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ABSTRACT - Much historiographical research has been produced on the 
post-war CIAMs, demonstrating the importance of the CIAM Grid, proposed 
as a “thinking tool” for representing the town planning projects at the CIAM 7 
in Bergamo (1949). This essay proposes a new critical and epistemological 
examination of the CIAM Grid based on new archival documents and on 
a rereading of the exact words used by Le Corbusier, who proposed to 
consider the Grid as an “interlocutor.” Seventy years later, we propose to go 
beyond the failure of CIAM 7 and to elaborate a “new Grid,” with the name 
of “Second Life Grid,” as a critical tool for discussing exclusively projects 
related to the new paradigm of recycling and reusing buildings and urban 
spaces. Beginning with the question of the critical legacy of the CIAM Grid, 
our intention was to think of a Grid conceived no longer as an instrument of 
dogmatic and normative thought, but as an instrument of dialogical criticism 
which has been tested through an open call for projects and an international 
conference held in Bergamo in October, 2019.

Keywords: Athens Charter, Bergamo, CIAM Grid, Le Corbusier, Second 
Life Grid
 

Bergamo’s CIAM 7 (July 24-30, 1949) is often remembered as “the ‘grid’ 
congress.” 1 After seventy years, much historiographical research has 
been produced on post-war CIAMs leading to the conclusion that CIAM 7,  
more than any other post-war congress, was “a failure.” 2 In particular, 
the research produced by Eric Mumford 3 and by Annie Pedret 4 not only 
demonstrated the profound contradictions between the intentions and the 
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results but also between the conclusions expressed in the official reports 
and the contents of the debates that took place in Bergamo.5

The facts regarding the preparation of CIAM 7 are well known. At CIAM 6  
in Bridgwater (September 7-14,1947), the first post-war congress after 
a 10-year interruption, the organization of the subsequent congress was 
discussed in a commission led by Le Corbusier, which included several 
members of the French group (ASCORAL) and the English group (MARS). 
It was decided that in order to favor “a concise comparative analysis of 
the various problems in each country” a “standard method of graphic 
presentation for this purpose” 6 should be developed. Subsequently, 
ASCORAL took charge not only of the “CIAM Grid” as a unified framework 
for the presentation 7 of urban planning projects “in application of the 
Athens Charter,” but also of the CIAM 7 final program organization. After 
several months of elaboration,8 this Grid was approved in March 1948 
by the CIAM Council, and subsequently published in a booklet, printed in 
French and English by L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui,9 and sent to all CIAM 
members as an official invitation to a “Working Congress” whose venue 
and dates had not yet been determined.10 (Fig. 1.)

Despite the fact that the CIAM grid was widely criticized and subsequently 
abandoned, this essay, structured in three parts, aims at exploring the Grid 
beyond its failure from a new critical and epistemological perspective. The 
essay’s first section presents original archival documents that allow a better 
understanding of the relationship between the overall failure of CIAM 7 on 
the one hand, and the specific failure of the Grid as an ideological tool on 
the other. The second section suggests a new interpretation of a specific 
terminology used by Le Corbusier in reference to the Grid. The last part 
proposes the development of the “Second Life Grid,” which overcomes the 
CIAM 7 failure; it is a new Grid, conceived as a critical tool to exclusively 
discuss projects related to the paradigm of transformation, that of recycling 
and reusing buildings and urban spaces.

THREE REASONS FOR THE FAILURE OF THE CIAM GRID

Through a comparison between the ambitious program expressed in the 
pre-published booklet and the results of CIAM 7, this section provides 
a thorough examination of the deep contradictions that led to three 
different orders of failure. Firstly, the number of urban projects exhibited in 
Bergamo was lower than expected.11 With a marked absence not only from 
countries represented with official delegates such as the United States, 
Algeria, Belgium, Denmark, Czechoslovakia, Uruguay, Japan, Norway, 
and Poland, but also from other countries not yet officially in the CIAM, but 
who had been invited to participate with town planning projects in order to 
confirm the desired enlargement of the CIAM as an international group.12 
These countries include the USSR, Turkey, Finland, Hungary, Yugoslavia, 
Palestine, Tunisia, Australia, and Mexico. It is quite difficult to specify the 
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Figure 1. Grille CIAM, studied by the French group of CIAM (ASCORAL): (a) cover of the 
booklet (1948) with the invitation to the CIAM 7; (b) the grid as presented in the booklet 
of 1948, with columns related to the 4 functions of the Athens Charter, and rows (10-19) 
which represent ten themes according to which it is possible to consider a project, with 
the addition of two more (20-21) that represent the “rational” or “subjective” reactions of 
users to a project (the Grid used at Bergamo for the exhibition of projects had rows and 
columns inverted); (c) the pages 13-15 of the booklet with an example of a complete Grid, 
as presented in May 1948 in Vienna as a demonstration.

