
Science and Art
The Contemporary Painted Surface

Edited by Antonio Sgamellotti,  
Brunetto Giovanni Brunetti and Costanza Miliani



ix

 
Science and Art: The Contemporary Painted Surface
Edited by Antonio Sgamellotti, Brunetto Giovanni Brunetti and Costanza Miliani
© The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry, www.rsc.org

Contents

	 Chapter	1	 	Jackson	Pollock's	Drip	Paintings:	Tracing	the	Introduction		
of	Alkyds	Through	Non-	invasive	Analysis	of	Mid-	1940s	
Paintings		 1
Francesca Rosi, Costanza Miliani, John Delaney, Kathryn 
Dooley, Lena Stringari, Grazina Subelyte and Luciano 
Pensabene Buemi

	 1.1	 	Introduction		 1
	 1.2	 	Jackson	Pollock’s	Search	for	New	Methods	of		

Expression		 2
	 1.3	 	The	Evolution	of	Jackson	Pollock’s	Methods		

Reflected	in	the	Works	of	the	Peggy	Guggenheim	
Collection,	Venice		 4

	 1.4	 	Dripping	as	a	Revolutionary	Material	Choice		 4
	 1.5	 	Non-	invasive	Identification	of	Alkyd	Resins		 5
	 1.6	 	Discussion		 12
	 1.7	 	Conclusions	and	Perspectives		 15

	References		 16

	 Chapter	2	 	Piero	Manzoni,	Achromes:	An	Initial	Investigation		
into	the	Chemical	and	Technical	Characterization		
of	the	Artist's	Materials†		 19
Rosalia Pasqualino di Marineo, Luca Bochicchio and  
Luisa Mensi

	 2.1	 	Achrome:	What	Lies	Underneath		 19
	 2.2	 	Achrome:	White	Is	Not	a	Colour		 29
	 2.3	 	Conclusion		 36



Contentsx

	Acknowledgements		 37
	References		 37

	 Chapter	3	 	1949–1968	Concetti spaziali	by	Lucio	Fontana:		
A	Historical-	artistic	and	Technical	Study		 39
Barbara Ferriani, Luca Massimo Barbero and Francesca  
Caterina Izzo

	 3.1	 	Introduction		 39
	 3.2	 	Lucio	Fontana	Upon	his	Return	From	Argentina		

at	the	End	of	the	1940s		 40
	 3.3	 	The	Concetto Spaziale	Cycle	 41
	 3.3.1	 	The	Buchi	(Holes),	Pietre	(Stones),	and		

Barocchi	Series		 41
	 3.3.2	 	The	Tagli	(Cuts)	Series		 43
	 3.3.3	 	The	Teatrini	(Little	Theatres)	Series		 44
	 3.3.4	 	The	Olii	(Oils)	Series		 44
	 3.3.5	 	The	Venezie	Sub-	series		 46
	 3.4	 	A	Technical	Study	on	Selected	Concetti Spaziali		

From	the	Olii	Series	 47
	 3.4.1	 	Concetto Spaziale	(60	O	81)		 48
	 3.4.2	 	The	Pink	Oil:	Concetto Spaziale	(62	O	66),		

Concetto Spaziale	(1737/92),	Concetto Spaziale,		
La Fine di Dio	(63	FD	14)		 51

	 3.4.3	 	Concetto Spaziale,	La Fine Di Dio	(63	FD	23),		
Concetto Spaziale,	La Fine Di Dio	(64	FD	5)		 57

	 3.5	 	Conclusion		 63
	 3.6	 	Details	of	the	Experimental	Method		 64

	Acknowledgements		 64
	References		 65

	 Chapter	4	 	Josef	Albers'	Use	of	20th	Century	Pigments:		
A	Non-	invasive	Analytical	Approach		 67
Gianluca Poldi, Chiara Anselmi, Alessia Daveri and  
Manuela Vagnini

	 4.1	 	Introduction	and	Aims		 67
	 4.2	 	On	Albers'	Technique		 70
	 4.3	 	The	Performed	Analyses		 73
	 4.4	 	Results	 73
	 4.4.1	 	IR	Imaging:	Underdrawing	and	Other		

Technical	Aspects		 73
	 4.4.2	 	Spectroscopic	Analyses:	Pigments	and		

Organic	Compounds		 81
	 4.5	 	Conclusion		 91



xiContents

		Appendix:	Materials	&	Methods		 91
	Acknowledgements		 92
	References		 92

	 Chapter	5	 	From	Identification	to	a	New	Insight	of	Preservation		
Theory	for	Contemporary	Art:	Innovative	Approaches	to	
Complex	Care	in	Alina	Szapocznikow	Case	Studies		 95
Iwona Szmelter and Joanna Kurkowska

	 5.1	 	Introduction		 95
	 5.2	 	The	Specifics	of	Alina	Szapocznikow's	Visual	Art		

Legacy		 97
	 5.3	 	Identification	of	Materials/Analytical	Methods		 98
	 5.4	 	Alina	Szapocznikow—If	Plastic	is	Fantastic!?		

Condition	Reports:	Searching	for	Ideas	Before	the	
Conservation/Restoration	of	Szapocznikow's	Works		 100

	 5.5	 	Case	Studies:	Searching	for	a	Strategy	for		
Decision-	making	in	Preservation		 101

	 5.6	 	Innovative	Conservation/Preservation	Issues	 108
	 5.6.1	 	The	Problems	of	Presentation	and		

Re-	installation		 108
	 5.6.2	 	Ephemeral	Art	and	Simulacra		 109
	 5.6.3	 	Replacement	of	a	Destroyed	Ready-	made		

Element		 109
	 5.6.4	 	How	to	Preserve	the	Utilitarian	Function		

of	Objects		 110
	 5.6.5	 	Arrangement	and	Exhibiting		 110
	 5.6.6	 	Towards	a	New	Philosophy	of	Preservation:		

Ethical	Considerations		 111
	 5.6.7	 	Final	Thoughts	towards	a	New	Philosophy		

on	the	Care	of	Contemporary	Art		 111
	 5.7	 	Extending	Preservation	Theory	for	Modern	and	

Contemporary	Art		 112
	 5.8	 	Final	Thoughts:	Conclusion		 114

	References		 115

	 Chapter	6	 	The	Colors	of	Lina	Bo	Bardi:	Analytical	Investigations		
of	Lina's	Felt-	tip	Pens		 117
Antonio Mirabile, Giulia Germinario, Inez D. van der Werf,  
Luigia Sabbatini, Brenda Doherty and Patrizia Moretti

	 6.1	 	Introduction		 117
	 6.2	 	Lina	Bo	Bardi		 119
	 6.3	 	Felt-	tip	Pens		 120
	 6.4	 	Scientific	Analyses		 121



Contentsxii

	 6.5	 	Dyes	 124
	 6.5.1	 	Xanthenes		 124
	 6.5.2	 	Indigoids		 125
	 6.5.3	 	Triarylmethanes		 126
	 6.5.4	 	Azo	and	Azine	Dyes		 128
	 6.6	 Binders	and	Additives		 130
	 6.7	 Aging	Behaviour		 131
	 6.8	 Conclusions		 132

	Appendix	 133
	X-	ray	Fluorescence		 133
	Micro-	Raman	Spectroscopy		 133
	Reflection	Infrared	Spectroscopy		 134
	Aging		 134
	Spectrophotometry		 135
	Pyrolysis–Gas	Chromatography–Mass		
Spectrometry		 135
	Gas	Chromatography–Mass	Spectrometry		 135
References		 136

	 Chapter	7	 	“Art	is	Not	Science”:	A	Study	of	Materials	and		
Techniques	in	Five	of	Enrico	Baj's	Nuclear	Paintings		 139
Luca Bochicchio, Patrizia Moretti, Annalisa Chieli,  
Aldo Romani, Chiara Ruberto, Lisa Castelli, Brunetto  
Giovanni Brunetti, Antonio Sgamellotti and Laura  
Cartechini

