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Summary. The aim of the article is to understand to what extent modern mass housing estates, built in the decades
following the Second World War with new construction methods and under the influence of innovative planning
ideas and egalitarian philosophy, are currently facing a process of decline. In particular, the research is committed
to understand how such innovative urban structures rapidly evolved into stigmatized places of residence and
sources of dissonant heritage. The work focuses on the case of San Polo, a neighbourhood of Brescia, in Italy,
designed by architect, planner and historian Leonardo Benevolo, who had the opportunity in the northern Italian
city to experiment and implement his architectural views in the sphere of “public urbanization”. It is possible to
claim that Benevolo’s theoretical approach and architectural practice excellently represented the golden age of
modern housing in postwar Europe, when the connection between progressive political views and egalitarian
urban planning was apparently perfect. Nevertheless, after the political and economic transition that characterized
western Europe since the 1980s, mass housing quickly became a residual issue in the public discourse and entered
in a spiral of decline. San Polo was no exception: problems — especially in its iconic tower blocks — soon emerged,
and overall optimistic expectations were frustrated by the reality of physical, social and economic decline. This
study is therefore committed to understand to what extent San Polo is a case of dissonant heritage in the urban
context. While it is clear that the heritage of San Polo is the heritage of a precise historical phase and represents
particular ideas in architecture and planning, on the other hand it must be stressed that the ideological transition
of recent decades made its values and its messages obsolete and that socio-economic segregation negatively
affected the reputation of the neighbourhood and its inhabitants had to face a process of stigmatization that found
echo in official and journalistic discourse.
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INTRODUCTION. HISTORICAL AND
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND OF THE
RESEARCH

reasons make the case of San Polo particularly
interesting: the neighbourhood is one of the most

relevant examples of Italian public urbanization,

The aim of the article is to understand to what
extent modern mass housing estates, built in the
decades following the Second World War with new
construction methods and under the influence
of innovative planning ideas and egalitarian phi-
losophy, are currently facing a process of decline.
In particular, the research is committed to under-
stand how such innovative urban structures rapidly
involved into stigmatized places of residence and
sources of dissonant heritage. The work focuses on
the case of San Polo, a neighbourhood of Brescia,
in Italy, designed by architect, planner and historian

Leonardo Benevolo. Two peculiar and overlapping

characterized by continuous and deep co-operation
between planners and political power; moreover,
San Polo was designed by one of the leading figures
of Italian 20% century architecture .

Leonardo Benevolo’s theoretical approach and his
work as historian of the origins of modern town-
planning are undoubtedly helpful to understand the
ideas on architecture and politics that inspired his
activity in Brescia. Benevolo firmly believed that
the progressive views of modern planning could
be realized only through the contact with politi-
cal forces that were committed to reach a similarly

general transformation of society; therefore, any
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decision taken in the sphere of planning must be
considered essentially political.! The author argued,
in fact, that modern planning “should be regarded
as an integral part of the general attempt to extend
the potential benefits of the Industrial Revolution to

2 and that, to some extent,

members of all classes
it could be “regarded as a vital factor in the crea-
tion of a democratic society”® Within this frame-
work, the concept of a “neo-conservative” city is one
of the most important contributions of Leonardo
Benevolo to the analysis of modern urban transfor-
mations. While before 1848 planning was character-
ized by an open connection between scientific and
moral aspects, around and after that year the situa-
tion deeply changed. On the one hand, the Marxist
criticism towards the works of Utopian socialists put
an end to the honeymoon between socialist politi-
cal thinking and urban planning. On the other hand,
post-1848 conservative regimes introduced an appar-
ently purely “technocratic model of planning”:* the
state limited the complete freedom of the private sec-
tor through building and planning regulations and,
at the same time, carried out important public works.
Nonetheless, it would be a mistake to claim that town
planning became politically neutral; “on the contrary,
it fell within the sphere of influence of the new con-
servative ideology”® In fact, political power deeply
understood the importance of a coherent policy of
public works for political stability: years that fol-
lowed 1848 demonstrated that “reform was vital and
regarded as the only possible alternative to even more
intense social conflict”® Ideas such as the connection
between physical urban design and socio-economic
context, as well as the political nature of planning
- even the apparently most technical and neutral -
are crucial to introduce and explain the history of
postwar modern mass housing in Europe. Leonardo
Benevolo himself, in fact, was aware that the efforts
made in San Polo to reach a more egalitarian society
through proper housing policies were similar to the
ones of British or Scandinavian planners’ and he was
conscious about the existence of a file rouge that con-
nected the roots of modern planning to contempo-

rary European context.