(a) (b)

(c)
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exact number of projects actually exhibited and discussed in Bergamo 
due to conflicting data emerging from archival documents. At the congress 
opening on July 24, 1949, Le Corbusier presented the extensive 
work-in-progress on the Grid as a success, given that twenty-eight grids 
had arrived in Bergamo.13 However, based on the ETH Zurich’s CIAM 
Archive, Eric Mumford enlists thirty projects,14 while other documents 
in Nino Zucchelli’s Archive, preserved at the Galleria d’Arte Moderna e 
Contemporanea (GAMEC) of Bergamo,15 indicate that at least four other 
projects were exhibited in Bergamo.16 The displayed projects could, 
therefore, have been thirty-four instead of twenty-eight even if the layout 
drawings designed by Franco Albini and Nestorio Sacchi 17 (Fig. 2) show 
an arrangement of fourteen long wooden panels (dimensions 1,36 x 9,62 m 
- 55 in. x 3 ft. 6 in.) hanging by tie-rods from the chains of the great trusses 
of the historic Palazzo della Ragione in Bergamo, which effectively allowed 
twenty-eight grids to be exhibited.18

Secondly, the organizers intended to use the CIAM Grid not only as 
a representation tool but also as a normative instrument binding the 
participants to the principles of functionalist town planning codified in 
the Athens Charter.19 CIAM 7 was meant to celebrate the triumph of 
functionalist town planning. In reality, it became the scene of violent 
disputes that led to antagonistic positions,20 in particular from the CIAM’s 
Dutch and English groups. Contrary to the triumphalist tones of the Final 
Report stating that “an indisputable and impressive unity reigns through 
all these town plans,” 21 the CIAM Grid was heavily criticized for being 
“excessively rigid,” and, therefore, for its very principles of functionalist 
urbanism that were challenged during the conference.22 Furthermore, not 
all participants respected the Grid’s graphic format, as Le Corbusier had 
alluded to in his inaugural speech at the congress: “there were, as always, 
the few rebels who claim to do it differently.” 23 The event photographs of 
the great hall of the Palazzo della Ragione, showing the delegates sitting 
in the foreground and the Grids display in the background (Fig. 3), reveal 
that some projects were exhibited either without following the Grid’s strict 
graphic guidelines or with visible gaps.24 The few photographs documenting 
the exhibition in Bergamo only show fragments of Grids, for example, in the 
beautiful photograph of Le Corbusier (Fig. 4) in front of the Grid of Buenos 
Aires’ town plan (published in L’Illustrazione Italiana, July 31, 1949). It is, 
therefore, not possible to verify how the CIAM Grid had actually been used 
or interpreted to represent the various town plans.25 

However, the criticism of the Grid was not only related to ideological 
or doctrinal issues, but also to evident difficulties of interpretation and 
application. Rereading the extensively detailed instructions contained in 
the 1948 publication today, it is possible to understand the reasons why the 
author of a town plan, not necessarily drawn up according to the principles 
of the Athens Charter, could be lost in the face of the obligation to choose 
the intersection box between the four functions (horizontally) and the twelve 
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Figure 2. Layout for the CIAM exhibition and congress in the Palazzo della Ragione in 
Bergamo (project by Franco Albini and Nestorio Sacchi): the room was divided into two 
symmetrical parts, the first one with the seats, the second one with fourteen long wooden 
panels (dimensions 1,36 x 9,62 m - 4 ft. 6 in. x 31 ft. 6 in.), hanging by means of tie-rods 
from the chains of the great trusses of the historic roof - (a) plan; (b) cross-section; (c) 
longitudinal section.

(a)

(b)

(c)
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themes (vertically), in order to insert drawings, photographs and texts.26 
The booklet itself contained several errors in the plates’ numbering,27 
(Fig. 5) forcing a series of errata inserted as a bound postcard between 
pages 24 and 25 of the publication; this indicated how the CIAM grid 
authors themselves had difficulties using the instructions. Le Corbusier 
himself was aware of these problems to the point of stating in his opening 
speech, “Improve the Grid by all means, but do not smash it!” 28 Originally 

Figure 3. The space of Palazzo della Ragione during the CIAM 7 Congress: (a) behind the 
CIAM delegates, it is clearly visible that some projects were exhibited without respecting the 
graphic layout of the CIAM Grid, or with showy gaps; (b) the general assembly of the CIAM, 
with a complete grid at the rear.

