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Europe is breathing out: as it diminishes as a place of manufacture and the 
mass production of material goods, the meaning of its urban centres changes. 
The forms of successful European cities react to the mounting pressure of 
globalization in a variety of ways. Some, like London, respond to the presence 
of emerging economies and the rebalance of global power and wealth by 
redefining the outer limits of what is possible under laissez-faire urban policies 
and planning requirements. This approach erodes the city’s existing character 
and meaning in favour of the careless expectations of itinerant, often absent, 
newly wealthy investors. Other cities, like Paris and Rome, jealously protect 
their existing physical reality and accept the role of the European city as a 
museum that is being sold to a mass tourist audience. As history becomes 
more contested and aligned with self-consciously invented traditions, it is 
easy for the role of a historical consciousness to lose its place in connecting 
together layers of the already existing with the present. If the concept of the 
European city as an identifiable, adaptable and vital reality relevant to those 
who inhabit it is to endure, this supple, dynamic, and deep-rooted historical 
connection is essential.

This book is about the work of architects Mario Asnago (1896–1981) and 
Claudio Vender (1904–1986), but it is as much about their city, Milan. Often 
ignored within the constellation of important European cities, Milan offers an 
interesting model of a paradigmatic modern city that has successfully em-
bodied its history within its modernity. This urbane metropolis – which regu-
larly welcomes the worlds of fashion and design to its arcaded streets, elegant 
palazzos, expensive shops and lively restaurants and bars – was forged in the 
heat of a previous age of globalization. Although twentieth-century Italian art 
and design culture are indivisible from matters of national history and identity, 
the post-war Italian miracle was anything but parochial, being founded on an 
export-led economy and an international reputation for sophisticated con-
sumer products. During the course of the twentieth century, the centre of the 
city – within the encircling Navigli canal system – was substantially rebuilt. 
Several factors led to this unusual situation. The necessity to construct the 
industrial state during the Italian Fascist period (from the early 1920s until 
1943) – thereby recreating and enlarging the city within the modern world – 
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relevant about their work in the early twenty-first century, however, is the 
way in which it consistently invokes a tension between the abstract and the 
figural. Their buildings make connections to the city while at the same time 
pulling back into the autonomy of formal composition. The tight, complex 
composition of their facades underlines the connection between the vertical 
plane and the spatial domain that it affects, and this is what makes their Milan-
ese architecture so compelling. Their sophisticated mixed-use urban buildings 
embody the elegance of Milan at that time: facades of thin, smooth marble 
slabs and very fine steel window frames have an ambiguous material presence 
that is both fragile and substantial, and seems perhaps to promise more than 
can be delivered. Their work consistently retains the quality of fragmentation 
that was seeded in the unfinished and irresolvable sites that they were building 
on. These included the gardens of grand villas, such as the Condominio XXI 
aprile on Via Lanzone, and newly planned urban streets and public spaces – as 
is the case for the buildings along Via Alberico Albricci and on Piazza Velasca. 
Their buildings are both formally coherent and fragmented like ruins; they 
assimilate what is already there and create a surface that can reflect what is 
to come. This quality of simultaneously maintaining continuity without con-
triving completeness, which belongs to the best of the Milanese architecture 
of that time, is one that makes it possible for the city to change and develop 
in response to its present.

In central Milan today, there are of course instances in which contem-
porary practice has reverted to the cliché of modernist rupture, offering a 
contrast between the old and new. Along the northern edge of Via Senofonte, 
and facing Asnago Vender’s apartment buildings at Via Plutarco 15 and Via 
Senofonte 9, built in 1956, lies the boundary of a new, gated housing precinct 
that sits on the former industrial land currently being developed for the Nuova 
Fiera, Milan’s new trade fair complex. The residential blocks are laid out like 
oversized vessels on an undulating lawn, built according to the entirely self-
referential logic of real estate as global financial instrument. The boundary to 
the precinct no longer consists of a facade constructing the northern side of 
Via Senofonte, but is instead a buttressed fence that denies its existence.