	 7.1	 	Introduction:	Art	is	Not	Science	(in	Enrico	Baj's	
Philosophy)		 139

	 7.2	 	Inside	and	Beyond	the	Nuclear	Epistemology	of		
Enrico	Baj:	Non-	invasive	Investigations	Applied	to		
the	Study	of	Five	Paintings	From	the	Archivio	Baj	
Collection	(1951–1956)	 142

	 7.2.1	 	Quamisado II		 149
	 7.2.2	 	Bambino Magico	(Magic	Child)		 150
	 7.2.3	 	Personaggio	(Character)		 152
	 7.2.4	 	Due bambini nella notte nucleare		

(Two	Children	in	the	Nuclear	Night)		 156
	 7.2.5	 	Spettacolo	(Spectacle)		 159
	 7.3	 	Analytical	Approach	and	Methodology		 161
	 7.4	 	Conclusions		 164

		Appendix	I:	Experimental	Methods	 164
Point	X-	ray	Fluorescence	Spectroscopy	(pXRF)		 164
MA-	XRF		 164
Reflection	FT-	IR		 164
Raman		 165



xiiiContents

UV-	Vis-	NIR	Reflectance	and	Emission		 165
Vis-	NIR	Reflectance	and	Fluorescence	Hyperspectral		
Imaging		 165
Acknowledgements		 166
References		 166

	 Chapter	8	 	On	Video	Art	Preservation:	A	Conversation	with		
Fabrizio	Plessi		 169
Cosetta Saba and Lisa Parolo

	 8.1	 	Introduction		 169
	 8.2	 	The	Interview		 170
	 8.3	 	Final	Remarks		 186

	References		 189

	 Chapter	9	 	Arte	Concreto	Invención:	Towards	Industrialized		
Surface	Aesthetics		 191
Fernando Marte, Pino Monkes, Florencia Castellá  
and Marcos Tascon

	 9.1	 	Introduction	 191
	 9.1.1	 	Arte	Concreto:	Influences	and	Contributions		 194
	 9.1.2	 	Polygonality:	The	First	Approach		 196
	 9.1.3	 	Towards	Another	Aesthetic	of	the	Surface		 199
	 9.2	 	Material	Characterization	 200
	 9.2.1	 	Organic	Components:	Binding,	Additives		

and	Markers		 201
	 9.2.2	 	Inorganic	Compounds:	Pigments	and	Fillers		 204
	 9.3	 	Conclusion		 205

	Acknowledgements		 206
	References		 206

	Chapter	10	 	Judith	Lauand:	Art	and	Technology	of	a	Brazilian		
Concrete	Painter		 208
Luiz Antonio Cruz Souza, Alessandra Rosado,  
Yacy- Ara Froner Gonçalves, Rita Lages Rodrigues,  
Humberto Farias de Carvalho, Maria Alice Sanna  
Castelo Branco, Giulia Giovani and Vítor Paixão Amaral

	 10.1	 	Introduction		 208
	 10.2	 	Methodology		 211
	 10.3	 	The	Contribution	of	Women	Artists	in	the		

Brazilian	Concrete	Art	 212
	 10.3.1	 	Materials	and	Techniques		 214
	 10.3.2	 	Aesthetics	and	State	of	Conservation		 221



Contentsxiv

	 10.4	 	Final	Considerations		 222
	Acknowledgements		 223
	References		 223

	Chapter	11	 	A	New	Substance	Under	the	Sun:	How	Synthetic		
Polymers	Were	Selected	and	Transformed	Into	Works		
of	Art	by	Ângelo	de	Sousa,	Julião	Sarmento	and		
Lourdes	Castro		 225
Maria Joao Melo, Joana Lia Ferreira, Sara Babo, Ana Isabel 
Pereira, Maria Elvira Callapez, María Jesús Àvila and Julião 
Sarmento

	 11.1	 	Introduction		 225
	 11.2	 	The	Artists		 227
	 11.3	 	The	Polymers		 228
	 11.4	 	Ângelo	de	Sousa	on	Colour:	Exploring	Space	and		

Shape	With	Vinyl	Emulsion	and	Acrylic	Sheet	 229
	 11.4.1	 	PVAc	Like	an	Enamel		 229
	 11.4.2	 	PMMA	in	Motion		 233
	 11.5	 	PMMA	“Shadows”	by	Lourdes	Castro:	“I	Made	the	

Shadows	Come	Out	of	the	Shadow,	I	Gave	Them		
Colours,	an	Independent	Life”	 235

	 11.5.1	 	Why	Was	PMMA	Selected?		 236
	 11.5.2	 	What	Is	Depicted	by	These	Shadows?		 238
	 11.5.3	 	The	Making	of	the	PMMA	“Shadows”		 238
	 11.5.4	 	How	the	Work	Should	be	Displayed	in	an		

Exhibition		 239
	 11.6	 	Julião	Sarmento's	Making	of	the	Frozen Leopard		

(1991):	“Everything	Is	a	Pigment”	 239
	 11.6.1	 	Fundamentals	of	an	Artist	at	Work		 240
	 11.6.2	 	Reproducing	the	White	Background	for	the		

Frozen Leopard		 244
	 11.6.3	 	Reproducing	the	Drawing	of	the		

Frozen Leopard		 245
	 11.7	 	Final	Thoughts		 246

	Acknowledgements		 247
	References		 247

	Chapter	12	 	Miquel	Barceló:	The	Rotten	and	the	Waste	as	a		
Fundamental	Part	of	the	Process		 249
Irene Biolchini

	 12.1	 	An	Introduction	to	Barceló's	Practice	and	to		
his	Aesthetic	of	the	Waste		 249

	 12.2	 	Case	Studies	 256
	 12.2.1	 	Painting	on	Cardboard		 256
	 12.2.2	 	Painting	on	Canvas		 262



xvContents

	 12.2.3	 	Technique	and	Construction	in		
Barceló's	Largest	Projects	and		
Sculpture		 266

	 References		 268

	Chapter	13	 	Explosive	Beauty:	The	Art	of	Cai	Guo-	Qiang		 269
Rachel Rivenc, Michael Doutre, Vincent Dion and  
Tom Learner

	 13.1	 	Introduction:	From	Paint	to	Gunpowder		 269
	 13.2	 	Materials	and	Process	 272
	 13.2.1	 	Gunpowder	and	Fireworks		 272
	 13.2.2	 	Daytime	Fireworks		 274
	 13.2.3	 	Painting	Process		 275
	 13.3	 	Findings	From	Analyses	and	Interviews	 276
	 13.3.1	 	Black	Gunpowder	Works		 276
	 13.3.2	 	Colored	Paintings		 280
	 13.4	 	Aging	Studies	 283
	 13.4.1	 	Microfadeometry		 283
	 13.4.2	 	Artificial	Weathering		 284
	 13.4.3	 	Results		 284
	 13.5	 	Conclusion		 287

		Appendix	1.	Experimental	Details		 288
	References		 290

	Chapter	14	 	There	Are:	Fabre's	Visual	Art		 292
Giacinto di Pietrantonio

		Acknowledgements		 313
		References		 313

	Chapter	15	 	Hockney,	Hume	and	Chandra:	Surface,	Change	and	
Conservation		 316
Bronwyn Ormsby, Rachel Scott, Helen Brett,  
Judith Lee and Rebecca Hellen

	 15.1	 	Introduction		 316
	 15.2	 	Acrylic	Paints	and	Varnishes:	David	Hockney	 317
	 15.2.1	 	Man	in	Shower	in	Beverley	Hills,	1964		

(Tate,	T03074)		 318
	 15.2.2	 	Mr and Mrs Clark and Percy,	1970–71		

(Tate,	T01269)		 322
	 15.3	 	Oil-	modified	Alkyd	Paints:	Gary	Hume	 324
	 15.3.1	 	Water Painting,	1999	(Tate,	T07618)		 325
	 15.4	 	Modern	Oil	Paints:	Avinash	Chandra	 330
	 15.4.1	 	Avinash	Chandra,	Hills of Gold,	1965		

