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I. 
“We used what was the requisite quantity of dynamite, about 150 kilo-
grams. We’ve being operating in this line of business for twenty-five 
years and never before had anything of the like happened. We blew 
one of the two base supports of the building to make sure it would 
fold over in the right direction. What happened instead was that the 
concrete slab remained mysteriously in place.” These are the remarks 
of Beppe Zandonella, the owner of Tecnomine, a firm from Piacenza, 
Italy, engaged to demolish one of the “Vele” buildings in Scampia, 
Naples (“vele” is the Italian word for “sails”, a nickname derived from 
the triangular shape of the huge Neapolitan buildings).

It was 12 December 1997, and at a window in the building facing 
the Vele in the Scampia quarter of a suburb of Naples, Neapolitan 
mayor Antonio Bassolino was waiting to see one of the Vele collapse. 
The intention was to demolish two of the seven Vele structures, and 
news of this had been announced to the press, which had thus turned 
out to witness the event. It was the first time in Italy that a residential 
building built with planning authorization was to be demolished 
using dynamite. 

The local Neapolitan government had a plan to tackle the diffi-
cult quarter of Scampia, an area of the city beset by acute problems 
of urban decay (drug dealing, squatting, etc.), problems that had thus 
plagued the seven Vele (designated as A, B, C, D, F, G and H) from the 
time of their construction. The plan involved demolishing Vele F and 
G, adapting Vela H to house the Civil Defence and Emergency Service 
on the basis of a design by the firm of Gregotti Associati and restoring 
the others to provide new premises for the university.

The Vele are one of the major public projects of Italian architecture 
from the 1970s, much like the Corviale in Rome, the Zen in Palermo, 
the large Rozzol Melara court complex in Trieste, Calabria University 
in Cosenza and Cagliari’s Sant’Elia quarter. Public residential building, 
in what were its final years, had gone in for huge structures housing 
thousands of apartment dwellings and, in almost all cases, the signs 
of urban decay were evident from the start: squatters moved into the 
flats before they were completed, rents went unpaid and the agency 
charged with the structures’ maintenance failed to get access to flats 
with the result that tenants could end up living for years without a lift 
in a fourteen-floor building.

Following the initial blast with dynamite, Vela F remained stand-
ing for several days. The mayor, the town councillors, the engineers, 
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the journalists and the tenants of the other Vele stared in disbelief 
at the building, which was tilted at an angle and suspended, precari-
ously poised but tenaciously resistant. After four days the decision was 
made to use a crane and a large metal wrecking ball to complete the 
demolition of the building, now a spent shell.

So the anticipated event of the building’s collapse had not occurred 
as planned. The mistake the demolition firm made was to underesti-
mate the quantity of iron in the reinforced concrete. There was more 
than had been expected, and, naturally, the original drawings of the 
structures had disappeared before the demolition plans were made.

Some months later, the second Vela was demolished with a more 
robust charge of dynamite. The urban restoration plans that should 
have followed in the wake of its demolition, however, remained a dead 
letter. To date, the four surviving Vele (Vela H was demolished in 2003) 
continue to be run-down, and the living conditions there are as dif-
ficult as ever, although some local associations have begun to take 
action at a community level and push for the improvement of the area.

Vela F, left hanging and suspended for a few days to the surprise 
and dismay of the authorities and local people, eloquently betokens 
the considerable uncertainty on a national level about how to view a 
period of building that had yielded works which were extraordinary 
and courageous in their intentions but a total write-off in terms of 
their outcome.

The very idea of a partial demolition appears to reveal this uncer-
tainty. The plan was to demolish two Vele out of seven: a prudent 
demonstration of force, but a limited one designed to create an event 
that was geared to the types of interests the media has in town plan-
ning issues.

The question as to what should be done with these works is still 
unresolved today – to demolish them, to upgrade them, to change 
their use under planning law or to intervene with a “bottom-up” or 
“top-down” approach.

II. 
The short-lived season of large-scale Italian buildings was ushered in 
by a sense of expectancy in which three elements overlapped. The first 
was faith in new technologies and in forms of building industrializa-
tion, a theme that characterized Italian architecture of the 1960s and 
was derived from news about experiences in Japan and the English-
speaking world.
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The second was the idea that economic planning could become 
a territorial, community-level matter. New disciplines linked to the 
social sciences, to the urban economy and to land planning issues 
became the backdrop for the thinking of a substantial number of 
Italian architects.

The third was the possibility that concurrent with a politically 
progressive outlook there might be a new landscape of large-scale 
buildings tasked with controlling the urban form of towns and their 
broader surrounding area. In other words, in the mid 1960s a body 
of Italian architects retreated from the battleground of the town and 
turned their focus to the territory as the new war front.

However, one very real expectation met with disappointment: the 
possibility of a dialogue between architects and the political establish-
ment. No sooner were the work sites in operation than the politicians 
sensed that the management of these works required rigour, earnest-
ness, precision and transparency. It soon became clear that architec-
ture in which the formal aspects were emphasized would be matched 
by the need for a greater commitment in the management of the final 
structure. The response from political circles was an equally rigorous 
and radical project: constant and methodical neglect.

