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MAKING SCIENTIFIC
RESEARCH POSSIBLE.
THE GETTY FOUNDATION
FUNDING AWARD AND THE
“KEEPING IT MODERN”
PROGRAM

Simona Salvo

Figure 1 - The professor’s lounge, now ‘Aula Ponti’, partially
restored after interventions in 2011-2013 (© Sardo 2021)
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We only have our civilization to save our civilization.
Gio Ponti, 1940

As part of the 2018 “Keeping It Modern” program the
Getty Foundation of Los Angeles funded a two-year
research project on the School of Mathematics at
Sapienza University in Rome. The grant was an un-
precedented opportunity to perform interdisciplinary
research on the building and identify the guidelines for
its conservation over a period of time. The scientific
and cultural support provided by the philanthropic
North American institution, together with its generous
economic incentive, made the cross-disciplinary and
multiscalar investigation possible, quite apart from
other contingent situations, placing this research and
case study within the international scenario of the
conservation of modern architecture.

The results of this research are probably neither
groundbreaking in terms of historical discoveries

—no unexpected document or historical drawing

was discovered in the archives — nor did it identify
dramatic vulnerabilities or damages to the building,
peculiarly resilient given its almost 90 years of intense
working life. Instead, the research has highlighted

the little attention paid so far to this building (and to
the entire University campus), treated pragmatically
and considered only for the possibilities it offers for
transformation, adaptation and development, rather
than for its historical, artistic, and cultural importance.
Conservation, preservation, and respect for this and
other buildings on campus are undoubtedly a goal for
the academic community, but remain wishful thinking
without producing any substantial progress because
they clash with the ever-growing requirements of
intensive use and functional adaptation.




Figure 2 - The re-creation of Ponti’s stained glass window ob-
tained by projecting the original image on the current win-
dow (© Lanzetta 2017)
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As a result, apart from the scientific achievements
and in-depth data collected during this research, the
study was an opportunity to measure the discrepancy
between the historical and artistic importance of the
building and the interest rate incurred by public insti-
tutions on the sums borrowed for its conservation-
including the University, the Municipality of Rome and
the Ministry of Culture; the discrepancy also reflects
the distance between the propensity to support the
mere use of this building instead of its preservation
and conservation, in view of its best and complete
fruition.

Rome’s University campus is not an isolated case. This
kind of treatment is also reserved for other modern-
ist urban ensembles in the Capital, namely the E42
district (now EUR) and the former ‘Foro Mussolini’
(now ‘Foro Italico’), that play a crucial functional role
within the city, but are also heritage sites in the full
sense of the word. Yet, in the case of the University
campus, it is a burning issue for us academics. The
goal of researchers and scholars- especially those who
perceive the historical value and architectural qualities
of the university buildings and are willing to perform
scientific research to preserve them- clashes with the
mission of public and governmental institutions which
has been based, at least till now, on a free, pragmatic,
and uninformed approach. Hopefully the data gath-
ered by this research will trigger a change, leading to a
better future and optimal collaboration at all levels in
order to conserve, preserve and enhance our common
heritage.

Scholars in the field of architectural conservation,
especially those based at Sapienza University, have
always shown enormous interest in the School of
Mathematics. This research continues, develops, and
broadens a previous study triggered in 2010 by the
Director of the Mathematics Department, Vincenzo
Nesi, in support of limited interventions on the build-
ing based on historical data’. At the time, the objective
was to gather scientific data with a view to reorganiz-
ing the building’s interior and provide the best possi-

ble use of spaces whose architectural significance had
become indecipherable due not only to continuous ad-
justments and transformations over a period of time,
but also to the accumulation of files of documents and
other furnishings everywhere in the lobbies and cor-
ridors. Archival research, surveys, and specific studies
were performed between 2011 and 2013; the skylight
above the library reading hall was waterproofed, the
roof underwent general maintenance, and the layout
of the corridors, offices and other spaces were rear-
ranged, first and foremost the so-called “professors’
lobby”, which had been radically altered in the Fifties?.

The link between research / knowledge / apprecia-
tion / intervention in that early experimental project
heralded a conscious and respectful approach to the
building, sensitive not only to a reinterpretation of its
original condition, but also to a critical assessment of
the alterations to Ponti’s design. It is worth emphasiz-
ing that this early initiative, respectful of the building’s
architectural quality, was prompted by the academic
faculty. Professors, scholars, and students who spent
every day of their working life in the building, were
able to perceive and understand its value perfectly.
Surprisingly enough, decades earlier the Department
of Mathematics had established a special commission
for the décor of its headquarters, an initiative that no
other Sapienza department has undertaken, until now.
At that time, the authorial value of the project for the
building to Gio Ponti certainly had less influence on
the daring initiative to rationalize and reduce the office
spaces in order to revive the monument.