The European continent in the three decades that
followed the end of the Second World War was

characterized by economic, demographic and
socio-political trends that fostered urbanization
and demand for housing. After the end of the con-
flict Europe entered an era of political stability, and
a general atmosphere of détente® — despite risks and
uncertainties related to the Cold War - allowed
the continent to start an era of unprecedented eco-
nomic growth. Due to industrial development and
new employment opportunities, many workers pre-
viously active in agriculture moved to towns and
cities located in the most developed areas of their
countries. This process of internal migration was
deeply “pan-European”: countries such as Swe-
den and the Soviet Union shared similar patterns
of population movements; “in Italy, between 1955
and 1971, an estimated nine million people moved
from one region to another”® Moreover, the post-
war baby boom reversed the previously negative
demographic trend: as Tony Judt argued, thanks to
new confidence and new aspirations, “after a forty-
year hiatus, Europe was becoming young again.”'
Thus, overall improvement in economic conditions,
internal migration from the countryside to the city
and positive birth rates caused a massive wave of
urbanization, which stressed the dramatic housing
shortage of European cities and carried out strong
demand for dwellings. At the same time “urban life-
styles became the norm, even for Europeans not liv-

»11

ing in urban areas” and the socio-cultural impor-

tance of the countryside diminished.

Only in the last two decades scholars stressed that,
despite obvious political differences, postwar mod-
ern mass housing in eastern and western Europe
“had a number of significant aspects in common”!?
A relatively “shared timeline in the housing crisis’s

»13

features™ as well as a relatively “shared timeline in

14 characterized the

the responses of public powers
continent. To some extent, it is reasonable to argue
that “the socialist experiment which was imposed
upon eastern Europe reflected many of the same
desires which motivated Europeans in the west-
ern half of the continent”!® European states, which
had experienced the shock of war, found in fact the
promise to overcome a painful past and “to con-
struct a new and egalitarian society by providing

dramatically improved housing and environmental



conditions™!®

very appealing. Expectations related
to postwar urban planning were therefore huge and
optimistic. Susan Reid argued that “the idea that
rational town planning and architecture can engi-
neer social harmony, health and happiness (...)
became an essential tenet of modernist ideology
and building practice”” and that “the modern home
(...) became a key site for the concrete projection
of ‘tomorrow’ and for the construction of the iden-
tity of the citizens”!® To some extent it is possible to
claim that “modernism, modernization and urban
planning acquired a moral prestige as a quest for a

revolutionary reorganization of society”"

To provide a comprehensive and satisfactory defini-
tion of modern mass housing is a difficult task. In
one of the first and most relevant comparative stud-
ies about the phenomenon, postwar estates were
“defined as distinct and discrete geographic housing
areas which are dominated by residential blocks of
five storeys or more”?® Franz Wassenberg stressed
the grouping of buildings, the uniform and distinct
character, the similar and planned construction and
the geographical concentration; combining those
elements, he defined “housing estate as a group
of housing quite distinct in form built together as
a single development”* Following a similar pat-
tern, modern housing estates have been recently
defined as “areas containing at least 1,000 residents
in high rise buildings, established by a developer or
a development process between the 1950s and the
1980s as a coherent and compact planning unit”?
More widely, it has been claimed that “mass hous-
ing resulted from a love-match between architec-
ture and social policy. It combined standardisation
(...) with state involvement.”*® Although it is almost
impossible to define Modern mass housing, its
main features are therefore clear: geographical con-
centration, distinctive form, use of vertical space,
standardization of construction, careful planning
and involvement of the public sector. In the three
postwar decades the connection between political
context and modern urban planning was apparently
perfect. While outcomes and qualities had been
later questioned and criticized,* spacious, relatively
comfortable and well- designed housing became

“the expression of a new world, being the most

uniform, the most dominating, the most direct and
the most visible result of postwar urban planning”*
It is therefore possible to argue that, in short term,
modern housing was a successful tool to solve con-

temporary urban problems.

ANALYSIS OF CURRENT SITUATION: ANATOMY
OF A DECLINE?

Although it is impossible to provide a comprehen-
sive portrait of the phenomenon, and despite the
relative success of some modern districts, it is unde-
niable that, nowadays, several postwar mass hous-
ing estates are facing a process of decline and physi-
cal and discursive deconstruction. In fact, despite
“large scale estates have been carefully planned”
by scientists, architects and other experts, these
efforts did not lead “to the intended satisfaction and
popularity”? It is possible to claim that “the Mod-
ernistic thoughts inspired by CIAM movement and
Le Corbusier seem to have lost the appeal they once
held”?® and that “what seemed like good solutions