(a)

(b)
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set up to improve the Grid and prepare for the next congress, Sub-
Commission 1B (President Cornelis van Eesteren), became a veritable 
stage of accusations, expressing radical criticisms and proposing the 
complete elimination of the horizontal divisions,29 which were rather 
considered “absolutely necessary to preserve” by Le Corbusier.30 However, 
the principle of using a grid to display a collection of projects was not 
abandoned. Instead, it was profoundly reformed in the subsequent CIAM 8  
of Hoddesdon (1951) dedicated to the theme “The Heart of the City,” for 
which the organizing group prepared a new grid entitled “MARS Grid.” 31 
(Fig. 6.) Very simplified, this grid included only six columns corresponding 
to four horizontal fields. Unlike the CIAM Grid, the horizontal rows did not 
correspond to functions or themes but rather were inflected by the subject 
indicated in the title of each column.32 This allowed for greater simplicity 
and flexibility, where the MARS Grid functioned as a descriptive 
non-interpretative grid.

Thirdly, the CIAM Grid was conceived as a detailed and sophisticated tool 
not only to exhibit projects in Bergamo at the time but also to guarantee 
a wide distribution of projects through future publications. Through 
previous conferences, the CIAM Congresses had already dedicated great 
importance to the dissemination of results and the promotion of principles 

Figure 4. (a) Cover of the magazine L’Illustrazione Italiana (July 31, 1948), with Le 
Corbusier in front of the Grid of the town plan for Buenos-Aires (July 24, 1949); (b) cover of 
Metron 31-32 (1948), with the portraits of Mendelsohn, Aalto, Wright, Le Corbusier, Roth, 
Asplund, Gropius, Mies, Neutra, as an illustration of the essay “Concerning Architectural 
Culture: A Message to the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne,” in which Bruno 
Zevi proposed an extension of the CIAM to architects coming from “organic” trends of the 
modern movement.

(a) (b)
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Figure 5. Pages 11-12 of the booklet on the CIAM Grid (1948), with an example of a 
board (21 x 33 cm; 8 ¼ x 13 in.) and the explanations for the captions. Each board had 
to be marked at the top right with a reference number that referred to the main theme 
and function, while a second colored mark, organized on four lines, making it possible to 
highlight the possible mix between different functions of the Athens Charter.
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Figure 6. The MARS Grid, used for the presentation of projects at the CIAM 8 in 
Hoddesdon (UK). Very simplified, this grid includes only six columns, with each column 
divided into four fields. At the top, as an example, the town plan for Chimbote in Peru 
(P.L. Wiener and J.L. Sert).
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and theories through a series of books.33 With the CIAM Grid, and for the 
first time, Le Corbusier proposed a rigorous codification tool for future 
publications, which reflected the collection of individual tables that 
formed the different Grids. The format chosen for the individual boards 
(21 x 33 cm - 8 ¼ x 13 in.) made it possible to quickly publish a single 
town plan by simply printing these boards with a spiral binding,34 or to build 
anthologies of projects based on geographical selection, programmatic 
groupings, or even according to the Grid division, into columns (“themes”) 
and rows (“functions”). During the conference’s preparatory period, the 
Commission chaired by Le Corbusier proposed to produce four books 
on “the functions” and twelve on “the themes,” by simply collecting all the 
tables belonging to the same class to be exhibited in Bergamo. 
Also, in this case, the ambitions linked to the Grid were completely unfilled. 
Subcommittee 1C, whose aim was to study a publication plan according 
to the recommendation of President Sert, agreed that “it would be very 
useful to have books edited.” 35 It also concluded that it was necessary 
to completely abandon the Grid as a publication format, and limit the 
explanation of the projects with “a maximum of 12 documents ordered 
according to a simple sequence of urban scales.” 36 The excessive rigidity 
and systematic nature of the Grid and its tables were presumably criticized, 
based on the Commission’s conclusions that stated: “The whole structure 
should not be rigid and tiring but, on the contrary, should be simple, easy, 
varied and lively.” 37