All the major works of Italy’s large-scale building period encoun-
tered a lengthy succession of obstacles. The Zen and Corviale build-
ings, in Palermo and Rome respectively, were taken over by squatters 
before completion. Following the 1980 earthquake in southern Italy, 
the Vele came under siege from the evacuees, who were ready to take 
up occupancy even in cellars without lighting. And for its part, Calabria 
University was never completed. In all cases there were disputes with 
the construction companies, work stoppages at the sites and major 
design variations (to simplify them and to force down costs, which, 
nonetheless, mysteriously grew). The squatting was universally tol-
erated. The political establishment saw these buildings as a sort of 
release valve, or as a way of handling social hardship. Judged from 
this standpoint, the efficacy of the Zen, Vele and Corviale complexes 
was exceptional. From the outset, the nature of these big structures 
seemed beyond the political establishment’s ability to run and manage 
them. Unsuccessful in its attempt to run these buildings as they were 
conceived to be run (as huge machines à habiter or as monuments for 
controlling urban expansion), the politicians managed them in quite 
a different sense: by facilitating their decay and tolerating unlawful 
conduct on their premises.

Facing page:  
Photograph by Luciano 
Ferrara
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These large-scale structures brought about no change in the think-
ing and action of politicians. Rather, it was the political establishment 
with its machinery for control and management that changed both the 
nature and value of this type of architecture. The introduction of the 
principle of laissez-fairism into Italy can be traced back to long before 
the surge in interest in non-interference by the state during the 1980s.

Large-scale structures built in the 1970s like the Vele – including 
other, less well-known ones – represent an unresolved trauma expe-
rienced by architectural thinking in Italy. Large buildings were put 
up throughout the world during those years, but elsewhere the efforts 
made by architects were backed up by the firmest rigour in the manage-
ment and maintenance of these large machines à habiter, and when the 
management of such projects was complicated by social conditions, 
a radical choice was made: to demolish and rebuild.

For Italy, there was no Pruitt-Igoe.
This trauma has weighed heavily on the development of archi-

tecture in Italy, and its effects have been felt in two ways. On the one 
hand, architects have been overwhelmed by disenchantment. The 
enormous opportunities of the 1970s led to the creation of negative 
landmarks. As the possibility of controlling local land development 
through large-scale structures unravelled, any and all enthusiasm for 
local planning evaporated. The abandonment of the project was abrupt 
and uniformly supported. At the start of the 1980s, the scale of build-
ing projects changed, as did the nature of society’s expectations with 
regard to architecture. On the other hand, society had begun building 
cities in which the “do it yourself” approach was fashionable. Nowhere 
in Europe did as many people get in on the act of building the urban 
landscape as in Italy. Sprawl in its Italian incarnation released Italian 
society’s pent-up individualism. Local planning was delegated to count-
less people, and en masse Italians became the owners of single-family 
homes and small craftwork and industrial structures.

III. 
The formal nature of buildings like the Vele is rich and complex. The 
issue now, after the intervening years, is to decide what the outlook 
for them is, not just to conduct research into their past.

What, therefore, is to be done? What view can we take today of 
these buildings? There are three mainstream approaches. The first, 
which is the most disagreeable and extreme, is that they should be 
demolished and that they need to be replaced with other forms of 
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residential accommodation. Managing and maintaining them is 
costly and complicated. From this point of view, the only solution is 
to do away with them, given that they are no longer conceivable within 
the contemporary context of towns and neighbourhoods that would 
willingly have done without these elephantine buildings in the first 
place. The new run-of-the-mill building recently put up in the place 
of the demolished Vele perfectly exemplifies this attitude.

The second approach implies a romantic vision. It argues that these 
structures, to a degree, are evidence both of an era and of a philoso-
phy regarding towns and cities. It is thus essential that they survive 
as proof that “cities of another kind are (were) possible”. Defeats, too, 
after all, create monuments. However, as with all forms of romanti-
cism, the risk inherent in this vision is that it is private, abstract and 
difficult to share with thousands of people living in strained social 
conditions without any prospect of improvement. For them, the idea 
of living in a monument is a non-starter. 

A third approach is to take a closer look at these large architec-
tural creations, to see them for what they are rather than viewing 
them according to the negative connotations with which they are 
associated. This is the only approach that has attempted to discern 
a new narrative for these buildings. It is an approach that gets down 
to work, that intuits the possibility of mounting a project that can in 
some way be assimilated into the architecture and that maps out the 
threads of the social relationships in these places. The outcome of 
this approach is a project that domesticates; it represents the discov-
ery that within these micro-cities there is life and there are human 
relationships, and that a fragile sort of community has taken shape 
there. It is an unbiased and realistic approach that uses the social 
resources available to get more out of structures like the Vele and to 
reassemble them in a new scenario.

In different ways, each of these three approaches impedes the pos-
sibility of restoring these buildings by starting from their form. The 
first approach physically eliminates the structures, the second one 
tries to freeze their appearance by maintaining the buildings’ current 
state, and the third leaves the question of form in the background, 
perceiving buildings like the Vele as a sort of theatre in which living 
is an adaptive and flexible exercise.

However, the destiny of these structures lies in their form, which 
is exemplified – and not by chance – by nicknames or analogies that 
invariably derive from something unrelated: “the large serpent”, 
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“the bridge”, “the dam”, “the sail”, “the kasbah”. These huge edifices 
have brought the possibility of living differently to Italy. This feature 
of theirs, their exceptional form, needs to be considered afresh and 
worked on. Oddly, taking a new interest in these huge buildings would 
involve thinking, once again, about cities and territory in terms of 
architectural form.

A fourth approach must be brought to bear on the architecture 
of these large artefacts as well. The materials with which such a pro-
ject would start are buildings that are characterized by both ample 
dimensions and problems, and that are also saddled with a public 
image that is difficult to change. The operation in question is one 
of adaptation (through architectural redesign) and architectonic 
reinvention (of type or layout), but also of the cultural reinvention of 
a new relationship between architecture and politics. The current 
economic conditions necessitate a careful appraisal of how to give 
new value to public areas, and this new value could be endowed by 
an architectural project than can impose a new way of doing things 
on the political establishment.

If dynamite is not the solution, then we should make a new attempt 
through architecture.