The focus on the School of Mathematics undoubtedly
increased thanks to that initiative; it highlighted new
important cultural initiatives, e.g., the international
conference held at Sapienza University marking the
80th anniversary of its foundation (Azzaro, 2017,
2018, 2019). During the conference, specifically on
the evening of November 24, 2017, the lost stained
glass window designed by Ponti and made by Fon-
tana Arte in 1935 for the main facade of the building,
was re-created by projecting its image on the current

blank window?. This should be considered a pivotal
event along the path to reappropriate and preserve
the building: a performance that moved the audience,
thus emphasizing the power of art and culture®.

This is the viewpoint with which we look to the future,
exploiting the long wave of fame lately regained by
Ponti; we are fortified by the data collected in the past
two years of research on the School of Mathematics,
and hope that- in Ponti’s words- our civilization will
save our civilization.




RESEARCH ON THE SCHOOL
OF MATHEMATICS AT THE
TIME OF GIO PONTI’S
REVIVAL

Simona Salvo

Figure 3 a,b - The Pirelli building in Milan in 1960, and after
restoration work (© Paolo Monti, BEIC Milan; © Salvo
2006)
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A first spotlight had been shined on Ponti’s works two
decades earlier when the Pirelli Tower was restored in
Milan, sparking interest in the master’s artistic and ar-
chitectural production, especially during the post-war
years. Its conservation between 2002 and 2004 was
undoubtedly a turning point in the re-evaluation pro-
cess, not only because it was aesthetically and tech-
nically innovative, but also because it triggered many
historical findings. Above all, that experience reaf-
firmed the strong cultural link that critical assessment
establishes between architectural history and the sci-
entific analysis of the built fabric, in view of its appre-
ciation and conservation. The unprecedented oppor-
tunity of working ‘with an open heart” and dismantling
a stretch of the building’s curtain wall envelope piece
by piece, was a crucial step in order to motivate and
support the decision-making process, and consequent-
ly the material conservation of the curtain wall. This
opportunity once again proved that direct, scientific
and hands-on knowledge is vital to initiate a process of
disclosure and appreciation of cultural properties, and
establish a positive cycle.

In fact, the history and restoration of the Pirelli Tow-
er is directly linked to our research on the School of
Mathematics, not only because it involves two of Gio
Ponti’s most important works, but because that first
experience led to the cultural recovery of his works in
Italy and abroad. In April 2002, the Pirelli Tower- with
its wounded and mutilated facades and structure due
to a dramatic accident- captured international atten-
tion. It was then that the final decision was taken to
preserve the original curtain wall. A meticulous study
had revealed the extraordinary historical and techno-
logical importance of these facades, thus helping to

critically understand the “object” and provide scien-
tific data for the decision-making process. The urgent
and politically relevant project was followed by a very
broad national and international public: but the stakes
were obvious, and the historical value of the facades
was undeniable at that point.

Scientific knowledge, appreciation, urgency, and a
certain pragmatism magically merged and evolved into
a virtuous experience. The work performed thanks to
the very courageous choice to preserve the original
metal and glass curtain walls- a completely new and
untested intervention- involved an exciting, pioneering
experience that welded traditional Italian restoration
theory to ultra-modern construction technology.

Apart from the many intriguing aspects of that work-
ranging from a strict analysis of the residual efficiency
of a late Fifties curtain wall system to the very difficult
and unprecedented regeneration process of the metal
frame of the building envelope (Salvo, 2007, Salvo

2014)- the project highlighted Ponti’s magnificent and
ingenious architecture, encouraging both specialists
and the public to focus on the figure and work of a
master of Italian architecture, who had so far been
underestimated as an industrial designer.

Notwithstanding this renewed attention towards
Ponti’s production, the works he did in the Thirties
were still on the backburner and, of all the projects he
designed during the years of the fascist Regime (1922-
1943), the School of Mathematics was the least con-
sidered, despite the fact it was a high point in Ponti’s
production: it was his first non-residential building, his
first important, publicly commissioned project, his first
important commission in Rome, his first work for the
Regime, his first construction in a newly-built urban
context, and his first professional opportunity after the
end of his partnership with Emilio Lancia, which took
place in a certain cultural context; this development
allowed Ponti to occupy a nationally and internation-
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ally acknowledged role. The project was undoubtedly
a turning point in the career of the forty-four year old
Ponti.

