents 
of contemporary architecture, a functional mix 
container, such as a television.”160 The metaphor 
of the television places emphasis on its multiplicity 
of content, rather than on its ultimate function as a 
device for communication. For, paradoxically, if a 
work of  architecture seeks to vividly relay its content 
or intended use to the observer, it can no longer be 
ambiguous or have the potential to house a plethora 
of programs, which may at times be in conflict with 
one another. 
   If this notion of a functional mix container is 
didacticly, and  –  one must add  – rather crudely, 
represented in the “Luna Park” collages, it is dealt 
with in a much more reserved and poetic manner in 
a series of 2013 collages that superimpose three-
dimensional gridded structures on Boullée buildings.    
   What Baglivo achieves through this 
juxtaposition is twofold: on the one hand, the 
specifically communicative program of Boullée 
rendered buildings is countered by a much more 
accomodating gridded structure that presupposes 
the potential for any acquired program; on the other 
hand, the existing built structure grows and attains a 
new layer, such that the collage is not only drawn but 
built over time as well. To culminate this idea, Baglivo 
writes, “Limits that are three-dimensional structures to 
be occupied, resting on plinths that do not isolate from 
the ground. In [my] collages the plinth is the existing 
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city and structures are the raising of existing buildings. 
The plinth is alive.”161 The existing condition of the city 
never stops growing or evolving accumulating new 
layers: it is a city that truly “grows on itself.”

History and Tourism

The previously mentioned series of collages, “Luna 
Park,” highlights another important aspect of the 
historic city, namely that its current worth and value 
lies not so much in its past-identity, rather in its 
marketable services, a notion upon which the whole 
industry of tourism is based. Superstudio were also 
aware of such a fact when they called for Florence 
to be flooded, in Salvages of Italian Historic Centers, 
explaining that the flood brought in a plethora of 

foreign funds which not only repaired all the water 
damages, but paid for future unrealized projects.    
   Though Baglivo advocates for a flexible 
architecture, which can assume many different roles, 
the collage series contains another layer that functions 
as a critique of the tourism industry. For Superstudio 
the critique focused on the way with which history was 
being valued, that its worth lies in remaining static, 
in its preservation. Baglivo’s collages, on the other 
hand, assume a more ambiguous and perhaps more 
ambivalent stance, as the inherent paradox of the 
relationship between historic monuments and tourism 
is emphasized without being explicitly denounced. It 
is perhaps in his writing rather than drawing that we 
may find a more definitive verdict: “[My] collages are 
an attempt to free architecture from the increasingly 

63. Arc de Triomphe (2013)
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64. Luna Park (2016)

exasperated aesthetic charecterizing the world of 
commodities; to free us from the obligation to invent 
always-new forms.”162  Therefore, Baglivo’s attitude of 
implementing a neutral three-dimensional structure 
within the city’s preexisting conditions, seeks to 
normalize its forms and make them adaptable to 
contemporary value-systems. What the tourism 
industry pursues is quite the opposite, as it makes a 
spectacle out of every historical monument, reducing 
its value to a single anachronistic stereotype, which 
is unable to overcome the preconceived limits of its 
raison d’ être.  
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In order to tie all of the discussed themes above, I 
would like to begin rather unorthodoxly, namely by 
introducing a new reference that speaks to our topic 
of discussion, the avant-garde and history. It was in 
an obscure avant-gardist magazine of the early 20th 
century, called The Mask, that its editors begin their 
polemic stating, “To be beautiful Religion must not ask 
for proof … must not rest upon Knowledge nor rely 
upon the Word. Three Arts . . . Music, Architecture 
and Movement, together form the one great and 
perfect Religion in which we may see and hear all 
the Revelations of Truth . . . It is the Evil prophesied 
long ago in Babel which has separated these three 
Arts and which leaves the world without a Belief – 
dividing the Occident from the Orient, state from state 
and man from man . . . When these three Arts shall 
once again be united, concord shall come again. 
Oh, then what a Renaissance! . . . the first and final 
Renaissance!”163 It is this notion that the avant-garde 
advocates for a return, as opposed to a progression, 
that has fascinated my research. 
   Our examination of the Little Magazine’s 
manifestos corroborated such a pursuit of an ideal 
long gone. The Dial perhaps serves as the clearest 
example as even its name is an allusion to a sense of 
historical continuity with the past: “Or to abide by our 
chosen image, let it be such a Dial, not as the dead 
face of a clock, hardly even such as the Gnomon in a 
garden, but rather such a Dial as is the Garden itself, 
in whose leaves and flowers and fruits the suddenly 
awakened sleeper is instantly apprised not what 
part of dead time, but what state of life and growth 
is now arrived and arriving.”164 But even La Revue 

Indépendante, in its attack on tradition, pursued to 
rediscover the lost motif of tradition – that which 
imbued it with an original sense of vitality. 
   This notion of a return – as opposed to a 
speculative launch into the future – was also observed 
by Peter Bürger, who concluded that the avant-
garde attempted to reintegrate art with the practice 
of life. Furthermore, in theory’s attempt to define the 
avant-garde history plays a significant role, as the 
discussion is not only limited to the historical content 
of avant-garde tendencies, but also to the historical 
placement of the avant-garde, i.e. whether it denotes 
a specific period or a more general philosophical 
approach. Unfortunately a theory of the neo avant-
garde has yet to be written, thus our discussion was 
not able to draw on such a resource. Nevertheless, 
the attempt to discover the same historical inclinations 
within the neo avant-garde as was the case with 
the historical has been pursued in our discussion 
of Superstudio, whose ultimate thesis advocated 
a return to a primitive lifestyle, where the primary 
and fundamental acts of life would find complete 
fulfillment. Baglivo’s work served as a concluding 
chapter of such a “tradition” as one finds that similar 
questions, of how to deal with the preexisting 
historical conditions, are being dealt with. 
   I am aware of the agreed upon avant-garde 
narrative that is best represented by futurism’s 
nihilistic approach to destroy and begin anew. My goal 
has been however to provide an alternate version of 
events, one which provides hope for the potential of 
continuity, for the carrying out of one of the avant-
garde’s under currents. The revolutionary spirit with 

CONCLUSION
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which the historical avant-garde challenged all of 
social practices may no longer be possible in our 
present day and age; nevertheless, the pursuit of a 
fundamental truth and its attempt to return to a more 
direct and primordial experience of life, to recapture 
a lost aura, may just prove to be the only hope of 
carrying avant-garde’s torch forward.
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