Unfortunately, unlike the previous conferences, no book was published on 
the results of the Bergamo Congress even though the “Actes officiels du 
7ème Congrès CIAM” were released in Metron magazine by Bruno Zevi,38 
who dedicated the cover of issue no. 33-34 to a beautiful photograph of 
Piazza Vecchia in Bergamo, which included the Palazzo della Ragione 
where the congress was held. Some traces of the conference are also 
present in Sigfried Giedion’s book A Decade of New Architecture 
1937-1947 (1951), which was created to divulge the results of Bridgwater’s 
CIAM 6 (1947) 39 but also included a fairly detailed account of the debates 
and preparatory work for CIAM 7. 
Although Giedion reports extensively on the elaboration process of the 
CIAM Grid, he does not address any of the results of the debates on the 
town plans presented in Bergamo; he only publishes some of them in the 
final anthology.40 Furthermore, The Heart of the City (1952),41 dedicated 
for the publishing of the 1951 Hoddesdon’s CIAM 8 results, included, in 
Part Two, some projects presented in Bergamo as part of an anthology 
of exemplary projects,42 and in Part Four, with the title Appendix, the 
presentation text of the CIAM Grid read by Le Corbusier in Bergamo, 
with some modifications and some abridged passages.43

Faced with these limited and disappointing results, many scholars 
shared their views claiming that CIAM 7’s failure should be contrasted 
with CIAM 8’s success. Its main merit, they argued, was that it served 
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as preparation and maturation process of a more specific and innovative 
theme - the “Heart of the City” - which paved the way towards a more 
open town planning, one that is more attentive to social, anthropological, 
and political issues. Born under the premise of being the “Grid Congress,” 
CIAM 7 is remembered today not only as “the anti-grid Congress,” as 
Annie Pedret demonstrated well,44 but also as a well-organized event by 
the CIAM’s Italian group, and, in particular, by local managers,45 who had 
prepared a rich program of recreational activities (Fig. 7). Although much 
appreciated by the participants,46 this program was criticized at the end of 
the conference by Enrico Peressutti, who denounced the risk that CIAM 
“would lose its working character of work and become only an international 
meeting of architects.” 47

Figure 7. For the CIAM 7 a rich program of recreational activities had been organized. (a) 
Le Corbusier and Sert at the swimming pool of Dalmine (July 25); (b) a break in Piazza 
Vecchia, Bergamo, the last day of the congress (July 30), with Le Corbusier and Piero 
Bottoni in conversation with Eugène Claudius-Petit.

(a)

(b)
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FOR A NEW INTERPRETATION OF THE CIAM GRID

Based on Le Corbusier’s statement that the Grid was a “tool for thinking,” 48  
Annie Pedret correctly interprets the fact that “the grid functioned both 
as an ideological tool for the functional city and as a way of structuring 
knowledge and reality,” 49 further specifying that the Grid was “an 
epistemological structure that would guide thinking towards implementing 
the functional city as theorized in the Athens Charter.” 50 According to this 
interpretation, due to the close link between the dogmatic thought of the 
Athens Charter and the “epistemological structure” of the Grid, the criticism 
of functionalist urbanism by many CIAM members, particularly the younger 
ones, had logically led them to abandon this Grid, considered too rigid 
and dogmatic, and to replace it with new simplified versions. First with the 
“MARS Grid” presented at CIAM 8 in Hoddesdon, as already mentioned, 
then with the even more radical “Urban Re-Identification Grid,” proposed 
by Alison and Peter Smithson at CIAM 9 in Aix-en Provence (1953), 
which replaced the functions of the Athens Charter with the more generic 
categories of “house,” “street,” “district,” “city,” and “relationship.” 51  
Consequently, following a rigorous historiographical reconstruction, the 
failure of the CIAM Grid must be read in relation to the emergence of the 
“young generation” in the post-war period and their cultural battles that led 
to the formation of “Team 10” and the dissolution of the CIAM in 1959. 

However, if we carefully reread the words used by Le Corbusier in his 
opening speech at the CIAM in Bergamo, we can discover some clues of 
a more complex and more refined thought, which questions the canonical 
interpretation of a “rigid and dogmatic” Grid. In a first passage, Le 
Corbusier declared that the Grid “let think about town planning problems 
… [and that it] … does not pretend to make fine town planning schemes 
of itself.” 52 With these affirmations, Le Corbusier suggests that the Grid’s 
epistemological role is more to ask questions than to offer answers. In 
some ways, this thought recalls the words that Le Corbusier had already 
used in 1925 to warn his audience against any overly literal interpretation of 
the drawings of his famous “Plan Voisin”: “The ‘Voisin Plan’ does not claim 
to provide the exact solution to the case of the centre of Paris. But it can 
serve to raise the discussion to a level appropriate to the times and to put 
the problem on a healthy scale.” 53 Just as the radical proposal of the “Plan 
Voisin” could be interpreted more as a tool to “read” the urban planning 
problems of Paris than as a “model” of an intervention to be implemented, 
we could then interpret the CIAM Grid as a tool that allows us to highlight 
the urban planning problems, rather than offering solutions with plans and 
projects.