Despite the fact that historiography (and public opin-
ion based on historiography) has not considered them
in the same way, the Roman School of Mathematics
and the Tower in Milan are equally representative

of his architectural poetics, notwithstanding the fact
they are considered in an antithetical position with-

in the current critical interpretation of Ponti’s work.
The School of Mathematics has been protected by
law since 1989, while the Pirelli Tower has never had
monumental protection; the former belongs to an
apparently specific historical period, while the latter is
part of an architectural era that is still under-explored;
the former is largely ignored by specialists and by the
public and has been subject to multiple alterations,
while the latter is considered an icon of the Sixties.
And yet, the two buildings express just one idea of
artistic creativity, namely Ponti’s architectural concept
developed in XX century Italian culture.

Rome’s School of Mathematics has remained one of
Ponti’s least considered works and certainly the least
studied, until this research5. This fact testifies to the
complicated historical-critical positioning of Ponti’s
early works, probably due to his unclear cultural role
during the years of the Regime and his ambiguous
relationship with the fascist commission. Although this
situation has constantly evolved, and his work is today
superlatively appreciated and considered a cult, his
projects in the Thirties and Forties, especially the pub-
lic commissions he received from the fascist Regime,
continue to be underestimated and sometimes ig-
nored, leaving the critical issue unsolved. The decades
during which the Duce held sway over the fate of the
country- the so-called ‘Ventennio’- have represented

a “hard rock” for Italian architectural historiography,
which has long been influenced by a political and ideo-
logical interpretation of the architectural production of
that period.

Moreover, except for several studies based on the
visual analysis of the building and a rather repetitive
bibliography, this architectural work has been set aside
due to a rather “Milan-centric” historiography of Ponti,
as well as by Ponti himself, who rarely mentioned his
Roman projects®.

Ponti and his artistic production have certainly gained
a key role within the powerful current, ongoing cul-
tural process that has sparked broader interest in the
man and his artistic and architectural works, as well

as his cultural role in XX century Italian culture. Lately,
attention for his work has grown exponentially, accom-
panied by a flourishing series of cultural initiatives cel-
ebrating his profile as a refined artist and multifaceted
intellectual, and his extraordinary skills as an architect,
urban planner, writer, artist, etc.

Appreciated for his intellectual versatility and his open,
optimistic and dialogic nature, Ponti lived through the
XX century and made himself an interpreter of his

age by imbuing his works with an all-Italian creativity.
Contemporary culture inevitably tends to mirror itself
in his dialogic nature, the search undertaken by a gen-
eration that gave its best by investing in ingenuity and
creativity in the years after World War II.
Consideration of Ponti’s work and its critique was
pushed to a point that was ostensibly the exact oppo-
site to previous architectural historiography. The harsh
criticism of the late Seventies opposed to his nature
and his works, especially those of the Thirties, seems
to have been put aside7. In fact, previous critical
positions have been truly revised only recently; this

is due to the wider chronological gap that separates
today’s scholars from the years of the dictatorship,
allowing for a more detached and objective judgment.
Monographic research currently underway on some
of Ponti’s most important works- and naturally this
research on the School of Mathematics- represents
an indispensable scientific and philological reference
to which critical judgment should be anchored, within
the ongoing historiographical re-evaluation process.

Ponti’s exuberant revival in the last decade is doc-
umented in many exhibitions8, books, studies, and
initiatives of all kinds, including an initial conservative
attitude towards his works9; they are therefore to be
considered a cultural phenomenon of our times, a sort
of ‘revival’ that has also triggered a broader and deep-
er understanding of Ponti’s production and, perhaps,
also of its ‘survival’.

When we applied for funding to The Getty Foundation
in Los Angeles in 2018, the ‘Ponti revival’ had already
begun in earnest, indicating that it was time to focus
on his other works, even the more uncomfortable
ones. The Getty Foundation’s interest in Ponti’s build-
ing in Rome is, one way or another, probably related to
the conservation work on the tower in Milan; it is also
inspired by a cultural objective: to shed light on an
architectural episode that can be considered a pivotal
moment in Ponti’s entire career.