In 1998, Cino Zucchi, Francesca Cadeo and Monica Lattuada published 
a personal elegy to Mario Asnago and Claudio Vender, finally collecting their 
work into a single volume that showed the breadth and the quality of the archi-
tects’ joint practice.1 Bruno Reichlin was invited to contribute an introduction 
to the book, and this connection with Switzerland and to one of the founding 
figures of analogue architecture – the collective work of a group of architects 
trained by Aldo Rossi at the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology (ETH) in 
Zurich and concerned with translating the notion of typology into the everyday 
Swiss world – ensured that the book, and the work of Asnago Vender, became 
an arcane but still surprisingly widespread influence at the ETH and amongst 
a generation of Swiss-German architects. The 1998 book was in Italian, how-
ever, and it quickly went out of print, becoming an exceedingly rare object of 
desire to be searched for but seldom found on rare-book websites. Zucchi’s 
fascinating principal essay provides detailed facts and rare insights from an 
architect’s perspective, and forms the centrepiece of the present publication 
– the first in English on the work of Asnago Vender.

As Zucchi points out, Asnago Vender did not write or lecture about 
their own work, nor did they theorize about architecture or enter into the 
debates that were preoccupying architects from Milan during this period. In 

1 Cino Zucchi, Francesca Cadeo and 
Monica Lattuada, Asnago e Vender: l’astrazione 
quotidiana: architetture e progetti 1925–1970 
(Milan: Skira, 1998).

prompted ambitious programmes for the planning and construction of housing, 
offices, factories and public institutions. Buildings commissioned by the Fascist 
regime and the new industrialists were constructed on Fascist, Novecento 
and Rationalist lines – stylistic and ideological positions that often, in reality, 
overlapped. Despite its formal diversity, this large volume of new construction 
continued and consolidated the city’s existing patterns and qualities, enhan-
cing the public spaces that had evolved in response to both practical necessity 
and epoch-making events.

The second stage of substantial rebuilding followed the destruction 
caused by the Second World War and was more ideologically and formally 
coherent, although it consisted largely of speculative development on sites that 
had predominantly become vacant due to bombing or had become available 
as a result of more liberal attitudes to the exploitation of land as a commercial 
commodity. Asnago Vender practised architecture in a city that was modern 
and pragmatic in the fullest sense. The Milan of the 1950s was an industrial city 
driven by finance, manufacturing and emerging global markets. The northern 
Italian tradition of high-quality craftsmanship and agriculture, now in the hands 
of a new generation of bourgeois entrepreneurs and industrialists, became 
the ‘brand’ of modern Italy, creating a style that was successfully exported 
around the world. The factories and homes for these dynamic businessmen 
were built by a group of architects who were contemporaries of Asnago 
Vender, most of whom had trained at – and whose intellectual milieu was 
centred on – the school of architecture at the Politecnico di Milano. Both 
Asnago and Vender had trained in fine arts and composition at Milan’s Acca-
demia di Belle Arti di Brera before focusing on architecture; this contributed to 
their outsider status and would be held against them by their peers through-
out their long careers. From the Politecnico there arose intense theoretical 
debates around issues of architecture and reconstruction that were articu-
lated in the principal journals of the time – notably Casabella-continuità under 
Ernesto N. Rogers, and Domus. These architectural discussions contributed to 
and were interchangeable with the vivid, multivalent intellectual discourse that 
characterizes that period in the city. Politics, society, economics, philosophy 
and the arts were matters of equal importance to the privileged leaders of this 
modern society. Milanese architecture was predominantly about production, 
about accommodating the post-war economy, and about repairing the ex-
tensive damage inflicted by the war. Although the architectural discourse of 
the time, led by figures such as Giò Ponti and Rogers, was ambitious and po-
lemical, Milan built – as it had before the war – in a pragmatic and productive 
way, rejecting CIAM-type grand proposals in favour of incremental projects 
that transformed the scale and the capacity of the city at the same time as 
retaining a sense of its history.