(Tate,	T00724)		 330



Contentsxvi

	 15.5	 	Conclusions		 335
	Acknowledgements		 335
	References		 335

	Chapter	16	 	The	Deep	Meaning	of	Poetry:	Eduardo	Kac's	Art		
of	the	Fundamental	Processes		 338
Pier Luigi Capucci

	 16.1	 	Networks,	Interactive	Arts,	Telepresence,		
Robotics		 338

	 16.2	 	The	Art	of	the	Living		 340
	 16.3	 	Genesis		 344
	 16.4	 	Looking	into	the	Future		 346
	 16.5	 	Interview	with	Eduardo	Kac		 347

	References		 354

	Chapter	17	 	When	Surgery	Meets	Conservation:	The	Treatment		
of	the	Multi-	material	Sculpture	Love Me	by	Sarah	Lucas		 356
Fabiola Rocco, Tommaso Poli, Oscar Chiantore and  
Antonio Mirabile

	 17.1	 	Introduction		 356
	 17.2	 	Love	Me	 358
	 17.2.1	 	Description	of	the	Artwork	and		

Artistic	Meaning		 358
	 17.2.2	 	Executive	Technique:	the	Artist's		

Interview		 359
	 17.3	 	Materials	and	Characterization		 361
	 17.4	 	Conservation	Concept		 362
	 17.5	 	Experimentation	 364
	 17.5.1	 	Reinforcing	Agents		 364
	 17.5.2	 	Mock-	up	Preparation		 364
	 17.5.3	 	Application	of	Cellulose		 365
	 17.5.4	 	Testing	Method		 365
	 17.6	 	Results	and	Discussion	 365
	 17.6.1	 	Realization	and	Tuning	of	the		

Traction	System		 365
	 17.6.2	 	Evaluation	of	the	Traction	System		 366
	 17.6.3	 	Mechanical	Properties	of	the	Reinforced	

Newspaper	Samples		 367
	 17.7	 	Treatment		 369
	 17.8	 	Conclusion		 371

	Acknowledgements		 372
	References		 372



xviiContents

	Chapter	18	 	Diagrams,	Technology	and	New	Materials:	The		
Scientific	Nature	of	Loris	Cecchini's	Artworks		 374
Mattia Patti, Luca Bindi, Loris Cecchini and  
Biancalucia Maglione

	 18.1	 	Introduction		 374
	 18.2	 	Dialogue		 376

	References		 388

	Chapter	19	 	Spectral	Revisions:	A	Colourful	Expert	Conversation		 390
Tim Otto Roth and Konrad Scheurmann

	 19.1	 	Introduction		 390
	 19.2	 	The	Interview		 392

	References		 403

	Chapter	20	 	Painting	with	Acrylics:	José	Gutiérrez,	Gunther	Gerzso		
and	the	Material	Innovation	in	Mexican	Contemporary	
Painting		 404
Sandra Zetina, José Luis Ruvalcaba- Sil, Rebeca Barquera,  
Nitziné Ocampo- Ávila, Alejandro Mitrani, Miguel Maynez,  
Eumelia Hernández, Edgar Casanova, Adrián  
Mejía- González and Nuria Esturau

	 20.1	 	Early	Use	of	Industrial	Paint	in	Mexico	and		
Development	of	a	Mexican	Brand	of	Artists'	Acrylic		
Paint	 405

	 20.1.1	 	Siqueiros	and	the	Agency	of	Industrial		
Technology	and	Collectivism	in	Modern	Art		 405

	 20.1.2	 	José	López	Gutiérrez:	the	Artist's	Technical	
Advisor		 407

	 20.1.3	 	Painting	With	Acrylics	and	Politec®,		
the	First	Mexican	Acrylic	Artists'	Paint		 409

	 20.1.4	 	The	Mexican	Art	Scene	During	the	1950s		
and	1960s:	Gunther	Gerzso	and	the		
Rupture		 410

	 20.2	 	Material	Study	of	Gunther	Gerzso	Paintings	 411
	 20.2.1	 	General	Analytical	Procedure		 412
	 20.2.2	 	Analytical	Techniques		 414
	 20.2.3	 	Paisaje	de	Papantla,	1955		 415
	 20.2.4	 	Muro Azul (Chiapas),	1977		 421
	 20.3	 	Discussion	and	Conclusions		 427

	Acknowledgements		 428
	References		 428



Contentsxviii

	Chapter	21	 	Industrial	Design	Objects	in	the	Museum		
Environment		 431
L. Toniolo and A. Nevin

	 21.1	 	Italian	Industrial	Design		 431
	 21.2	 	Italian	Design	Icons	From	the	1960s		 432
	 21.3	 	A	General	Overview	of	the	Deterioration	of		

Plastic		 434
	 21.4	 	Case	Studies:	The	Deterioration	of	ABS	and		

PVAc	in	Design	Icons	of	the	1960s	 437
	 21.4.1	 	Mechanistic	Investigations	of	the		

Photo-	oxidation	of	ABS		 437
	 21.4.2	 	An	Iconic	Object	in	ABS:	The	Grillo	Folding	

Telephone	(1965,	Zanuso	and	Sapper)		 440
	 21.4.3	 	The	Case	of	Cocoon®	Resin:	Plasticized		

Polyvinyl-	acetate	(PVAc)	in	the	Fantasma		
Lamp	(1959,	Castiglioni	Brothers)		 442

	 21.5	 	Conclusions		 448
	References		 448

	Chapter	22	 	From	Context	to	Content:	On	the	Preservation	of		
Net-	based	Art		 452
Domenico Quaranta

	 22.1	 	Form	Art		 452
	 22.2	 	Net-	based	Art	and	the	Loss	of	Context		 456
	 22.3	 	Preserving	Net-	based	Art:	Saving		

the	Context		 463
	 22.4	 	Preserving	Net-	based	Art:	Saving		

the	Artwork		 467
	 22.5	 	Rhizome®,	Webrecorder	and	the	Net Art Anthology		 472

	References		 475

	Chapter	23	 	Painted	Surfaces	in	Contemporary	Architecture		 477
Mosè Ricci, Alessandra Battisti, Aldo Aymonino,  
Pio Baldi, Franco Summa and Kay Bea Jones

	 23.1	 	Framework		 477
	 23.2	 	Concepts		 480
	 23.3	 	Performative	 480
	 23.3.1	 	Innovative	Colors	for	Climate	Mitigation	in	

Contemporary	Architecture		 482
	 23.3.2	 	Ephemeral,	Changeable,	Unstable		 485
	 23.3.3	 	The	Color	Masterplan	of	Historical		

Architecture		 486



xixContents

	 23.4	 	Social	 487
	 23.4.1	 	Color	as	a	Social	Tool	for	Understanding		

the	Different	Dimensions	of	Architecture		
and	Urban	Sites		 489

	 23.5	 	Narrative	 491
	 23.5.1	 	Prodromes	of	Neo-	Fauvism		 495
	 23.5.2	 	Some	Italian	Tales		 496
	 References		 498

Subject	Index		 500



     



477

 
Science and Art: The Contemporary Painted Surface
Edited by Antonio Sgamellotti, Brunetto Giovanni Brunetti and Costanza Miliani
© The Royal Society of Chemistry 2020
Published by the Royal Society of Chemistry, www.rsc.org

23.1   Framework
All architectures are made of solid materials that have colors like wood, con-
crete, stone or bricks. Color is an integral part of architecture and also a fun-
damental element of its decorum. This is how it has always been. The theme 
of colored surfaces in contemporary architecture is so vast that in treating it 
one risks stating the obvious. Western historical buildings typically have the 
colors of their construction materials. Even when the facade is painted, in 
most cases the paint is selected to imitate the underlying building material.  
Many frescoed facades or those painted in the color of the air (e.g. the  
Quirinale Palace in Rome or the Sant’Agnese church in Agone and the  
Collegio by Borromini in Piazza Navona) were the exceptions, to celebrate  
the value of the construction or to limit its impact on the urban scene.