in the aftermath of WW?2 often became dystopias™*

The planning process and consequent urban design
revealed since the beginning a potentially prob-
lematic situation. Although design alone is not
to blame for the lack of success of estates, the fact
that many of them “malfunctioned from the begin-
ning due to physical shortcomings”® must be con-
sidered. According to Frank Wassenberg the first
cause of rapid decline of estates must be identified
in “the way they were planned: top-down, by plan-
ning departments and according to (sometimes sci-
entific) research into what would be best for resi-
dents - but without consulting residents, who were
(supposed to be) happy simply to get any dwelling
in times of everlasting housing shortages™! Often,
such a top-down and centralized approach resulted
in weak physical design and inadequate spatial
planning. To begin with, estates have been mostly
developed near or outside the city boundaries:
while in some cases further urban growth made
peripheral areas more central, many neighbour-
hoods remained isolated, “far away from amenities

and job opportunities™?

and they were character-
ized by underdeveloped schooling, shopping and

recreational structures. Extreme standardization of
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construction caused visual monotony and physical
decay: the use of cheap building materials and the
effort to construct quickly provoked rapid dete-
rioration of buildings and public spaces. Moreover,
design had a negative impact on social life: Wassen-
berg argued that poor physical design caused “prob-
lems like insecurity and lack of social control’,** and
Gideon Bolt claimed that “the design (...) was often
too fluid and open with no well defined spaces and
no clear hierarchy™** and that “residents did not feel
responsible for public spaces, which soon became

desolated and dilapidated”?

Within this framework, Baldwin Hess, Tammaru
and van Ham argued that “the evolution of large
housing estates in Europe demonstrates the tension
between short-term versus long-term strategies for
developing an urban housing stock™® On the one
hand, mass housing helped to solve postwar hous-
ing demand and provided improved living stand-
ards to large shares of European population; on the
other hand, optimism disappeared relatively quickly
and “housing estates did not survive as ideal living

environments.”?’

Nevertheless, shortcomings in planning and design
are not enough to explain the decline of modern mass
housing. Niels Prak and Hugo Priemus introduced a
model to analyse the phenomenon;*® they presented
three cycles of decline, which may influence and rein-
force each other: technical decline, social decline and
financial decline. All those cycles can be affected by
external factors, such as governmental policies as well
as social and economic trends. Social inequalities
increased significantly in many European countries
since the mid-1970s and made the urban environ-
ment “a more unequal place”™ Therefore, the “seg-
regation of population groups based on occupation,
income and/or education™® became a major issue.
While higher social strata tended to concentrate
voluntarily, low-income groups concentrated in cer-
tain areas and neighbourhoods, mostly due to lack
of choice and presence of accessible and affordable
housing. In fact, the initial demographic composi-
tion has been recently presented as one of the roots
of socio-economic decline of many districts: “estates
where the poverty level was already high among the

initial population experienced a process of decline

very soon after the estate was built [and] the con-
centration of poverty led to a bad reputation among
outsiders”*! Reputation and perception of housing
estates is in fact a critical issue, since many postwar
districts and their inhabitants have been stigmatized.
Stigma is a further damage for estates because on the
one hand it negatively affects the population and, on
the other hand, it “could significantly alter the devel-
opment trajectories”** As it will be later pointed out,
to some extent also “stereotyping by the media has
contributed to the poor reputation of housing estates

and has diminished their chances for success*

Home has a deep symbolic meaning: it reveals how
people live, how well they are doing and who they
are in the outside world. Therefore, such a situation
negatively affected the identity of people living in
mass housing, who often see themselves as “infe-
rior”: their financial conditions do not allow them to
make individual choices and they must live in areas
that, according to the dominant narration, “house
the residue of society”** For these reasons, has been
claimed that people living in postwar estates “are
structurally discriminated”:* they have no power
in the housing market and they are marginal in the
society; moreover, “they see their marginality repro-

duced and enlarged™® in their estates.

POSTWAR MODERN MASS HOUSING IN ITALY

As elsewhere in Europe, in Italy, direct public inter-
vention in housing sector became relevant only after
the Second World War, when the country moved
toward an unprecedented age of prosperity known
as the “economic miracle™ and, due to the post-
war baby boom,* the population had a dramatic
increase. Although the impact of postwar modern-
ism on Italian urban landscape has been weaker,
compared with countries such as France, Sweden or
the former socialist republics in central and eastern
Europe, its socio-cultural significance is undeni-
able. Postwar districts “provided a ‘learning experi-
ence to new immigrants to the city. Many postwar
films by ‘neo-realismo’ directors (...) used them as
a backdrop to narrating the tough apprenticeship of
arrivals from deprived rural regions to such cities as