Asnago Vender belonged to and were separate from this special gen-
eration of architects who, in mid-twentieth-century Milan, brought about a 
coalescence of history and modernity, creating the inner city that we experi-
ence today. Before the Second World War, they used the language of Rational-
ism to alleviate the historical and material weight that burdened Novecento 
architecture, and – conversely – introduced figural elements into the Ration-
alist language in order to more explicitly insinuate their buildings into their 
urban sites. This degree of formal synthesis was unusually free and would inform 
all of their work. Their work also exhibited an eclecticism and an avoidance of 
dogma that is perhaps at the root of their obscurity. What is interesting and 
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This book is about a city and its architecture. It is about the genius of 
twentieth-century Milan, a city whose response to rapid industrialization 
and wartime devastation was neither historic reconstruction nor starting 
completely anew. Muzio’s Ca’ Brutta showed how the ability to rediscover 
and reinvent classical architecture was not something that was lost in the 
fifteenth century of Antonio di Pietro Filarete and Bramante, and that the 
‘historic present’ was an idea that could provide the basis for a modern city 
subjected to extreme temporal and economic pressures. The work of Asnago 
Vender – along with that of Muzio, Ponti, Emilio Lancia, Piero Portaluppi, 
Guiseppe de Finetti, Caccia Dominioni, BBPR, Giulio Minoletti and Angelo 
Mangiarotti – shows how pragmatic and how robust this position proved to be 
over a sixty-year period. These architects were able to assimilate structures 
from the distant past, as well as the more strident recent architectures of 
Fascism and Rationalism. The ‘genius’ of Milan is founded on a formal sensibility 
that spans the Byzantine complexity of sixth-century Lombardy, the neo-Roman 
of Bramante and the strict neo-classicism of the eighteenth century. It is also 
dependent on the material and constructive culture of the city, of clay and of 
stone, of the image of trabeation and the fact of thin claddings. Although the 
productivity of this period was accompanied by an equally ambitious and public 
intellectual discourse, the modern city centre was not a built manifestation of 
abstract theories. Paradoxically, despite their distance from the contemporary 
discourse and their reputation as mere formalists, the work of Asnago Vender 
– when seen from today’s perspective – most intensely conveys the specific 
qualities of modern Milan. Already before the Second World War, their work 
served as an index of Milanese architectural tendencies that was non-partisan 
and without an articulated ideological baggage. Despite their obvious profes-
sionalism, the internal conversation that each of Asnago Vender’s buildings 
maintains with its siblings and closest relatives is a hint of Aldo Rossi’s autono-
mous architecture to come. Their language is not archetypal, however, but a 
reading of the history of their recent past as expressed through the architec-
ture and material of their milieu. Through this assimilation, they can make an 
intuitive and immediate response to the atmosphere of each site and time – 
something that is as relevant in the twenty-first century as it was before. 
Asnago Vender’s position was at odds with the conventional modernism of 
the time and belonged to an alternative tradition of modern architecture, one 
predicated on cultural continuity and directed towards the task of post-war 
reconstruction. This position was prevalent within their Milanese milieu and 
was also the basis for inventive and fruitful practices in France, Germany and 
the Nordic countries.

the absence of their voices, the first section of the book, ‘Milan Ambiente’, 
creates a sense of the architectural world of Asnago Vender’s Milan through 
writings by three of its protagonists: Ponti, Rogers and Aldo Rossi. These 
have also been included in the present volume and are discussed here by 
Angelo Lunati in his essay ‘Three Perspectives on Architecture and Urbanism 
in Milan, 1942–1972’, in which he explores several important concepts that 
were significant preoccupations at the time and useful to consider in today’s 
architectural climate – for example: Rogers’s notion of ambiente, the role of 
the professional and its decline, and Ponti’s intriguing idea of a natural modern 
architecture.