ChAPTER 23

Painted Surfaces in 
Contemporary Architecture†
MoSè RiCCia*, AlESSANdRA BATTiSTib, Aldo AyMoNiNoc, 
Pio BAldid, FRANCo SuMMAe ANd KAy BEA JoNESf

aTrento university, italy; bla Sapienza university, Rome, italy; ciuAV, Venice, 
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† The authors contributed to this chapter as follows: Alessandra Battisti: Section 23.3.1, Aldo 
Aymonino: Section 23.3.2, Pio Baldi: 23.3.3, Franco Summa: Section 23.4.1, Kay Bea Jones:  
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As in the theory of Paolo Marconi (1933–2013),† still one of the greatest 
experts in the restoration of the chromatism of italian historical architec-
ture, painted stucco is a sacrificial surface. it serves to protect the building 
and its constructive elements from external agents, but not only. it imitates 
the noblest building materials that make up the building in other parts. it 
provides a unitary and coherent element to an architecture that would have 
been unnecessarily more demanding from a constructive and economic 
point of view.

often the columns of Roman monuments or the doorposts of Renaissance 
palaces were made of stone only at their bases, where they suffered the most 
impact of people and carriages. The upper parts of these columns were made 
of brick and covered with a plaster painted to imitate stone which gave con-
tinuity to the column, making it look like a single piece of marble. The main 
facade of Palazzo Massimo alle Colonne (by Baldassarre Peruzzi, 1532) in 
Rome is not composed of stone as it appears. it is made of painted plaster 
to simulate a travertine ashlar. one can identify hundreds of these examples 
that lead everyone to reaffirm the concept that for historical architecture, 
until the advent of the modern age in the twentieth century, color had the 
precise function of protecting and simulating construction materials, unless 
it provided pure decoration in the form of frescoed facades.

Modernity breaks once and for all the profound link between material and 
color in architecture, finally making this relationship free. Nevertheless, for 
modern architecture the color was not always a matter of design and was 
often denied. The architecture of modernity has been above all conceived as 
a composition of spaces, of (pure) volumes, and almost always has the color 
of its building materials or the non- color of the white plaster.

however, it cannot be said that the coloring of modern buildings and 
spaces is a direct consequence of constructive and technological choices. 
Construction materials were often chosen precisely for their characteristics 
and for their chromatic quality.

Just think, for example, of the veined marble walls at the base of the Neue 
Nationalgalerie by ludwig Mies van der Rohe in Berlin, the green copper 
roofs by Renzo Piano in the Rome Auditorium or even the CoR- TEN® steel 
guard- rails designed by Pietro Porcinai in the 60 s for the Brenner motorway 
to reduce their impact on the Alpine landscape between italy and Austria.

The color manages to assert its autonomous space in the works of many 
masters of the twentieth century, even if minimalism and purism theorized 
the monochromatic nature of the construction material or the abstraction of 
white. The significant presence of the sense of color has been verifiable for 
modern buildings since the beginning of the last century. Theo Van doesburg,  
in the fifteenth article of the Fundamental Principles of Neoplasticism (de 
Stijl Manifesto, 1918) claims that: “the realization of color in space time  

† See: Paolo Marconi quoting Marcello Paribeni, Colore e “colorito” in architettura: il cantiere 
storico, le tecniche storiche di manutenzione contributo al problema del “Colore di Roma”, Bollettino 
d’Arte, Ministero dei Beni Culturali.1
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makes a new dimension plastically visible”. le Corbusier painted the brise- 
soleil septa of the Brazilian Pavilion of the university of Paris (1930–1932)2 
and of the unité d'habitation in Marseilles (1945) in cement to characterize 
the lodgings and in the algid Villa Savoye in Poissy (1930) he painted the 
interiors with more intimate nuances. Mies van der Rohe used colored mar-
bles, as previously written, while Wright used the warm tones of earth and 
wood in the walls. louis Barragan (Guadalajara, 1902) in Mexico imbue his 
solar architecture with color (Figure 23.1). With him, color becomes solid in 
the volumetric dimension of an emotional architecture3 and poetic, with Giò 
Ponti using the infinite blue for the tiles at Sorrento hotel Parco dei Principi 
(1960), and later Aldo Rossi using this for the Blue of the Sky of the Modena 
Cemetery.‡

From the mid- twentieth century the joy of color in architecture seems to 
have been successfully transferred to open spaces. it was a real turning point 
in the era of modernity and the purism of white buildings. Coloring architec-
tural surfaces makes sense as much as they are visible and can be appreci-
ated and experienced by more people. in modern cities since the end of the 
Second World War, open spaces are often more colorful than the buildings. 
Perhaps in this way a new need for happiness is projected into public spaces, 
creating a surprising and happy integration between architecture, art and 
society. in these squares and gardens, color becomes virtually volumetric, a 
pleasant habitable space.

in the years between 1960 and 1980 the Brazilian landscape architect 
Roberto Burle Marx created a series of public gardens as paintings, coloring 
their planimetric surface in free abstract forms, making popular modernity 
in the third dimension of open spaces(Figure 23.2).

in that same period and always in Brazil, lina Bo Bardi painted with the 
tones of the four seasons the four sports courts in the concrete tower of SESC 
Pompéia, at once circumventing both international sports conventions and 
functionalist ideas of using colors in architecture.4

‡ The Blue of the Sky is the title of an article by Aldo Rossi on his addition to the San Cataldo 
Cemetery, Modena, 1978.32

Figure 23.1    l. Barragán, Cuadra San Cristóbal, Atizapán, México, A. Aymonino, 
2018.
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23.2   Concepts
The field of interest of this synthetic overview refers to those contemporary 
artifacts that have been intentionally painted or composed with earth, metal, 
wood, ceramic or other applications expressly designed to give a color to the 
architecture, but also to the recovery of existing buildings, to landscape proj-
ects and public space.

After the end of the last century (after the end of modernity?) we could say 
that color, freed from the slavery of matter and also from that of construc-
tion, assumes an increasingly new and decisive importance for architecture. 
in particular, as we shall see, painted surfaces play a strategic role in the 
research and in the works of some authors and weaker social realities. Thus, 
the painting of architectural surfaces, often plastered, takes on new mean-
ings as well as those of a performative nature that it has already had in the 
past for the simulation of materials. Color becomes a milieu, a landmark and 
a background for the recognition and the social emancipation of local com-
munities, but also for the senses (aesthetic, psychological, relational) and 
narration in architectural and urban space. This chapter deals with colored 
surfaces by analyzing precisely those three non- opposing concepts – perfor-
mative, social, narrative – which often characterize the new role of color in 
architecture.

23.3   Performative
The first concept is that of color as an architectural performative device.

it is the paradigm based on the use of color as a conceptual princi-
ple of an operational aesthetic and as capable of developing significant 

Figure 23.2    R. Burle Marx, Banco Safra roof garden, São Paulo (Br), Courtesy of L. 
Finotti, 1956.
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technological performances. The performative painting compared to the 
coloring itself means placing at the center of the architectural project 
of color not the use, but the appreciable innovative result in predomi-
nant ecological terms. But not only this. For many years, for example, 
the big hi- tech companies have studied the so- called “media facades”,5 
those made of sensitive materials such as lEd walls, which can become 
screens and project information, images, advertising, through con-
nection networks and/or can simply take different colors at different 
times. in the restructuring of the Manifattura Tabacchi in Rome by Aldo 
Aymonino with the Seste office (2012), color, via lEd and painted sur-
faces, was the design device used to make the building less severe and sad  
(Figure 23.3).

An example that clearly highlights the performative role of the chro-
matic surface, even in a very simple and not technologically advanced 
way, is the famous Kilometro Rosso (2007) by Jean Nouvel,6 built in Brem-
bo's Science Park near Bergamo (i). it is a red wall along the motorway 
10 meters high and one kilometer long. The red has an essential commu-
nicative value, because it is visible at high speeds and can clearly signal 
the presence of the industrial brand. it takes on the meaning of a cut, of 
a caesura between the chaotic environment of the highway and the calm 
and active world of research.