Rome, Milan and Turin”*



The Italian mass housing era can be divided into
two phases.* The first took place between the 1950s
and the mid-1960s. In those years, industrial and
economic development and demographic increase
caused a massive wave of urbanization. Neverthe-
less, the growth of the country was far from being
homogeneous: on the one hand, a high number of
migrants moved to the main metropolitan areas,
located in the most developed and industrialized
regions of north-western Italy; on the other hand,
the countryside and less developed areas lost rel-
evant shares of population. During the first phase
“housing policies as well as urban policies, were
marked by what could be defined as a laissez-faire
orientation”® The model adopted in Italy, at the
time, was in fact quite different from the welfare typ-
ical of north European countries: despite a consid-
erable amount invested by the state in public hous-
ing, there was little effort to create a proper public
housing sector. The most revolutionary moment of
the first phase was the introduction of the 167 Law,
in 1962, which gave cities the right to reserve areas
for social housing and to assign land to public and
co-operative agencies that were committed to plan-
ning and construction. The second phase lasted
until the end of the 1970s and was characterized
by a changed political and social context that car-
ried new issues, such as the problem of dealing with
an unbalanced growth and the need to rationalize
urban developments and to use available resources

more efficiently.

The economic deceleration that took place in the
second half of the 1970s changed patterns of devel-
opment in the urban sphere. This period marked the
beginning of a more dispersed growth that mainly
included cities in central and north-eastern Italy,
which were not affected by economic development
in the very first postwar decades. At the same time
the former “industrial triangle”, the land among the
cities of Milan, Turin and Genoa, began to face the
challenges of post-industrial societies. Southern
regions, on the other hand, widened the gap with
the rest of the country. Furthermore, since the 1980s
a new demographic situation emerged, particularly
in northern Italy: on the one hand overall popula-

tion growth decreased and the society aged, on the

other hand there was a strong increase in immigra-
tion, particularly from Africa, the Indian sub-conti-
nent and eastern Europe, which deeply affected the

ethnic composition of low income households.

Although, since the 1980s and 1990s, the construc-
tion of public supported housing did not completely
disappear, it continuously declined. According to
Liliana Padovani: “The choices made during the
1980s (...) were for the most part based on the
assumption that housing was no longer a priority on
the agenda of the public sector (...) [and] the areas
of housing stress still existing were considered of a

residual character.”>?

All in all, despite the construction of big and iconic
modern estates, the Italian system of housing poli-
cies presented relatively little state involvement in
housing policies as well as great regional variances.
Furthermore, “housing policies have been relatively
weak from a welfare viewpoint.”** In fact, the supply
of social housing was scarce, and “policies have not
been sufficiently targeted to the needs of marginal-
ised groups and groups in extreme poverty as well as
being poorly integrated with general social welfare
programmes.”** Nowadays, most of the larger estates
are characterized by a mix of social rented, private
rented, co-operative and owner-occupied houses.
Building type and housing tenure tend to coincide
and the risk of segregation is real. The poorest estates
are nowadays characterized by serious problems
and by the concentration of families and individuals

heavily dependent on the public system.

LOOKING FOR A NEW URBANIZATION:
LEONARDO BENEVOLO AND BRESCIA

In 1977, Leonardo Benevolo left Rome and moved to
Brescia, where he lived until his death in 2017. The
choice was motivated by two reasons: on the one hand,
the Italian planner was disillusioned by the academic
career and the overall context of the capital, which
limited its activity; on the other hand, in Brescia he
had the opportunity to experiment and implement
his architectural views in the sphere of “public urban-
ization”. Since 1970 Benevolo had started co-oper-
ating with Luigi Bazoli, the Brescia assessor of city

planning and member of the Christian Democracy;
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he was positively impressed by the political atmos-
phere of the city: the decisions of Christian Demo-
cratic administration were often supported by the
Communist Party - its main historical opponent —
with the aim of introducing architectural and social
improvements in the urban environment. Further-
more, Brescia gave Leonardo Benevolo the oppor-
tunity to directly know and gain inspiration from
the work of Ottorino Marcolini, a Catholic priest
graduated in engineering and mathematics, who
planned and built, since the beginning of the 1950s,
neighbourhoods to house the urban working class,
the so called “villages”. Marcolini started his activity
in western periphery of Brescia, where the first vil-
lage, Violino - 252 dwellings, church, a kindergar-
ten and a primary school - was built. Between 1953
and 1987, the “Marcolini villages” provided more
than 6,500 dwellings for about 25,000 inhabitants.>
The humanitarian attitude of Marcolini as well as
industrialized building created, therefore, the first

example of social housing in the city.