Figure 4 - Entrance lobby to the front building (© Sardo
2021)
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Today, historians of architecture consider Gio Ponti
and his works as a very important subject; they have
focused on the many different considerations inspired
by the Master’s exuberant nature. Ponti and the arts,
Ponti and design, Ponti and architecture, Ponti and
the city10, Ponti the demiurge who, nevertheless,
continues to elude a focused definition and a com-
prehensive and final historical-critical interpretation:
Ponti artist, Ponti designer, Ponti architect, Ponti urban
planner, but also poet, writer, publicist, theorist, and
practitioner. We are therefore idealizing this figure,
perhaps attributing responsibilities and merits that
Ponti deserved only in part, shifting the axis of critical
consideration to an extreme that is the opposite of
what it was two decades ago.

The materiality of most of Ponti’s buildings have not
yet been analyzed, and may be therefore considered
‘unexplored’. On the contrary, those built in the Thir-
ties have fallen even further behind the others, espe-
cially the ones commissioned by the fascist Regime,
such as the School of Mathematics.

This research has therefore made the most of the
experience accrued with the Pirelli Tower, placing
material data at the center of the scientific-analytical
interpretation. Notwithstanding the very different con-
ditions of the two projects- an urgent intervention due
to a dramatic accident in Milan, and a study to draft

a conservation plan in Rome- both share the same
theoretical and methodological approach based on a
cross-disciplinary value assessment directly applied to
the materiality of the building. In both cases, the urge
for a conservative approach stems from the scientif-

ic awareness of the complexity and beauty of these
artifacts, considered not only to be two of Gio Ponti’s
most beautiful works, but also historical documents,
precious architectural pieces of Italian modernism
produced in the first half of the XX century and the
expression par excellence of the culture of that age.

This is why the focus of our work is the School of
Mathematics- not Gio Ponti.

The current condition of the building, compromised
but also enriched by its 85 years of intense life, histo-
ry and memory, offers us the measure of times gone
by; it forces us to hold onto the truth of constructed
reality, to avoid clichés and the inaccuracies of remote
interpretation and, as far as possible, to stop project-
ing contemporary cultural on memories of the past. Of
course, this research is nourished by the critique and
interpretation of Ponti since his death, but it primarily
deals with construction; it takes note of the original
physical consistency of the artifact, and its current
condition, with all the possible limitations, given the
fact that our understanding is far from absolute.

All'in all, the greatest assumption acquired through
this research is how much has not yet been under-
stood of this- albeit ‘recent’- building, and how much
knowledge and material substance we have lost and
will never be able to recover. For instance, it is cer-
tainly impossible to retrieve the ‘original color’ and
original urban environment around the building, once
metaphysically isolated and dominant in the context of
the University campus.

We believe that research and knowledge about our
past are the greatest means we have to encourage ap-
preciation and awareness of the values at stake, for us
as scholars and for anyone interested in this subject.




Figure 5 - The School of Mathematics during the pandemic
(© Sardo 2021)
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This new experience has opened avenues of scientific
and cultural interest that are worthy of being investi-
gated further.

The achievement of a cross-cultural research to scien-
tifically assess the importance of the building, beyond
its authorial recognition- i.e. not only as one of Pon-
ti’s creations- is one of the objectives of this study. In
redefining Ponti’s profile as an architect it is therefore
of primary importance to consider specific aspects
tackled during the study. Ponti’s project for the School
of Mathematics provides clear evidence of the archi-
tect’s genius, but it also bears witness to the expertise
of many engineers, architects, clients, entrepreneurs,
craftsmen, workers, artists, and technicians, etc., who
contributed to shaping a cultural mosaic that allowed
the “Ponti phenomenon” to take place.

This cultural, historical, and human mosaic requires
careful analysis and evaluation and should be consid-
ered part of the hermeneutic process that will hope-
fully lead to a correct historicisation and appreciation
of the building and, indirectly, to its protection and
conservation.

We have invested more than two years of collective
work in this cross-disciplinary research, exchanging
points of view and information, but the building- its
material truthfulness- has always been our focus and
we have never ignored the ‘human factor’. Apprecia-
tion, or misappreciation, embodies what the building
currently means to society and individuals; it measures
their respect and understanding, or their disrespect
for, and sometimes even their rejection of this ar-
chitecture, today, yesterday, and possibly tomorrow.
Therefore, we have always tried to frame the School of
Mathematics within the imagery of the students, the
academics, the administrative staff, and the public in
general, as we consider them the true stakeholders of
our work.