Also, we could say that performative, in an urban perspective, is the role of 
the color masterplans that in italy have been designed since the end of the 
last century with the aim of ensuring a modification of the historical urban 
fabric consistent with its value, which the plan makes legible through its 
rules.

The principle of performance projects architecture onto the contempo-
rary, making it the terminal or interface of a system of physical or immaterial 
relationships that can substantiate its existence. it is the re- contextualization 
of the idea of   color within a new and not necessarily material intervention 
space.

Figure 23.3    A. Aymonino with Seste Engineering, Ex Manifattura Tabacchi, Roma, 
sketch and photo, A. Aymonino, 2016.
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23.3.1   Innovative Colors for Climate Mitigation in 
Contemporary Architecture

When we delve into the role of color innovation in architecture as a pas-
sive tool that can meet the needs generated by climate change – and there-
fore mitigate extreme phenomena such as overheating or desert climates 
– we find ourselves exploring a function that dates back to ancient Greek 
and Roman traditions, not only in response to the aesthetic and protec-
tive aspects found in daniele donghi's teachings,§ but also to those cul-
tural and functional aspects of a physiological/perceptive type linked to 
the physical and mental well- being of inhabitants, affected by the bril-
liance, gradation and albedo of colored materials. in contemporary archi-
tecture, color has now taken on myriad different meanings, dictated by 
a hyper- technological market and by speculative operations that force 
architecture to adapt to various different lifestyles, controlling the quality 
of surfaces and their response to new performance- related needs by using 
materials where the decisive interface between technology and new ways 
of living often depends on the role of color. “our environment is filled 
with color, which, day and night, in public and in private, sometimes loud 
and sometimes quiet, demands our attention. This explosion of colors 
means something. We are exposed to a constant stream of colors. We are 
programmed by colors. They are an aspect of the codified world in which 
we have to live.”7

Take a few of the thermochromic materials used as temperature sen-
sors thanks to their color fluctuations.8 As far back as 1987, at the World 
Teleport Association Conference entitled Design for the Information Age, 
Mike davies announced the appearance of future buildings with these 
words: “look up at a spectrum- washed envelope whose surface is a map 
of its instantaneous performance, stealing energy from the air with an 
iridescent shrug, rippling its photogrids as a cloud runs across the sun, 
a wall which, as the night chill falls, fluffs up its feathers and turning 
white on its north face and blue on the south, closes its eyes but not with-
out remembering to pump a little glow down to the night porter, clear 
a view- patch for the lovers of the south side of level 22 and to turn 12% 
silver just before dawn.” While this statement may have seemed fanciful 
thirty years ago, today, thanks to smart materials that can change their 
color and transparency, as well as computerised control systems, some 
buildings can respond to changes in climate and environment, turning 
what was once science fiction into reality, almost as if to prove Arthur 
C. Clarke's Third law: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistin-
guishable from magic.”9

§ “The coloring and painting of a building's walls is done both to preserve them and to improve 
their appearance.”
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23.3.1.1  Nanotechnologies and Smart Materials: Cool Colored 
Materials for Building Envelopes

Among the geo- engineering- based solutions used in architecture to mitigate 
climate change phenomena, the most relevant and consolidated category is 
that of highly reflective materials, also referred to as ‘cool materials’ due to 
their low surface temperatures, followed by phase change materials (PCM) 
and thermochromic materials. The category of cool materials is vast and 
comprises: a first generation, including natural materials with high reflec-
tivity; a second generation, based on the development of artificial white 
materials designed to have a high albedo equal to or higher than 0.85; a third 
generation of cool materials, known as ‘cool colored materials’, including 
colored coatings that feature high reflectivity in the infrared spectrum of 
solar radiation (NiR), thus appearing like traditional dark materials but with 
a low surface temperature; and a fourth generation, based on nanotechno-
logical additives like thermochromic paints or PCM- doped cool materials. As 
has already been observed,10 previous research into highly reflective materi-
als primarily focused on their effects on outdoor temperatures, thus focus-
ing only on microclimate parameters such as air temperature and surface 
temperature variations and, as regards that particular aspect, a consistent 
review has been carried out.11 Nevertheless, recent studies have highlighted 
the importance of including other parameters as well, such as mean radiant 
temperature (Tmrt) and, above all, comfort analysis (in terms of PET or uTCi), 
since it appears that ‘cool colored materials’ have different side- effects on 
architectural thermal comfort, depending on the surface of application, on 
their exposure to solar radiation and on the combination with other ele-
ments.12 in general, increasing reflectivity facilitates the reduction of day-
time surface temperatures during the day, whereas during the night the 
albedo of materials becomes ineffective due to the absence of solar radiation. 
however, since more radiation is reflected during the day, less heat is stored 
in reflective materials compared to conventional ones, thus leading to small 
reductions in night- time surface temperatures. Cool colored materials can 
be applied on roofs (i.e. cool roofs), walls (i.e. cool walls) and pavements (i.e. 
cool pavements). A field study conducted in Athens that specifically involved 
the replacement of an urban park's traditional pavements with ‘cool pave-
ments’13 showed that reflective pavements could reduce surface temperature 
in an urban park by up to 7.6 °C under non- shaded conditions. As regards 
thermochromic materials for building envelopes, such innovative materials 
can change their optical and thermal properties in a dynamic way, respond-
ing to their environment, changing their color and solar properties: moving 
from darker to lighter shades as the temperature rises. This change is revers-
ible, which means that, as temperature decreases, these materials turn back 
to their original color. A multidisciplinary team developed eleven thermo-
chromic coatings for building envelopes using thermochromic pigments in 
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an appropriate binder system and investigated their performance compared 
to similarly colored highly reflective (cool) and common coatings.14 The 
results demonstrated that the surface temperatures of thermochromic sam-
ples were lower than the temperatures of color- matched cool and common 
coatings by a maximum of 7 °C and 11 °C, respectively. (however, problems 
to do with durability and stability arise when applying thermochromic mate-
rials to buildings and urban structures, even with limited outdoor exposure, 
and thus further research is required).

23.3.1.2  High- performance Pigments in Contemporary 
Architecture: Case Studies

The thermochromic furniture designed by Jürgen Mayer changes its color in 
response to the heat released by its user. in recent years, there have been sig-
nificant developments as regards materials and coatings that react to ‘stim-
uli’ in the external environment. in particular, thermochromic pigments, 
which were developed in response to the need for control and safety (e.g. 
so as to ensure that frozen products were not overheating), are now used in 
everyday products and they open up infinite possibilities for experimenta-
tion in interior design and fashion. Some examples include wallpapers that 
change color by touch and chairs that record the form of whoever sits on 
them. Systems based on plastics that react to temperature changes are cur-
rently being researched at the Fraunhofer institute. According to experts, the 
demand for intelligent polymer sheets for use as thermal sensors is expected 
to increase. They are applied to the facades of buildings, for example, so as 
to optimise the use of air conditioning inside.¶

Another high- profile ‘demonstration’ project is diller and Scofidio's Bras-
serie Restaurant on the ground floor of Mies van der Rohe's seminal Seagram 
Building, where the architects clad the interior facades with smart materials, 
enhancing their design from a box to an interactive place of flexibility and 
transformability. Transformability is the key word of the united Network Stu-
dio's (uNS) facade project for the la defense office complex in Almere too, 
where the facades are clad with glass panels in which tinted sheets reflect dif-
ferent colors depending on the time of day and the angle of incidence, thanks 
to the material employed: a film generally used for packaging. This material 
turns interior facades into highly reflective, prismatic parts that appear to 
change color when the sun goes past the building and crosses the office.

¶ A material develops thermochromic qualities, i.e. the capacity to vary color in response to a 
change in temperature, when we add thermochromic pigments in a coating. The thermochro-
mic effect is caused by changes in crystal structure. Typical thermochromic materials include 
inorganic metal oxides (e.g. zinc oxide, vanadium oxide), polymer blends or liquid crystals, 
which, on warming, do not change directly from the crystalline to the liquid state. in particu-
lar, thermosensitive hydrogels for sun protection are the subject of ongoing research. Thermal 
lacquers are already available on the market for many different applications and can easily be 
applied to most material surfaces. The reaction temperature can be adjusted and the color 
changes defined. Thermochromic resins can be mixed with conventional moulding materials 
and used for the production of plastic components.