Benevolo, in the 1970s, was committed to “demon-
strate advantages of public urbanization compared
to the traditional system, and therefore to present
new system as an alternative to the previous one”*
Nevertheless, the Italian planner considered previ-
ous involvement of the political sector in housing
insufficient, and argued that, despite introduc-
tion of the 167 Law in 1962, most of the projects
for areas reserved for public housing “tended to
be interpreted as normal plans of urbanistic co-
ordination™® and did not provide significant struc-
tural innovations. While in Italy public urbanization
was still an exception, elsewhere big unitarian set-
tlements such as Swedish satellite districts, French
grands ensembles and British new towns had already
been successfully implemented. Leonardo Benevolo
firmly believed that these European experiences
demonstrated advantages of modern urbanism at
the point that “traditional system of urbanization
(...) was questioned and seriously threatened”®
Moreover, following the example of Le Corbusier
and the Athens Charter, he argued that the popu-
lation would have appreciated advantages coming
from a simultaneous plan of all urban elements in a

new area carried out by public urbanization.

The municipality of Brescia developed a plan for
social housing, according to the 167 Law, in 1965;
the urbanization of eight zones located in the
periphery was planned and, in the first eight years,
six out of eight zones were totally or partially real-
ized. Because of a variation of the original plan that
was adopted in 1973 the two areas that had not
yet been realized were unified in the area of San
Polo. In the book Brescia S. Polo: Un quartiere di
iniziativa pubblica the plan for the urbanization of
the area was extensively presented. The social and
political goal shared by Benevolo and the munici-
pal administration of Brescia was to use the exist-
ing legal framework to create a more direct link
between builders and users, which excluded private

businesses and speculators.

SAN POLO: ARCHITECTURAL AND SOCIAL
OUTCOMES

The area chosen for the realization of the new dis-
trict was a former agricultural zone between the
Milan-Venice railway, in the north, and the A4
highway, in the south. The road between Brescia
and Cremona can be considered the western bor-
der of the neighbourhood, while the one between
Brescia and Mantua, which previously could be
intended as the opposite border, nowadays divides
San Polo into western and eastern zones. The area
is linked to the highway system - the A4 to Milan
and Venice and the A21 to Turin - and to tangenzi-
ale sud, a fast route that connects southern districts
of Brescia to the province. Nowadays three subway
stations — San Polo Parco, San Polo Cimabue and

San Polino - are in the neighbourhood.

Leonardo Benevolo was committed to establish
a proportion between number of inhabitants and
“urbanistic standards”: the aim was, in fact, to pro-
vide each inhabitant 50 m? of public green space,
9m? of streets and 18m? of public services.* The
plan for San Polo included nine residential units;
each unit had 500 dwellings and was inhabited
by 1,800-2,000 residents. A residential unit was
defined by Benevolo as “the minimum ensemble to

61 if on the one hand, a dwell-

be planned in cities;
ing could be considered the basic functional ele-

ment of activities made by families in the private



space, when it came to activities that can be done
daily inside and outside the domestic environment,
“the basic functional element [was] not dwelling
anymore but a group of dwellings associated with a
given number of services”®* Such basic residential
units could be associated and form more complex

unities.

Residential units presented three different hous-
ing types: 2 or 3-storey single family homes; 4 or
5-storey “spine”® houses and 15 or 17-storey tower
blocks. Undoubtedly, tower blocks (torri) are the
most iconic architectural feature of San Polo: they
are five and, from West to East, they are called
Tiziano, Raffaello, Michelangelo, Tintoretto, and
Cimabue. Tiziano, Raffaello and Michelangelo are
15-storey blocks, built in the western part of San
Polo; Tintoretto and Cimabue were built in the
1980s in the eastern part of the district to solve
the increasing housing shortage. Considered by
Leonardo Benevolo an even improved version of
tower block typology,® Tintoretto and Cimabue are
17-storey buildings, each containing 195 dwellings.
While other building typologies were intended for
private owners, socially rented dwellings were con-

centrated in tower blocks.

The Margherita d’Este shopping centre, the first
one in the whole city of Brescia, was opened in San
Polo in 1985, near the Michelangelo tower, between
the western and the eastern part of the district. This
innovative element, again, reflects the influence of
foreign modern planning on Leonardo Benevolo:
for example, the district of Villingby, in Stockholm,
one of the pivotal modern postwar districts in the
whole Europe, was planned and constructed clus-
tered around a big shopping centre, the Villingby
Centrum. In La fine della citta, that can be consid-
ered a summary of his career, Leonardo Benevolo
argued that the work done in Brescia positively
influenced the everyday life of many people and
provided a better and integrated urban environ-
ment, where it has been possible to realize areas

and public services unusual for Italy.