Spanning thirty years and illustrating the changing architectural scene, 
these texts provide a context for the seven projects selected for analysis in this 
book. Hélène Binet has photographed the way in which each of the featured 
buildings insinuates itself into its urban surroundings and the way in which 
each of them, up close, provides answers to the question of how contemporary 
architecture can engage with the material and the cultural residues of history. 
Survey drawings were measured on site in Milan, and the construction details 
are based on close and careful observation, prepared under the direction of 
Murat Ekinci. Although assigned to specific buildings and positioned along-
side accompanying elevations, many of these details are repeated again in 
several projects, and the selected details can be seen as a partial catalogue 
of Asnago Vender’s construction method. All of the buildings selected are 
urban mixed-use or residential developments located in the centre of Milan. 
The earliest, at Via Daniele Manin 33, is from 1933, and clearly indicates their 
debt to Novecento architect Giovanni Muzio (1893–1982). The subsequent ex-
amples illustrate their ability to acknowledge and assimilate, without copying, 
the formal and conceptual experiments of their contemporaries, essentially 
providing a distilled formal index to the predominant stylistic positions and 
theoretical preoccupations of each decade in the city.

Zucchi’s chapter, ‘Mario Asnago and Claudio Vender: Everyday Abstrac-
tion’, is accompanied by an essay by Helen Thomas, ‘The Location of Milan, 
1973–1998’, bridging the period between Milan’s golden era during the 1940s 
to the 1960s and the end of the twentieth century – the moment when Zucchi 
and his colleagues published their book on Asnago Vender. Acknowledging 
that Zucchi’s essay is a work of its own time and place, as are those of Ponti, 
Rogers and Rossi in ‘Milan Ambiente’, the essay takes up themes introduced 
by Zucchi and traces the legacy of Asnago Vender and their architect peers 
in the city, the physical presence of which, at least within the architectural 
discourse, disintegrates into an abstract homogeneity without any history. 
The essay examines Zucchi’s relationship to central Milan as a place to build in, 
and his analysis of its mid-twentieth-century architecture through the work 
of Asnago Vender as an inspiration for doing that.

In ‘Constructing the Historic Present’, Adam Caruso uses description to 
analyse the work of Asnago Vender and its form of construction, and to connect 
layers of history within Milan’s urban fabric. Comparing, for example, the Con-
dominio XXI aprile on Via Lanzone, 1950, with Bramante’s late fifteenth-century 
church Santa Maria presso San Satiro, he identifies a formal, painterly and 
sensory typology that overrides the abstraction of Rossi’s urban morphologies. 
This essay introduces the final sequence of the book – ‘Pictorial Construction’, 
a collection of drawings on scales of 1 : 150 and 1 : 10. At this scale, the fineness, 
precision and artifice of Asnago Vender’s work can be truly seen.
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CITY PLAN:  PIAZZA VELASCA 4,  VIA ALBERICO ALBRICCI 8 & 10

Looking west along Via Alberico Albricci100 m Context plan1:2000
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104 105Viale Tunisia, elevation 1:500 20 m

CITY BUILDINGS MILAN,  1933–1962:  VIALE TUNISIA 50



106 107 Facade of Viale Tunisia 50

CITY BUILDINGS MILAN,  1933–1962:  VIALE TUNISIA 50

Looking north-west along Viale Tunisia



164 165Via Andrea Verga, elevation 1:500 20 m

CITY BUILDINGS MILAN,  1933–1962:  VIA ANDREA VERGA 4



167 Looking north-east towards Via Andrea Verga 4

CITY BUILDINGS MILAN,  1933–1962:  VIA ANDREA VERGA 4



168 169 Entrance facadeVia Andrea Verga 4 from the garden

CITY BUILDINGS MILAN,  1933–1962:  VIA ANDREA VERGA 4



170 171 Entrance colonnade

CITY BUILDINGS MILAN,  1933–1962:  VIA ANDREA VERGA 4

Window detail
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