485Painted Surfaces in Contemporary Architecture

innovative pigments have made it possible to formulate red/pink- colored 
surface coatings that reduce the heating effect in sunlight compared to sur-
faces with the same hue in the nursery school on Boulevard de Grenelle 
in the heart of the 15th arrondissement of Paris, where the French group 
Périphériques, in partnership with the Terreal paint factory, has developed 
a specific range of nine enamelled colors to meet aesthetic expectations and 
create a brightly colored facade. ‘Grâce à une mise en oeuvre à claire- voie et 
à une pose sur la diagonale, la perception des couleurs est enrichie et offre 
à chaque élément deux faces aux teintes différentes: l'une dans la lumière, 
l'autre dans l'ombre’, in the words of the architects themselves.15 As well 
as a cooling effect, there are other benefits that come with using these pig-
ments, such as increased service life and improved comfort levels for build-
ing occupants.

23.3.2   Ephemeral, Changeable, Unstable
in the last three decades the tools of the architectural language have devel-
oped a wealth of devices able to change the spatial understanding of archi-
tecture. The translucent, the opalescent, the meshes, the wraps created by 
polymer sprays, glass that shows different degrees of transparency according 
to the angle from which it is observed, or is able to pass from complete trans-
parency to opacity in fractions of a second. The perception of the volumes in 
which we daily move is changing.

lEds have changed the night figure of the cities, but not only this. The tra-
ditional building volume is often reduced to support an ‘other’ language that 
connotes the surrounding area much beyond its actual physical and dimen-
sional consistency.

Today color, with the double meaning of fixed and mutable cromia, serves 
to draw precise points of reference in the isotropic mesh of the territory- 
city and at the same time to give local identity. This semantic device is used 
with paradoxically similar objectives from opposing economic social tribes. 
it is difficult to imagine two more culturally and financially different worlds 
than those represented by the skyscraper of the Rogier Tower in Bruxelles 
of Samyn and Partners and by Vila Brasilândia in São Paulo by Boa Mistura. 
yet both use chromatism (though interpreting it with techniques that are 
the opposite of technological sophistication) to draw some landmarks in the 
urban landscape and ‘to make place’ for the communities of people that they 
live and work close to.

in the case of the old Manifattura Tabacchi in Rome, the recovery strat-
egy is inspired by orders of problems of different scales, impacts and signif-
icance. The first of these refers to an urban/representative framework: the 
restructuring of the building in question should be the first step of a major 
urban redevelopment of institutional significance. The second concerns 
areas more related to the specific function and use of the building: propos-
ing an ‘exemplary’ restructuring that can serve as a model for the future. The 
building is required, therefore, to look at the city and its specific methods of 
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use, while at the same time satisfying the need for its urban and institutional 
roles and perfecting its internal operations as a place of work in the service 
of citizens. The choice of the colored lEds and of the top yellow canopy 
enhance the characters of innovation that the whole project of the building 
recovery wants to express. it is conceived like a colored urban lantern.

23.3.3   The Color Masterplan of Historical Architecture
The restoration of elevations in historical centers, until not many years ago, 
was considered an intervention of ordinary maintenance that could be car-
ried out in a silent- assent regime. The urban planning instrumentation at 
the local level often, as far as the coloring is concerned, limited itself to reit-
erating some simple prescriptions:
  

 ● replicate the pre- existing colors
 ● do not use colors that are dissonant with respect to the decoration of the 

surrounding historical context.
  

This last indication, which appeals to general good environmental sense, 
is in truth rather generic and certainly does not identify sure lines of behav-
ior; the other prescription is only apparently significant. in fact, the replica-
tion of the pre- existing tint tends to provoke a sequence of variations that 
are generally quite predictable because the colors found on site are those 
– altered – of the last painting, surely different from the penultimate and 
the antepenultimate, not only for probable intentional variations, but also 
due to a phenomenon of the natural weighting of color with time, caused by 
atmospheric pollution.

A plan for the color and restoring of the historical elevations can constitute 
an important and effective urban planning tool, as long as it does not pro-
pose itself as a set of additional rules, or it would have the counterproductive 
effect of discouraging the object of its goal.

it should be clarified that attention should also be paid to all the elements 
of the facade: window frames, signs, balconies, railings, tiles, canals, gutters, 
lanterns, must be restored so as not to constitute disturbing or dissonant ele-
ments for materials and shapes. The decisions to be made on the color finish 
must therefore be based on a series of historical, technical and analytical 
data, analyses and surveys that are in agreement, to make it possible to draw 
up the general restoration project.

The facade is the surface on which all the deterioration processes induced 
by the environment on the building itself (atmospheric pollution, meteocli-
matic factors, biological deterioration, etc.) take place in the initial phase. it 
follows that the facade, subjected to incessant deterioration and weakening, 
is affected, with a certain frequency, also by reparations, maintenance renew-
als and protections.

Traces of such interventions are often identifiable, albeit in a small part 
and in a situation of stratified superimpositions, and can constitute precious 
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technical indications and historical traces to be preserved. The facade is 
therefore a privileged place for the accumulation of information, a sort of 
limestone archive to be protected and treated with care.

in any case, even with different methodological commitment, the choice 
of colors and materials to be programmed for restoration work is subordi-
nated to the determination of what can be called the chromatic history of a 
building (parallel to the history of restoration and maintenance), and that 
is the sequence of all the coloring applied on it, from the original one to the 
most recent one.

The methods, now well known, used for the determination of previous 
painting, are substantially of three types: historical research (bibliographic, 
iconographic, archival, etc.), direct analysis on samples of plaster appropri-
ately taken from the building, affinity and typological criteria. in this regard, 
it should be noted that such methodologies of analysis preparatory to the 
interventions to be carried out should not be applied separately, but that, 
on the contrary, precisely their complementarity and interrelation can lead 
to more reliable results, since documentary evidence, verified on site and 
related to the type of building, can provide decisive results.

23.4   Social
The painted architectural surface as social action device is the second concept 
that i explore in this chapter.

This quite radical idea is the focus of many contemporary works on build-
ings and public spaces. Almost always the authors are not architects, but art-
ists who use the architectural surface as a medium in the city to make their 
artworks visible beyond the commercial circuit of galleries or exhibitions, 
freely communicated to everyone.

Frescoed facades have always existed in historical architecture, but the 
aims of the artistic intervention were the decoration of the architectural 
apparatus, the simulation of a different and “nobler” material or the histori-
cal celebration. For contemporary architecture the use of painting or graffiti 
on the facade is a drastic choice, often with radical meaning, that can form a 
dialogue with the architecture that supports it, as in the case of Franco Sum-
ma's works, or using the facade as canvas, only with people watching. Even 
when the work is conceived autonomously by the support, then becomes an 
integral part of it, this gives the hosting architecture a different symbolic 
and economic value. Who does not remember the murals of diego Rivera, 
david Alfaro Siqueiros and José Clemente orozco that started to appear on 
the walls of Mexico City after the 1910 revolution?

The mural is a form of collective art that belongs to the viewer. it is a social 
action that can contribute to the growth of a country and its culture. This 
idea affirmed itself all over the world at the end of the last century as street 
art or urban art through the works of renowned writers: Keith haring, Paul 
Morrison, Gordon Matta- Clark, Jean- Michel Basquiat and Bansky,16 just to 
name a few of them. Today these artworks are taking on a different role in 
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their respective cities. in recent years, architecture has become more aware 
of the value of urban art as a tool for regeneration, often through processes 
of shared planning (made in co- authorship with citizens) rather than only 
participated17 (made with social approval).