The social and demographic context of the district
reflects the differentiations in housing typolo-

gies. The social composition of privately-owned

single-family houses or flats in small blocks does
not differ significantly from the overall situation
of Brescia. On the other hand, the demography of
tower blocks is more complex and heterogeneous.
Families of different ages, single parents and older
people live in the towers, and they all share “weak
social and economic conditions.”®® Since the begin-
ning, the towers, due to the massive presence of
socially rented flats, attracted people who left the
historic centre of the city during one of the first
attempts of gentrification. Particularly, many dwell-
ers of the towers moved from Carmine, an area in
the centre of Brescia characterized by dramatic
social problems and a collapsing housing stock.
Moreover, families with a foreign background, usu-
ally younger and bigger than Italian ones, tended to

cluster in the towers.

Since the first years after the construction, lack of
social interaction characterized both the context of
towers® and the whole neighbourhood: very few or
no interaction developed between residents of the
towers and people living in other housing types. It
is therefore possible to claim that social and hous-
ing mix planned and implemented in San Polo did
not prevent a certain degree of ghettoization. It goes
without saying that demographic and social con-
ditions had consequences on identity: people, in
fact, identify themselves and are identified by oth-
ers according to their homes. Negative perceptions
strengthened stigmatization, especially of specific
areas within the district: “Tintoretto tower (...)
represented for citizens and institutions of Brescia
the symbol of social and structural decay” and the

same can be claimed for Cimabue tower.

The set of solutions debated and proposed to solve
the critical situation of the towers of San Polo, par-
ticularly Tintoretto and Cimabue, questioned the
ideas of postwar modern planning and architecture.
Tintoretto tower, considered the most complicated
case, is totally empty since 2013; nevertheless, the
decision apparently did not solve previous social
problems. Many inhabitants moved to a new area,
the San Polino district, where the same problematic
situation is being reproduced, in a different loca-
tion. Moreover, the destiny of the tower fostered an

endless political debate which is still going on.
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SAN POLO: A CASE OF DISSONANT URBAN
HERITAGE

The aim of the analysis is to understand to what extent
San Polo and its iconic tower blocks are considered
symbols of urban decline and represent failures of
postwar modern planning. The roots of Leonardo
Benevolo’s theoretical thinking must, once again, be
considered: at this stage of research it is, in fact, nec-
essary to analyse how and why his view of planning
and the expected advantages of public urbanization
did not produce - or only partially - the hoped-for
results. It is important to remember that Leonardo
Benevolo believed in a deep connection between
modern planning and political forces to reach the
purpose of a general transformation of urban land-
scape and society. Furthermore, in relation to the
concept of the “neo-conservative’ city, Benevolo
demonstrated that even the apparently most neu-
tral and technical planning was characterized by
social and political goals. The activity of Leonardo
Benevolo in Brescia followed the same principles:
social — and somehow humanitarian - purposes and
constant dialogue with political institutions guided
his research of a new urbanization and his optimistic
belief that the public dimension of planning would
have positively affected the life of population. Appar-

ently, something went wrong, but what?

To begin with, general models of decline of mod-
ern postwar housing must be considered.®® As else-
where in Europe, since 1980s, in Italy, social hous-
ing was not considered a priority anymore; in case
of Brescia, furthermore, it must be stressed that the
co-operation between the Christian Democracy
and Communist Party, aimed at improving urban
environment and promoting public urbanization,
came to an end in the same years. Therefore, public
attitudes towards San Polo began to change. Most
probably, the main reasons for the decline of the
neighbourhood and physical and discursive mar-
ginalization of its tower blocks lie in social inequali-
ties and consequent socio-economic segregation.
Since the beginning, in fact, low-income groups
concentrated, particularly in Cimabue and Tin-
toretto towers; such a situation provoked a negative
reputation among both residents of San Polo living

in other housing types as well as outsiders. Physical

shortcomings as well as badly kept public space and
lack of safety made the reputation of the area even
worse. The overall situation became very negative
for the population of towers, which has been stig-

matized.

Under these circumstances, it is possible to argue
that San Polo constitutes a case of dissonant herit-
age in the urban context. Tunbridge and Ashworth
defined dissonant heritage as a peculiar kind of her-
itage that “involves a discordance or a lack of agree-
ment and consistency.”® The analyses of the physi-
cal and discursive legacy of San Polo could give the
opportunity to discuss the relation between mod-
ern mass housing and dissonant heritage, even in a
wider perspective. Undoubtedly, the heritage of San
Polo is the heritage of a precise historical phase and
represents particular ideas on society and planning.
Landscape can, in fact, “operate as a representational
system’,”? and it is probably one of the most powerful
and communicative media to represent ideas, social
constructions, and power relations, as it did in the
past. Caroline Humphrey claimed that “ideology is
found not only in texts and speeches; it is a political
practice that is also manifest in constructing mate-
rial objects”! and that “artefacts are not material
objects divorced from social relations””? The urban
landscape, its forms, functions, and meanings used
to be the perfect medium to express both relations

of power and new aesthetics and styles.