In another passage, Le Corbusier says: “Your ‘interlocutors,’ mute, are 
immediately before you.” 54 What does he mean by this quite enigmatic 
phrase? In the appendix publication of the book The Heart of the City, Le 
Corbusier modifies this sentence, which becomes simpler and clearer: 
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“Your ‘silent problems’ immediately appear manifest before the eyes.” 55 In 
two other passages of the same speech, Le Corbusier once again uses the 
word “interlocutor,” which becomes “problem” in the version published in 
the 1952 book.56 This insistence on using the word “interlocutor” does not 
therefore denote an inaccuracy of language, but a refinement of thought 
that Le Corbusier himself considered perhaps exaggerated and too cryptic, 
forcing to simplify the version printed in the CIAM “official” book, with the 
replacement of the word “interlocutor” with “problem.”
With this rereading of the specific words used by Le Corbusier, however, we 
do not want to reach the conclusion that his original conception of the CIAM 
Grid was different from what facts and documents show: almost certainly 
Le Corbusier had conceived the Grid not only as a normative and dogmatic 
instrument but also as an instrument of power within the CIAM whose full 
ideological control he wanted to continue to guarantee. Regardless of the 
question of knowing what Le Corbusier’s “true thought” might have been, 
we are interested, with a certain interpretative forcing, in considering this 
surprising appearance of the word “interlocutor” as if Le Corbusier had 
“accidentally” used it, as if it were a “Freudian slip.” From the sequence 
of quotations discussed above emerges the fascinating hypothesis that 
the Grid itself could be interpreted as an “interlocutor”: an interlocutor who 
speaks to us about problems to which “we are obliged to answer,” but also 
a “silent” interlocutor, because they are the images that speak to us and 
with which we must have a dialogue.57

Starting from the question of the critical legacy of the CIAM Grid, we 
propose seventy years later to go beyond the failure of CIAM 7 and to start 
again from this vision of a Grid as an “interlocutor,” as a character who 
“takes part in a conversation, a dialogue, a discussion.” 58 At the invitation of 
the Order of Architects of Bergamo who had planned a series of celebratory 
events for the CIAM of 1949, we have elaborated with a working group 
of the Politecnico in Milan 59 a “new Grid” conceived no longer as an 
instrument of dogmatic and normative thought, but as an instrument of 
dialogical criticism.60

Quite differently from the historical context of 1949, which gave priority to 
the reconstruction of destroyed cities and the construction of “new towns” 
in a phase of significant urban expansion, we decided to limit the scope of 
application to projects and interventions to modify the existing, according 
to the paradigm of the “second life” of buildings and urban spaces.61 
Consequently, our Second Life Grid is no longer based on the intersection 
of themes and functions, but on a scale of five proportional values that 
measure the critical tension between the existing and the new intervention. 
No longer a rigid normative instrument, it is conceived as a critical 
evaluation tool that takes up in certain aspects the idea of “measurement” 
used by Le Corbusier in describing the CIAM Grid as an “attempt to give 
town planning a measuring instrument ... real ‘metrology’!” 62 While in the 
CIAM Grid only the first theme – le milieu - concerned the context (“natural 
conditions, geographic, and demographic data”) while the other eight 
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themes were declined to describe the new urban intervention in positivist 
terms, in the Second Life Grid the context is at the center of attention, 
because we apply a scale of values to four groups of questions (What? 
Who? How much? How?) that aim to measure the quality of the dialogical 
relationship between the context and the new intervention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE SECOND LIFE GRID

The Second Life Grid (Fig. 8) consists of four categories (the columns), 
which have been identified as those with the most potential in order to 
produce a critique of a building (or a project), and two are specified in 
sub-categories; as a measure of a change, each of them is declined in five 
levels of intensity (the rows), from a total conservation of what exists to its 
total transformation, so to consent to break down and analyze the building 
in relationship to the pre-existing in a reading as objective as possible. 
The first category answers to the “what” question, describing the program 
and function of the building. The second responds to “who,” and is used to 
identify who makes the intervention possible, such as property or financing. 
The category about “how much” is split into two more specific descriptions 
of the absolute and relative dimensions, both volume and surface. Finally, 
“how” is the place where the design strategy is specified, summarized 
under the sub-categories of image, material, and structure.