Today, artists conceive of the urban environment no longer as merely a 
background or a stage, but the object of the art work itself. Artists are giving 
public evidence to the citizens' requests, transforming urban space and aban-
doned or degraded buildings into places of value, intercepting the desires 
of beauty of the inhabitants, creating relationships between public actors, 
clients, institutions and citizens. Also many times it is the same citizens or 
artists who spread their stories about buildings, such as the intervention of 
dan Pitera with the detroit Collaborative design Center.18

often for urban art or graffiti works, the traditional concept of author-
ship, as previously stated, could be questioned by the sharing of the cre-
ative process and/or the project implementation is self- managed and hic 
et nunc, exceeding the long bureaucratic times of approvals and public 
permissions.

Gravalos–di Monte in Zaragoza19 use with citizens' collaboration graffiti, 
colors and urban tattoos to regenerate the abandoned spaces of the sub-
urbs as boxes of the goose game, triggering a new cycle of social life in the 
neighborhood. Topotek1 and BiG in Copenhagen, denmark have invented 
the Superkilen (Figure 23.4) by elevating a road to a park almost exclusively 
with color (black, white, red). The transition of the colors from the road to 
the facades is the manifestation of the belonging of the color to the public 
space domain. Among many others, the work of Boa Mistura is a leading 

Figure 23.4    Topotek1, BiG, Superflex; Superkilen SuK, Copenhagen, denmark. 
Iwan Baan, 2012, Bjarke ingels Group, 2012. Reproduced under the 
terms of the Creative Commons Attribution license, CC By 2.0, 
[https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/].
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Figure 23.5    Boa Mistura, Luz Nas Vielas, São Paulo (Br), Favela of Vila Brâsilandia. 
Reproduced with permission from Boa Mistura, 2015.

proponent of architecture in this field, such as ‘luz Na Vielas’ in São Paolo,20 
where the color on the buildings redeems the public space, filling it with 
happiness and social pride (Figure 23.5).

The basic idea underlying the interventions of Boa Mistura is that of 
positivity: changing the aesthetics of a site does not just mean giving it an 
acceptable face, but, through a visual change, helping a process of social and 
cultural re- evaluation of a place which in many cases was previously nega-
tively connoted (crime, poverty, abandonment, discomfort) to create aggre-
gation. For example, this is what underlies the idea of interventions in the 
already quoted favela Vila Brasilândia of São Paolo in Brazil, as well as the 
intervention in the Chorrillo district of Panama.

urban art is a social project, it is the projection of an idea in the environ-
mental context for a transfiguration that aims to illuminate significant social 
values. urban art is always dealing with the solid context of intervention, 
transforming it with colors into a work of art that is at the same time pro-
foundly autonomous and deeply linked to the architectural characteristic of 
the place. it's like giving a second chance to a building or to a place by turn-
ing it into a landmark just by re- inventing its physical space with color.

23.4.1   Color as a Social Tool for Understanding the Different 
Dimensions of Architecture and Urban Sites

The habit of painting facades of buildings can remind us of the parietal 
interventions, currently in great vogue, of the so- called street art. it could 
appear as a recovery of that frescoed architecture of the past centuries, 
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but there are substantial differences. in particular, the lack of relation-
ship between the contents and the figuration forms and the architectural, 
social and urban context. in the street- art interventions, in general, any 
environmental reference which might make them contextually signifi-
cant is missed. instead, the possibility of environmental requalification 
through the hypothetical cathartic ability of the masterpiece is relied 
upon.

The assumption of the city as the artistic working area implies a neces-
sary interpenetration with the environment, aiming at the knowledge and 
at the conceptual assimilation of the customs and the senses of the con-
text. That considers its cultural, memorial, symbolic, social, psychological, 
historical dimensions and of course, the spatial and environmental ones. 
This is, in other terms, a way to enter into ‘consonance’, to absorb, almost 
through an osmotic process, every dimension and sense of the city – obvi-
ous or not.

in the finalisation of an idea, of a ‘draw’ that has to be realised, every 
constitutive element of the environmental dimension must be considered 
and valued. it must be found in its specificity the possible diapason, the 
reference, the element or the elements to start and generate the elabora-
tion of a work that ‘rewrites’ the sense of the context, powering up new 
dimensions, new perspectives, new meanings. To make, therefore, an 
‘invention’, in the latin sense of invenire, ‘to find’ but also ‘to create’. 
The environmental artwork, when it really is the case, never appears shut 
down; it is not presented as an artistic object that is completed and simply 
located in a determinate urban place, but it is given as sign–form–color 
that consciously and dynamically affects the context, transfiguring and 
giving it a new meaning, becoming, at the end, an essential constructive 
part of the environment.

in 1975 i conceived an installation to exalt a specific urban aspect of Città 
Sant’Angelo, a historical village of the hill site in Abruzzo: the main street; a 
road axis that passes through the entire extension of the historical centre fol-
lowing the hill's profile up to the visual and physical conclusion on the scene 
of an eighteenth- century church elevated on a stairway.

This particularity is assumed as appropriate at the elaboration of a sub-
stantial modification, not only in the urban environment, but also in the way 
the citizens perceive and live the daily paths.

The work A Rainbow at the End of the Street (F. Summa, Città Sant’Angelo, 
2013) highlights the poetic sense of the transfiguration realized through the 
coloration of the twenty- four steps of the stairway (Figure 23.6). The church, 
suspended on the colors, proposes a rainbow that can be climbed color by 
color as a metaphor for a possible rise from the material to the spiritual. Il 
Giardino Incantato,21 an urban place overlooking a Mario Botta building, is 
interpreted as a garden- square with a malleable- pictorial visionary presence. 
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it is rhythmically divided by sixteen colored slabs, and appears to be a physi-
cally and emotionally accessible place inside a garden- square. Pescara, 2017 
(Figure 23.7).

23.5   Narrative
The third concept is that of color as a narrative device.

it expresses the need to give sense to the architectural project, to discover 
with different eyes and through stronger figures what architecture in other 
ways already expresses or implies. Rem Koolhaas describes it in a superb 
way in the project for the Prada Foundation in Milan (2008–2018)22 when 
he paints the old industrial warehouse with a golden patina, as if to say that 

Figure 23.6    F. Summa, Un arcobaleno in fondo alla via, Città S. Angelo, italy, F. 
Summa, 1975.
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the existing is the value to be taken into account in an epoch and in a city 
where the rampant tendency in urban planning is to demolish and rebuild 
everywhere, a city that seems unaware of its history and disinterested in its 
heritage.

“A narrative architecture,” as Giancarlo de Carlo wrote, “is capable of lis-
tening, welcoming and annexing the tensions of the city and its inhab-
itants. An architecture that must become a ‘process’, undermining the 
consolidated vision of the building as a perfect and concluded unicum.”22

Even in a strict etymological sense, the use of color as a narrative device 
reveals different meanings. it tells the story of the building and of those who 
live in it and reveals a new dimension that can only be perceived for example 
through color, as in the research of the German study founded in 1989 by 
Matthias Sauerbruch (Constance, 1955) and louisa hutton (Norwich, 1957). 
Their work is characterized by the importance given to the color, used not as 
a simple decorative element but as a fundamental part in the definition of 
the significance of spaces.23

Figure 23.7    F. Summa, Il giardino incantato, Pescara, italy, F. Summa, 2018.
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Their book Sauerbruch Hutton: Color in Architecture24 presents nine col-
ored projects, but also introduces the complexities inherent in the prac-
tice of designing and thinking about color: how to materialize color; how 
to use color to manipulate or to address impressions of space and form; 
how to perceive color in the built environment; and how to connect the 
color with the place. in the project for the Brandhorst Museum of Mod-
ern and Contemporary Art in Munich, the facade has been managed as a 
large abstract mosaic of twenty- three colors, made vibrant by the super-
imposition of narrow colored modules and horizontal and vertical bands. 
The effect achieved through the use of colors by the German office is that 
of integration with the context with an almost chameleonic mimicry that 
gives a fascinating and pointillist three- dimensionality to the new archi-
tecture. Their latest italian Museo del Novecento in Mestre (Figure 23.8) 
is conceptually very similar to the previous one. it consists of the recovery 
of an old convent and is characterized by the polychrome ceramic coat-
ing made of strips placed diagonally across the two new additions that at 

Figure 23.8    Sauerbruch & hutton, M9 museum in Mestre, Venice. P. Baldi, 2018.
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the same time appear abstract and integrated to the existing urban fabric 
through the use of color that decomposes in the facade the colors of the 
architectural materials of the surrounding historical city.

