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Giancarlo De Carlo : an obituary      John McKean           
 
 
Giancarlo De Carlo, who died on Saturday morning 4th June aged 85, was architecture’s 
last great link with the heroic modernism of CIAM;  not least in his scathing critique of 
pre-war existenz-minimum, his finding Corbu’s Marseille Unité “terrible”, and his 
providing the serious theoretical underpinning for Team-X. 
 
He was, as his close friend Aldo van Eyck said long ago, a master of paradox.  He was 
both elusive and absolutely clear.  He was both renowned and yet a secret. One of the 
foremost architectural thinkers of his time, he published no unified volume of theory.   
He was not an architect who played at being a theorist, but an intellectual whose 
medium was architecture. (That is, not abstract writing around architecture, but its 
concrete profession, embedded in its social practice.)   He was one of the most 
memorable architectural teachers of his generation, and yet always set himself outside, 
at a critical angle to the academy.  Fascinated by Napoleon (a man nearly as small as 
himself) he was a lifelong anarchist and prominent anti-Fascist fighter during the Second 
World War.  In architecture too, he fought against heroes, signatures and icons, as 
against so much else which subverts the possibility of a real modern architecture. 
 
This - in itself an heroic struggle - forced a continual questioning of the nature of the 
modern.  I remember, at a time when so many couldn’t be bothered with the issue, in 
those post-modern years around 1980, not just his intellectual probing of the differences 
between eclecticsm and multiplicity, but his generous invitations to Charles Moore and 
Donlyn Lyndon and others to enrich the debates.   This was at his remarkable invention, 
the International Laboratory of Architecture and Urban Design, ILAUD’s summer course in 
the Italian sunshine.  
 
Modernism didn't die, De Carlo would say, when a smart academic journalist found a 
newspaper cutting of a Yamasaki block being demolished in St Louis. It died when Tatlin 
designed an ornithopter and was silenced, when Le Corbusier wrote to Mussolini, when 
Iofan won the Palace of the Soviets competition, when Rietveld built his first chair, when 
Gropius built Pan-AM, when the drawings of Ronchamp were published, the Lincoln 
Center was opened, when Pompidou authorised La Defence...  
 
What did he mean: the Rietveld chair, the Ronchamp drawings?   What does it mean that 
for 25 years De Carlo ran this international design workshop (ILAUD) yet remained totally 
committed to local popular control? That he knew every citizen and stone of Urbino, but 
was adamantly not their provincial 'family-doctor’ architect, and he never moved his 
office from Milan?   "Understanding is something for which you have to suffer in order to 
obtain it at any depth," he commented unequivocally in 1979.    
 
De Carlo’s built works, like his few but important theoretical essays, are complex 
responses to particular sets of questions, and do not reveal themselves all at once.  He 
was that rare designer whose practice of architecture is grounded directly in a rigorously 
worked-through socio-political position, rather than in architectural 'theory', far less with 
an eye for the main chance.  
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To Tafuri, De Carlo was a rare intellectual in architecture.   He never dealt with a ‘how?’ 
question without considering the underlying ‘why?’   This did not endear him to 
authorities (who resent being asked why their housing budget is so parsimonious) or to 
colleagues (whose sails are trimmed to fit prevailing political winds).    All fine 
architects’ careers are strewn with disappointments; competitions lost, projects 
foundered, client’s lacking courageous commitment.    De Carlo, however, by refusing to 
temporise and – uniquely in Twentieth Century Italian culture – by refusing to align 
himself with the essential channels of political patronage, ensured that his output 
remained even smaller than most.   
 
Best known is his classic work for the renaissance city of Urbino: the first plan (published 
by MIT as Urbino: the History of a City and Plans for its Development, 1970), 
interventions in the historic core and university buildings which range from intimate 
restorations to complex reorderings to a complete new student city.  There is his 
participatory housing, exemplifying Team-X ideals at Terni and then developing a sense 
of participation with the territory of the Venetian lagoon at Mazzorbo.  There are more 
recent, curvaceous and seeming light-hearted projects exemplified in the virtually 
complete social centre on the Venetian Lido.  Finally, and perhaps most fascinating, is 
the range of works for the University of Catania, Sicilia, much of which is currently on 
site, even if seeming stuck in political mud. 
 
Happily, international recognition never quite forgot him, however marginalised he 
became in Italy itself, where his unique magazine Spazio e Società (always bilingual as 
Space and Society and for some years co-published by MIT) – which with a rare good 
manners never published his own projects - was almost unread.   An exhibition last year 
at Centre Pompidou in Paris, now added to by others powered by Venice University to 
whom he gave his archive, are bringing him back to attention. 
 
In Milan, his home city for half a century, he had not even been asked to produce a dog-
kennel, he said to me, only half-joking.  It was then particularly poignant to see him 
receive an honorary doctorate from Milan just before last Christmas.   The moving and 
spontaneous standing ovation that greeted his entrance in wheelchair, and the lasted for 
minutes, may have been tinted with tinges of guilt.  De Carlo’s grateful acceptance 
speech was as sharp and aware as ever of the ironies.   Perhaps his Italian reputation is 
reclaimed: he died the very day a major exhibition of his work opened in Rome. 
 
Highly cultured and widely engaged, father of one of Italy’s best known novelists, De 
Carlo far from lived for architecture.  If I had to describe him – his charm, wit, 
generosity, and probing, creative spirit in one word – I would use the renaissance 
concept of virtù; he had nobleness of spirit. 
 
But, he confided in me when seriously ill some years ago, that to give up architectural 
practice would be to give up on life.   He recovered, and design work continues ever 
more inventively in his small Milan studio.  When we last met, not long ago, even though 
exhausted and flat on his back, he was at pains to discuss a current housing project in 
Beirut.   It was therefore inevitable that, sadly, life would give up on him first. 
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John McKean, has known De Carlo and taught at ILAUD over the past 26 years; he is Professor of 
Architecture at Brighton, England and author of Giancarlo De Carlo : Layered Places (Menges, 
2004) which, in French version, accompanied the Centre Pompidou exhibition last year. 
 
 