The application of the Second Life Grid took place in the form of a call for 
projects, based on the dedicated website produced by the Ordine degli 
Architetti [Professional Association Chapter] of Bergamo.63 At the end of the 
call period, a group of projects was selected and their authors were invited 
to the final conference held October 25-26, 2019 at the Accademia Carrara 
in Bergamo. The conference was structured in seven sessions, each of 
which conceived as a dialogue between three to six architects, and based 
on a critical comparison of their projects. The event, therefore, did not 
take place in the form of a collection of individual lectures, but rather as a 
critical seminar to reflect together on common themes, recalling in a certain 
sense the CIAM working method. During the conference, the function of 
the Second Life Grid was positively tested and confirmed as a critical tool 
that allows the evaluation of both the choices and the design outcomes. Its 
function is to deconstruct the unity of the project and then reassemble it, 
analyzing the conditions of possibility of the project and their consequences 
according to the existing, including the social and economic conditions, the 
natural and the geographic, the anthropological, and the cultural. The Grid, 
therefore, explicitly describes the authors’ acts and practices, and also the 
creative process as a way of interpretation.
To illustrate the critical and no longer ideological role of the Grid, we 
conclude with a dialogue between some examples, articulated on the three 
main categories.
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Figure 8. The Second Life Grid consists of four categories (the columns), two of which are 
specified in sub-categories; as a measure of change, each of them is defined by five levels 
of intensity (the rows), from the total conservation of what exists to its total transformation. 
The first category answers to the “what” question, describing the program and the function 
of the building; the second one responds to “who,” and is used to identify who makes the 
intervention possible, such as property or financing; the category about “how much” is 
split in the two more specific descriptions of the “absolute” and “relative” dimensions, both 
“volume” and “surface,” and “how” is the place where the design strategy is specified, under 
the sub-categories of “image,” “material,” and “structure.”

What?

The first pair of projects (Fig. 9) is about the “what?” (program) category, 
illustrated using the project by Gianluca Frediani (“frediani+gasser 
architettura,” Klagenfurt, Austria) for the Haus der Technik in Klagenfurt 
and Vincenzo Corvino’s (Corvino and Multari, Naples, Italy) Covered 
Market Insula in Reggio Emilia: both are examples of a commercial 
building conversion in the context of a city center with a major issue being 
their permeability to the historical context. It is interesting to note how 
different the degrees of transformation assigned by the architects to the 
interpretation of their project are: a prevalent replacement of the program 
for Frediani, and a prevalence of conservation for Corvino. In fact, although 
Corvino partially maintains the original commercial function of the building, 
in both cases we are faced with an interesting intervention in which new 
functions and new connections give a new role to the architecture in the 
historical center of the town.
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The first project is a complete redevelopment of a shopping center as the 
new headquarters for the technical departments of the city of Klagenfurt 
(Carinthia, Austria). Located next to the St. Peter and Paul’s Cathedral 
in the historic city center, the brutalist shopping center was built in the 
late 1970s to complete the reconstruction of the heavily bombed-out and 
almost completely destroyed urban block, in the form of a three-story 
massive body with a five-story tower above and two levels of underground 
parking. In answer to the programmatic changes, Frediani introduces a 
new hierarchy of spaces, with functional blocks and connecting zones that 
reproduce on a small scale an urban fabric with paths and public spaces. 
On an urban level, new perspectives are opened up throughout the whole 
building, to obtain views towards the Cathedral, together with public 
connections on the ground floor. 

The second project is based on an architectural solution that describes 
the historical and permanent characters of the monument, converting 
it into a place for cultural and social identities. The project proposal is 
based on the intention to integrate into the building the functions of the 
new trade, optimizing the horizontal and vertical circulation, favoring the 
pedestrian connections and guaranteeing the welcoming, the reception, 
and the necessary and required accessibility of the entire complex. Even 
if the central open-air gallery maintains its original commercial function, 
the intervention increases the accesses and reorganizes the gallery-courts 
system, characterizing it in relation to their destinations and enhances 
its vocation to host other events, such as musical meetings, theatrical 
performances, or exhibitions, to keep the complex lively beyond the 
opening hours of the shops. 

How Much?

The second pair of projects (Fig. 10) is about the “how much?” (relative 
dimensions) category, through the comparison between the project by 
Jabornegg-Pálffy Architects for Altenburg Abbey, and the renovation of the 
Machado de Castro National Museum by Gonçalo Byrne. A comparison 
is proposed on how the reuse of the volumes of the existing foundations 
and underground structures becomes, in terms of variation of relative 
dimensions, a significant part of the radical change of the historical 
building. If the first intervention is interpreted by its author as a balance 
between conservation and replacement, the second is described as a 
prevailing conservation project, although if it would be possible to reverse 
this interpretation if we look more closely at the real consistency of the 
transformation intervention. 
In Joseph Munggenast’s baroque design of Altenburg Abbey, the main 
façade was balanced by wide open spaces, which offered a pleasant 
view of the surrounding countryside and a good vantage point from which 
to observe the imposing volume of the abbey. Its structural foundation 
consisted of a raised embankment above part of the medieval abbey. 
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Figure 9. (a) Critical comparison between two examples of a renovation of a commercial 
building within the context of a city center: (b) “frediani+gasser architettura” (Klagenfurt, 
Austria), Haus der Technik, Klagenfurt (Austria), 2019 - the long corridor with the central 
spaces and the waiting areas; (c) Corvino + Multari (Naples, Italy), restoration and 
redevelopment of the “Covered Market” insula in Reggio Emilia (Italy), 2012 - the project 
includes the restoration of the Market Hall Gallery and the recovery of the former Chierici 
branch building and the former Student House, with the demolition of additional and 
improper volumes built through time, along with the creation of public spaces that connect 
the different buildings.