A similar approach can also be found in the work of the Spanish Mansilla 
+ Tuñón25 with the MuSAC de Castilla y léon of 2005, and the Town hall in 
lalin (Spain) of 2011.

Still in the early 2000s for Enric Miralles and Benedetta Tagliabue, the 
large colored tapestry on the roof of the Santa Caterina Market in Barcelona 
(2003) is the giant image of a photo taken from a Mediterranean fruit and 
vegetable counter printed as a puzzle of 325 000 hexagonal tiles of 67 colors. 
This is in reference and homage to the works of Gaudì, clearly one of the 
most representative architects of Catalan modernism.

The same type of theme, with the painted surfaces that tell the joy of 
the market, is developed with great quality in the internal vault of the 
Rotterdam market by the dutch architect group MVRdV in 2014 (Figure 
23.9).26 in the ‘didden Village’ (Rotterdam, 2009), a project to increase 
the height of a traditional nineteenth- century house, MVRdV uses sym-
bolically the colors that become the hallmark of the two simple volumes 
superimposed on the existing building. in the designer's concept it is like 
a ‘crown at the top of the monument’. didden Village can represent a pro-
totype for a new type of expansion of historical cities where color plays a 
strategic role.

Jean Nouvel uses the same bright color of the Kilometro Rosso for the 
tenth temporary pavilion of the Serpentine Gallery in 2010, at Kensington 
Gardens, london. Red is chosen with a narrative intent. it tells about the city. 
Red like the telephone booths, the double- decker buses and the main doors 

Figure 23.9    MVRdV, Markthal, Rotterdam, Courtesy of M. Mantelli, 2018. Repro-
duced with permission.
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of the houses of london. The red pavilion, so lively and intense, creates a 
strong contrast with the green lawn where it is inserted to pay homage to the 
city.

23.5.1   Prodromes of Neo- Fauvism
Color is architecture's most troublesome material. Even as the medium was 
abstracted, theorized for relativity and phenomenologically re- perceived as 
its own subject during modernism, chroma was then sanitized from the built 
environment. instead of producing color- coded environments, material eth-
ics and truth served as an aesthetic. The predominance of form for form's 
sake continued the hierarchies of Plato's legacy in building design. in con-
temporary architecture, transcending the clarity and simplicity of black and 
white is typically a foray into shades of gray. only daylight is more seduc-
tive, uncontrollable, sensuous and unstable than color. No wonder modern 
architects – employed to manage and characterize so much in the way of 
international nation- building, Western hegemony and global construction 
– became chromophobes.

in the last decade, NMdA has proposed some daring color insertions in 
projects and buildings all over the world. The firm's website even mentions 
relationships of color to culture and locus in the portrayed work. Perhaps 
Neil denari is poised to lead a Neo- Fauvist revolution in urban form. denari's 
radical color is not immediately apparent. his singular chromatic prefer-
ence has been for a bright eye- grabbing accent to the tectonically assertive 
semi- transparent massing of torqued or tilted rectangular forms with silvery 
finishes.27 in this way, he perpetuates the minimalist tradition of singular 
color accents to neutrally toned architecture. urban insertions are his forte, 
and each artifact speaks boldly to its unique surroundings. Beyond formal 
objects or surfaces, spaces are often rendered as colored light. it is in these 
sweeping ethereal suggestions that the problem of color's embrace begs 
some attention. For the preceding generation of ‘white’ architects, the mini-
malists of the senses and those seduced by formal mind games, color got in 
the way. Color as a foreign body acts as something out of control, more often 
associated with the exotic, the feminine, oriental, infantile or vulgar. When 
color is supplemental, superficial or cosmetic, it may also be conceived of as 
trivial or – alternately – dangerous.28

yet in the context of these challenges to color's troublesome nature in archi-
tecture, denari's New Keelung Center in Taiwan is of the greatest interest 
(Figure 23.10). The grand public project is also distinct from denari's other 
predominant uses of red hues. “Since Keelung is a rainy city, often shrouded 
in wet, heavy air, the chartreuse sections of the complex, in combination with 
specially designed lighting, will push through the gauzy atmosphere provid-
ing vitality and life.”

denari's portrayals of the massive metallic form in the harbor essentially 
feature lime yellow light emitted from within and reflected in that water. in 
some depictions, the light appears in competition with the rising sun and 
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focuses viewers' attention to the building near grade with both planted land-
scapes and hardscapes. So luminous is the ambience that the building seems 
to be in its own timeless glow. As more of his projects come to fruition, we 
will watch his spectra of atmospheric light and color evolve and come to life. 
This is the promise of a richer, luminous, deep sensual architecture of its 
time, of its place and for its colorful citizens.

23.5.2   Some Italian Tales
in italy, in Rome, the Palazzina Papanice by Paolo Portoghesi in the early 
70 s refers to the Baroque tradition with an organic form that affirms its 
identity in color: the blue of the sky, the green of the plants, the brown of 
the trunks, the gold of the sun. “in the vertical band design of the majol-
ica, the allusion to the colors of nature, overlaps the ‘musical’ rhythm of 
their weaving, while inside, where the colored bands run horizontally, the 
ceilings of the living room are continually rippled by a series of concentric 
degrading cylinders.”29

The linear park between Caltagirone and Piazza Armerina, 1999, by Marco 
Navarra makes the landscape narrative with a continuous strip of color: 
“This is a landscape project and it is about, in details, the acknowledgement 
of ancient agricultural, natural and historical landscapes in an area of Sicily 
in the threshold between Erei and iblei, through the building of a new land-
scape (…). “

The Black House by Tierstudio (Alberto Bertagna and Sara Marini) in 
urbania, 2012,30 completely covered with slate slabs, is significant in 
this text for the precision and the intentionality of the narrative use of 
color (Figure 23.11). The blackboard changes over time and from black to 
very clear; it records the context. The black house is camouflaged in the 
winter sky, but inside it is white to mark the relationship with the inner 
intimacy.

Figure 23.10    Neil M. denari/NMdA, Keelung Harbor Terminal, Taiwan, in construc-
tion, NMdA, 2012. Reproduced with permission from Neil M. denari.
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in the brutalist building by Alvaro Ciaramaglia recovery intervention in  
Rome, designed with the RicciSpaini AA office, color is a plot of the inner 
history of the regeneration of the building itself wishing a cheerful archi-
tecture made of cement, transparencies and colors even at night, and the 
internal feeling of an almost non- urban work environment between the 
hanging gardens and the linden trees (Figure 23.12).

Figure 23.11    S. Marini, A. Bertagna, Casa Nera, urbania, Courtesy of F. Mantovani, 
2018. Reproduced with permission.

Figure 23.12    M. Ricci with RicciSpaini AA, Ghella EcOffice, Roma, italy, Courtesy of 
M. Mantelli, 2017. Reproduced with permission.
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“When they asked Goethe what his favorite color was, he said: I like rain-
bows. here's what i love about architecture: if it's good, it contains all the 
colors of the spectrum of life, if it's bad, the colors will fade to fade away 
from the ruins of Byzantium to the streets of New york, from the roof of a 
Chinese pagoda to the top of the Eiffel Tower, each building tells a story, 
even better, different stories.”31

  
The use of painted surfaces to support and enhance the narrative value of 

the architectural work is a design device capable – as in art and fashion – of 
describing and interpreting the resistance of contemporary architecture to 
the digital revolution when it drastically cuts the sphere of meanings and 
emotions by pushing them in a non- material world. Reporting these values 
to the reality of physical space, the painted surfaces seem to express not 
only a return of importance of color in architecture and even more in public 
spaces, but also a new desire to make cities happier.
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