To what extent is the heritage of San Polo “dissonant™?
First of all, the fact that a process of transition took
place since the area was planned and constructed
must be considered. The golden age of social hous-
ing, inspired by the relation between progressive
political views and carefully planned and egalitarian
architecture came to an end in the 1980s. The tran-
sition deeply influenced contemporary perceptions
of postwar modern mass housing and, within this
framework, the process of “obsolete transmission”,
a typical source of dissonance in heritage, must be
noted. In the case of “obsolete transmission”, mes-
sages continue to be projected to a society that is
changed, has different goals, and is characterized by
different political conditions. Thus, ideological shift
and transition made the values of modern urban

planning and the theoretical approach of Leonardo



Benevolo, obsolete, according to new official dis-
course. Therefore, San Polo, which is the most iconic
modern mass housing neighbourhood in Brescia,
continues to represent social, political, and archi-
tectural values of the postwar decades, despite the
society being deeply changed and the expectations
related to urban planning not being the same. A
second and crucial point to be considered is related
to class. Class is a powerful generator of dissonance
and, because of massive socio-economic segrega-
tion, “class dissonance” is prominent in the urban
space. Social inequalities increased significantly in
many European countries and, consequently, the

city became “a more unequal place”” Therefore, the
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Fig. 1. Tintoretto and Michelangelo towers. Unknown author. Unknown title. 2016. URL: http://www.radiondadurto.

“segregation of population groups based on occupa-
tion, income and/or education”* became a major
issue. While higher social strata tended to concen-
trate voluntarily, low-income groups concentrated
in certain areas and neighbourhoods, mostly due to
lack of choice and presence of accessible and afford-
able housing. The socio-economic segregation of San
Polo makes class an excellent interpretative key for

its contested heritage.

Discourse and journalistic representation actively
shaped the interpretation of the San Polo tower
blocks. On the one hand they provided evidence of

the dissonant heritage of neighbourhood, especially

in relation to class and socio-economic segregation,

A

0rg/2016/11/02/brescia-investire-sgr-presenta-il-progetto-di-demolizione-della-torre-tintoretto/
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on the other they reinforced and actively shaped the
stigmatization of the area. It must, in fact, be con-
sidered that language use has power and journalism
is an extremely powerful genre of communication
and has strong social effects: it is able to reinforce or
weaken beliefs, to shape the consciousness of people
about their role and their place within society and
can define the most and the least relevant issues. In
case of the tower blocks of San Polo, and especially
Tintoretto and Cimabue, which are undoubtedly the
most complex and debated cases, the journalistic
narration focused on two main points: the big uncer-
tainties about the destiny of the towers and the por-
trait of San Polo and its towers as areas of decline and
ghettoization. After residents left Tintoretto tower,
the destiny of the building became widely debated.
The discussion did not only question the building
itself but the whole idea of life in high-rise blocks.

The debate whether demolishing or restoring Tin-
toretto involved, and still involves, the political estab-
lishment, financial sector and social activism. Advo-

cates of demolition clustered their criticism around

" Ee'm

LD IR 3 T AR

L —
-
—_
==
L3
=
—
ey
o=y
e
"

tamvm)_§)

three main points. Aesthetically, San Polo and its
tower blocks were harshly criticized and defined the
worst outcomes of postwar urban planning in the
city. The second argument used to promote physi-
cal demolition was mostly financial: it was claimed
that total restoration would have been too expen-
sive. Furthermore, social problems and safety issues
were used as evidence of advanced decline of the
area and to support the argument that any attempt
at restoration would have been ineffective. On the
other hand, advocates of restoration stressed the
social value of towers. Despite physical decline and
aesthetic ugliness, the possibility to improve and the
necessity to save hundreds of socially rented dwell-
ings have been considered priorities by politicians,
intellectuals and social activists, who argued for the
necessity to accept the challenge of urban renova-
tion. The debate carried several uncertainties and
question marks and basically no solutions, increas-
ing the frustration of the local population and the
perception, among other inhabitants of Brescia, of

San Polo as a problematic area.
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Fig. 2: Tintoretto tower. Unknown author. Unknown title. 2018. URL: http://www.bsnews.it/2018/08/23/torre-tintoretto-

bando-aler-ristrutturazione-demolizione/
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Fig. 3: Cimabue Tower. Ortogni, Marco. Unknown title. 2018.URL: https://www.giornaledibrescia.it/brescia-e-hinterland/
degrado-e-disagio-alla-torre-cimabue-I-allarme-dei-residenti-1.3236114