(b) (c)

(a)
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In the 1990s, the weight of the embankment increasingly threatened the 
stability of the retaining walls. To relieve the pressure on existing structures 
and ensure the safety of the building, the embankment was excavated, and 
several layers of medieval remains came to light. To shelter the remains, a 
terrace was once again installed at the same level as the adjoining baroque 
courtyards, so that these medieval areas are now used as museum spaces 
forming a coherent extension of the exhibition areas already established in 
the main complex. 

The Machado de Castro National Museum is located at the Alta de Coimbra 
(Portugal), whose history dates back to more than two thousand years. The 
core of this place of intense sedimentation and historical superimposition 
is the Roman cryptoporticus, built to contain the central forum at the end 
of the first century BC. The forum, placed as usual at the confluence of the 
cardo and decumanus as an administrative, political, and religious center 
was demolished at the time, but the cryptoporticus remained almost intact 
in its tectonics hosting, among other things, the Romanesque church of 
São João de Almedin (since the end of the twelfth century) and the loggia 
of Filippo Terzi. Due to the complex nature of the historical remains, and 
especially of the cryptoporticus, careful demolition and new construction 
work carried out to achieve a sustainable balance between the different 
systems of construction and to reduce their impact on this basis. New 
structures were designed not only to support new buildings but also to show 
the ruins of the old ones: Byrne’s attempt was to link history by keeping all 
historical parts and character of the existing structures in place, hiding and 
minimizing the intervention on the historical structures. The lower volume 
adapts to the existing layout of the streets; the stone cladding is not mimetic 
but consistent with the solid matter of the surrounding buildings. The layout 
repeats the settlement solution with its morphology and hierarchy originally 
linked to the cryptoporticus of the Roman forum, which in turn is connected 
to the museum. 

How?

The last pair of projects (Fig. 11) is about “how?” (the “material” as a design 
strategy) category, through a dialogue between a residential extension by 
Maria Giuseppina Grasso Cannizzo in Modica (Sicily, Italy), and the project 
for the Thalia Theatre in Lisbon by Gonçalo Byrne. These two examples 
show how existing materials can be used as the lexicon of the dialectical 
relationship between transformation and conservation. In both cases, a 
very sophisticated approach, based on an artificial memory of the existing 
materials, led to refined results. While Byrne interprets his intervention in 
terms of a balance between conservation and replacement of materials, for 
Grasso Cannizzo her building denotes a prevalent discontinuity.
In her exemplary intervention, Grasso Cannizzo uses apparently 
contradictory strategies for the use of materials, such as conservation, 
demolition, or grafting, keeping in use consolidated spaces and functions 
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Figure 10. (a) Critical comparison between two examples of reuse of existing underground 
foundations and structures: (b) Jabornegg-Palffy Architects (Vienna), Altenburg Abbey 
(Austria), 2012 - through the elimination of the sub-base, the archeological excavation 
area was cleared and new volumes have been created (the area of the archaeological 
excavations extends the publicly accessible areas of the monastery); (c) Gonçalo Byrne 
Architects (Lisbon), restoration and extension of Machado de Castro National Museum in 
Coimbra (Portugal), 2013 - the core of this place of intense sedimentation and historical 
superimposition is the Roman cryptoporticus, a rectangular platform made by two vaulted 
layers that gives particular “Roman thermal” characteristics to the space.

(a)

(b) (c)
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and, at the same time, activating new life cycles, and strengthening the 
relationships between the existing, the landscape, and the additions, 
evoking what has been lost. The realization returns the reflected image 
of changes and exploits the latent potential of the existing: every process 
of transformation originates from the existing body, used as a building 
material. The layout of the rooms, the details, the materials, the views of 
the surrounding countryside could satisfy, with appropriate expedients, 
the client’s desire to meet new needs and to keep alive the memory of 
lost customs, but problems related to the poor execution have imposed 
a partial demolition. The reconstruction project did not want to correct 
the inconveniences, to eliminate defects, or to delete approximations, 
inconsistencies, and randomness, asking only to stratify on the existing 
without causing a change of scene. Since reinforced concrete is mainly 
used for plaster, both for internal and external visible surfaces, the architect 
decided to give a prevalent degree of transformation to the use of materials.