On the other hand, in the words of Cesare Brandill,

7’ "

we have always concentrated on the building’s “phys-

ical subsistence” and this has led us to new interpre-
tations. By adopting an interdisciplinary approach,
comparing the construction with archival documen-
tation- drawings and projects as well as technical and
administrative records- we have begun to understand
what the design drawings alone do not say, but also
what mere observation of the artifact cannot reveal.
Again, in Brandi’s words, we have aimed at the phil-
ological interpretation of the form and the scientific
analysis of matter, in order to operate a fully cognizant
recognition of value.

The ultimate goal of our research has been to raise
awareness of the values at stake, first of all in its ‘in-
habitants’, academics, and students in Mathematics,
and then Sapienza university as a whole, including the
staff of the Technical Office responsible for the mainte-
nance of the buildings, and of course Rome’s residents
and its national and international tourists. The focus
has been to show that this admirable building may be
enjoyed not only from a functional point of view, but
also for its extraordinary architectural effects




GIO PONTI (MILAN 1891-1979)

Giovanni - called “Gio” - was born in Milan on November
18, 1891, son of Enrico Ponti and Giovanna Rigone. Af-

ter completing his classical studies he enrolled in Milan’s
Royal Higher Technical Institute and graduated as a “Civil
Architect” at Milan’s Polytechnic in 1919, despite his much
stronger passion for painting. The opportunity to visit the
Palladian villas during World War | sparked his fascination
for classical architecture, and prompted him to start a new
architecture magazine called “Domus” in 1928, as well as
entertain close contacts with the ‘Novecento’ artistic move-
ment founded by Margherita Sarfatti and supported by
Mario Sironi and Giovanni Muzio. After an intense appren-
ticeship in industrial design, to which he dedicated much of
his life, Ponti began to collaborate with important firms that
produce household objects; from 1923 to 1933 he was the
artistic director of the Richard-Ginori company. This collab-
oration gave rise to a renewed production of very successful
ceramic objects, proposed during international decorative
arts exhibitions, the first of which was held in Monza in
1923. At the Paris Exhibition in 1925, Ponti was awarded
the Grand Prix for porcelains.

At the end of Twenties he began to collaborate with the Ve-
nini glass factory in Murano, and in 1932 became creative
director together with Pietro Chiesa of the Fontana Arte
company, one of the main producers of artistic glass in Italy,
a sector that was gaining momentum during that period.
Starting in the Thirties glass windows played an important
decorative role in Ponti’s works, including in the School of
Mathematics, and testifies to his tendency to merge all
artistic expressions in a Gesamtkunstwerk. At this stage his
interest in architecture was imbued with close connections
to the manufacturing production.

In 1926, he began working with Emilio Lancia, obtaining
commissions for many projects, mainly residential buildings
mostly located in Milan. These domus or typical houses

of the high-ranking Milanese bourgeoisie are the focus of
Ponti’s architectural research before the war, embodying
the idea of dwelling as a means of aesthetic, social, and
cultural expression through architecture. This early “Ponti
idiom” developed between 1927 and 1933, merging paint-
ing with Milanese neoclassical architecture, thus defined a
new architectural language strongly influenced by classical
tradition linked to Vitruvius, Palladio and Serlio, and was
renamed ‘Novecento’. Villa Bouilhet, the “typical houses”
and projects by the atelier “Il Labirinto”, proposed a new
idea of Italian design to Milanese clients. In the pages of
“Domus”, Ponti promoted a vision of architecture based on
classical language, but ideated using advanced construction
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techniques and materials - such as concrete, steel, glass,
and rubber - in search of an Italian way to modernity.

Ponti’s popularity was at its peak at the end of the Thirties,
when dictatorship became even stronger in Italy (1922 -
1943). He initially shared the Regime’s initiatives by first
joining the Fascist Union of Architects in 1933, and then in
1936 the Commission for the “Littoriali di Architettura”, a
national competition showcasing the best design achieve-
ments of young Italian architects. He participated and
indirectly contributed to shaping fascist ideology, but kept
his political distance from the Regime by adopting an inde-
pendent architectural language marked by classical themes,
defined as “Mediterranean” by Edoardo Persico (Persico
1934a); in fact he withdrew from the architectural contro-
versy between traditionalists and rationalists.

In 1921 he married Giulia Vimercati, from a well-known Mil-
anese f