CONCLUSIONS

Leonardo Benevolo firmly believed that any decision
taken in the sphere of planning must be considered
essentially political. To demonstrate his argument,
Benevolo claimed that modern town-planning could
be realized only through the co-operation with politi-
cal power, with the aim of reaching a general trans-
formation of society. Moreover, with the concept of
a “neo-conservative” city, the Italian planner proved
that even the apparently most neutral and techni-
cal planning fell within the sphere of influence of
political power. This deep and continuous connec-
tion between planning and politics characterized
the activity of Leonardo Benevolo in Brescia. In the
Lombard city, Benevolo was able to plan the neigh-
bourhood of San Polo according to the principles
of public urbanization and under the influence of
international postwar modernism. It is possible to
claim that the theoretical approach and architec-
tural practice of Leonardo Benevolo perfectly repre-
sented the golden age of modern housing in postwar
Europe, when the connection between progressive
political views and egalitarian urban planning was

apparently perfect. Nevertheless, after the political

and economic transition that characterized west-
ern Europe since the 1980s, mass housing quickly
became a residual issue in the public discourse and
entered a spiral of decline. San Polo was no exception:
soon problems — especially in its iconic tower blocks
- emerged and overall optimistic expectations were
frustrated by a reality of physical, social and eco-
nomic decline. Within this framework, it is possible
to claim that San Polo is a case of dissonant heritage
in the urban context. While it is clear that the herit-
age of San Polo is the heritage of a precise historical
phase and represents particular ideas in architecture
and planning, on the other hand it must be stressed
that the ideological transition of recent decades made
its values and its messages obsolete; such a situation
is a potential source of dissonance and contestation
about its legacy. Moreover, socio-economic segrega-
tion provided a second interpretative key to analyze
the dissonant heritage of San Polo, which must be
related to class. Spatial concentration of low-income
groups, in fact, negatively affected the reputation of
the neighbourhood and its inhabitants had to face a
process of stigmatization that found echo in journal-
istic discourse. Nowadays, the heritage of San Polo

and its tower blocks is still deeply contested.
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Architektiros ir statybos institutas, Kauno technologijos universitetas, Kaunas

MODERNUS MIESTO PLANAVIMAS IR DISONANSINIS PAVELDAS:
SAN POLO ATVE]JIS

Santrauka

Sio straipsnio tikslas yra suprasti, kokiu mastu masiniy gyvenamyjy namy kvartalai, pastatyti po Antrojo pasauli-
nio karo su naujais statyby metodais ir veikiami novatorisky planavimo idéjy bei egalitarinés filosofijos, pastaruo-
ju metu susiduria su atmetimo procesu. Visy pirma tyrimas skirtas suprasti, kaip tokios inovatyvios urbanistinés
struktiiros greitai virto stigmatizuotomis gyvenamosiomis vietomis ir disonansinio paveldo $altiniais. Darbe dau-
giausia démesio skiriama San Polo rajonui, esan¢iam Bre$os mieste Italijoje, atvejui. San Polo suprojektavo archi-
tektas, planuotojas ir istorikas Leonardo Benevolo (1923-2017), turéjes galimybe eksperimentuoti ir jgyvendinti
savo architektarinius sumanymus ,vieSosios urbanizacijos“ sferoje. Galima teigti, kad L. Benevolo teorinis pozitris
ir architektariné praktika puikiai atspindéjo modernaus busto pokario Europoje, kai progresyviy politiniy idéjy ir
egalitarinio miesto planavimo ry$ys buvo tobulas, aukso amziy. Nepaisant to, po politinés ir ekonominés tranzicijy,
kurios buvo badingos Vakary Europai nuo 1980 mety, masiniai gyvenamieji namai tapo problema viesajame diskur-
se ir pateko j nuosmukio spirale. San Polo atvejis nebuvo i$imtis: problemos, ypac¢ jo ikoniniuose blokiniuose boks-
tuose, greitai augo ir galiausiai optimistinius lukes¢ius suzlugdé fizinis, socialinis ir ekonominis atmetimas. Dél $ios
priezasties §iuo tyrimu siekiama jvertinti, kokio masto disonansinio miesto paveldo kontekste yra San Polo atvejis.
Akivaizdu, jog San Polo esantis paveldas yra aisky istorinj tarpsnj ir i§skirtines architekttrines bei planavimo idéjas
zymintis paveldas. Kita vertus, privalu pazyméti, jog pastaryjy deSimtmeciy ideologinis kismas jo verte ir siun¢iama
zinute paverté pasenusiomis, o socialiné ir ekonominé segregacijos neigiamai paveiké rajona: gyventojai turéjo su-
sidurti su stigmatizacijos procesu, kurio atgarsiai nuskambéjo tiek formaliajame, tiek zurnalistiniame diskursuose.
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