On the contrary, Byrne interprets his project in terms of a balance between 
conservation and replacement of materials, focusing on literary elements 
as wit, irony, and satire for the reconstruction of the ruins of a theatre 
dedicated to Thalia, the muse of satire. The need for a symbolic use of 
materials – the type of use that makes them literary materials - is clarified 
by the architect who appeals to Gottfried Semper: form is a question of 
representation, even of its symbolic nature. Thus, the first design scene 
of this representation was to recreate the scenery of the ruins, eliminating 
an incongruous three-story building overlooking the street: it was no 
longer a home theatre, and therefore the domestic mask was the first to 
disappear. Then, a limited palette of materials and techniques is the result 
of a series of studies that were made on the choice of colors, so that they 
could integrate with the context. In order to leave intact the ancient ruins 
inside with its sense of wonder, created by devastations and the passage 
of time, the exterior was covered with a terracotta concrete shell, forming 
a massive, monolithic body corresponding to the original volumes of the 
audience and the stage.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, we can observe how the structure of the Grid does not 
claim to be exclusive nor unique. During the discussions provoked by 
its application, it immediately became evident that many possibilities of 
interpretation remain present, due to the fact that the architects themselves 
are the first to be encouraged to reflect on their own design choices. An 
initial result is to strengthen the concepts of modification, conservation, and 
their dialectics, trying to measure the value of adaptation (up to mimesis) 
or of contrast with the existing. Then, from a theoretical point of view, 
the Grid allows a description of the project as free as possible from any 
personal point of view, while imposing its flat two-dimensionality as a 
non-perspective description.
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Figure 11. (a) Critical comparison between two examples of use of materials for creating 
a dialectical tension between conservation and transformation: (b) Maria Giuseppina 
Grasso Cannizzo (Vittoria, Italy), residential renovation in Modica (Italy), 2018 - the project 
implies assimilation of the model, interpretation and re-elaboration of the original, not a 
celebrated antique structure but an ordinary construction set in the space between the city 
and the countryside; (c) Gonçalo Byrne Architects with Barbas Lopes Arquitecto (Lisbon), 
restoration of Thalia Theatre in Lisbon (Portugal), 2012 - in order to leave untouched the 
old ruins in the interior with its sense of wonder, created by devastation and the passing of 
time, a shell of terracotta concrete forms a massive and monolithic body.

(b) (c)

(a)
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we must reply to the questions posed here” (Le Corbusier, “Description of the CIAM Grid”, 
174).
57. Le Corbusier speaks of a “visual method” that “enables the eye to read the essential 
information quickly […] Instead of reading one sees.” Le Corbusier, “Description of the CIAM 
Grid”, 174.
58. Merrian-Webster English online Dictionary: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/
interlocutor.
59. Research agreement between the Ordine degli Architetti [Professional Association 
Chapter] of Bergamo (OAB) and the Department of Architecture and Urban Studies (DAStU) 
of the Politecnico di Milano, research coordinated by Pierre-Alain Croset, with Guya 
Bertelli, Andrea Canclini, Federico De Ambrosis, Andrea Gritti, Pasquale Mei, and with the 
collaboration of the student Matteo Ciccarelli.
60. Hélène Jannière states that the condition of existence of the critic is “the contradictory 
debate, which differentiates it from the theories of architecture.” Hélène Jannière, Critique et 
architecture. Un état des lieux contemporain (Paris: Éditions de la Villette, 2019), 23.
61. With the same term of “second life” have been named all the initiatives coordinated 
by the OAB on the occasion of the seventieth anniversary of CIAM 7 (http://www.
ciam2019.it/), in particular “Atlas Second Life” (http://www.aslarchitettura.it/, a repertoire 
of disused buildings and public spaces to be regenerated; “Grid Second Life” (https://
www).gridsecondlife.it/), the subject of this paper; “Forum Second Life” (http://www.
forumsecondlife.it/), a 4-day conference (October 23-26, 2019) dedicated to the care for 
the people, the city and the landscape, based on five elements (norm, innovation, reuse, 
economy, and sociality).
62. Le Corbusier, “Description of the CIAM Grid,” 174.
63. At this call answered eighty-four groups of architects, uploading a project on the web 
platform www.gridsecondlife.it, mostly from Europe, with some participation from China and 
Latin America.
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