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Abstract

Retracing the spatialities of an architectural project in the unbuilt architecture archival drawings implies 
an interpretive act linking the presence of the image with the absence of the executed work. In this 
absence, in which a distance (temporal, physical, graphic) between the drawing and the materialization 
of the image itself is recognizable, the drawing leads to think about the distance between the model and 
its possible manifestations in a game of appearance/disappearance of the object and its image.
In the archival document, those spatial qualities related to light, wall articulation, altimetric development, 
expansions and compressions of the architectural body in the project drawing are contained. These 
compositional values are directly returned in the sketches, in the annotations on the drawings in double 
projection, in the three-dimensionality of the axonometric and perspective representations, and are 
arranged in an order that enables the replication of recognizable geometric figures for the definition of 
a new narrative.
The article aims at the graphic restitution of the competition designs that Egle Renata Trincanato drew 
up for the construction of outdoor schools to be built in Venice, 1942. Starting from the existing 
documentation, the elaboration of the digital model intends to explore the graphic issues between 
the archival drawing and the new digital image, tracing the cross-references and thematic connections 
between the operations and possible renderings.
The digital model establishes an intermediate phase of restitution of the graphic operation, it fosters 
a navigation of the unrealized architectural organism, returning a heterogeneous temporality of the 
archival image; a synthesis pronounced by the relationship between light and architectural volume with 
respect to which to learn the plasticity and development in space and time of the drawing.
In this condition of looking, a graphic autonomy is made explicit that allows the narrative of the digital 
to be traced back to the points of observation recorded in the project drawing; the model is understood 
here as an image, as eidolon, mimetic artifice: the idol that presentifies by emphasizing the gulf between 
the world of things and that of their respective representations. It takes on symbolic value because it 
makes present a being in a form that it each time transcends.

Ripercorrere le spazialità di un progetto di architettura nei disegni d’archivio di una realtà mai costruita 

Fig. 1 – Perspective view, from a digital model, of the school designed by E. R. Trincanato, including an 
original perspective sketch, © Archivio Progetti Iuav (Graphic elaboration by S. Vattano).
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implica un atto interpretativo che lega la presenza dell’immagine con l’assenza dell’opera realizzata. In questa 
assenza, in cui è riconoscibile una distanza (temporale, fisica, grafica) tra il disegnare e il concretizzarsi 
dell’immagine stessa, il disegno conduce a pensare alla distanza tra il modello e le sue manifestazioni possibili 
in un gioco di apparizione/sparizione dell’oggetto e della sua immagine.
Nel documento d’archivio, nel disegno di progetto sono già contenute quelle qualità spaziali legate alla luce, 
all’articolazione muraria, allo sviluppo altimetrico, alle dilatazioni e alle compressioni del corpo architettonico. 
Questi valori compositivi sono direttamente restituiti negli schizzi, nelle annotazioni sui disegni in doppia 
proiezione, nella tridimensionalità delle rappresentazioni assonometriche e prospettiche e si dispongono 
secondo un ordine che permette di replicare figure geometriche riconoscibili per la definizione di una nuova 
narrazione.
L’articolo mira alla restituzione grafica dei progetti di concorso che Egle Renata Trincanato elaborò per la 
realizzazione di scuole all’aperto da costruirsi a Venezia, del 1942. A partire dalla documentazione esistente, 
l’elaborazione del modello digitale intende esplorare le questioni grafiche che intercorrono tra il disegno 
d’archivio e la nuova immagine digitale, rintracciando i rimandi e le connessioni tematiche tra le operazioni 
e le restituzioni possibili.
Il modello digitale istituisce una fase intermedia di restituzione dell’operazione grafica, esso favorisce una 
navigazione dell’organismo architettonico non realizzato, restituendo un’eterogenea temporalità dell’immagine 
d’archivio; una sintesi pronunciata dal rapporto tra luce e volume architettonico rispetto alla quale apprendere 
la plasticità e lo sviluppo nello spazio e nel tempo del disegno.
In questa condizione del guardare, viene esplicitata un’autonomia grafica che lascia ricondurre la narrazione 
del digitale ai punti di osservazione registrati nel disegno di progetto; il modello è inteso qui come immagine, 
come eidolon, artificio mimetico: l’idolo che presentifica sottolineando l’abisso che intercorre tra il mondo delle 
cose e quello delle rispettive rappresentazioni. Esso assume valore simbolico perché rende presente un essere in 
una forma che ogni volta oltrepassa.

1. Egle Renata Trincanato. � eory and practice

Egle Renata Trincanato was born on 3 June 1910 in Rome. During her childhood she 

lived between Mira, Trieste and Fiume, � nally settling in Venice in 1926.

She was the � rst woman, from the Venetian university, to graduate in architecture with 

Guido Cirilli, in 1938, but already the year before, with Palermo’s architect Giuseppe 

Samonà – one of her professors at the Regio Istituto Superiore di Architettura – she 

established a collaborative relationship in both the university and professional spheres 

[1].

Following her early studies on urban morphology and the Venetian residential building 

fabric, she published her best-known work, Venezia Minore, in 1948, a volume in which 

she addressed issues related to Venetian town planning and construction, together with 

an in-depth investigation of the city’s construction and architectural elements. She 

enriched this work of reconnaissance and historical-critical cataloguing, from the urban 

to the detailed scale, with sketches and annotations on the Castello and Dorsoduro 

districts [2], proposing a historical synthesis of Venice, with the aim of grasping the 

socio-historical tradition of its urban structure, “assimilating [...] the suggestions of the 

expressive and organic facts of the physical world” [3] (Tentori, 1997, p. 187) [4].

In E. R. Trincanato’s work, drawing represents the place of project study, veri� cation, 

cataloguing and description. � rough drawing, the architect investigates the forms of 

the built environment, the elements and building types that characterise the city.
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As the work realised for Venezia minore testi� es, if drawing is the restitution of 

architectural spatiality, the survey returns the measure of the city. � e graphic 

reconstructions provide an opportunity to hypothesise the buildings in their original 

form, without necessarily having to adhere to the state of a� airs: “this minor Venice 

remains an almost unknown dimension of the city, while still constituting its most 

authentic and vital structure, in the sense that it represents (or should represent) the 

Venice of most of its citizens” (Salvadori, 1978, p. 7).

Her involvement in academic activity, intertwined with her studies on the Venetian city, 

saw her engaged in courses on ‘Elements of architecture and survey of monuments’, 

starting in 1939 [5], in parallel with studies of Venetian residential building morphology 

and fabric (Scimemi & Tonicello, 2008). Her analytical reading of Venetian architecture 

reveals a high poetic sense of understanding the plasticity and functions of the project: 

“� ese are very poor eighteenth-century houses in the decentralised locality of San 

Nicolò dei Mendicoli [...] � e dividing wall supports the ridge of the roof, according 

to the well-known recurring type in late minor architecture; but the staircases, while 

serving several � ats, a sign of less individualism [... ] are arranged perpendicularly to this 

wall diaphragm, indeed they cross it, still showing reminders of archaic organisms that 

might suggest an older complex existing there, rebuilt in the late period” (Trincanato, 

2008, p. 249) [6].

Her passionate commitment to the themes of the project saw her take an active part in 

the cultural ferment taking place. In 1954, E. R. Trincanato took part in the seventh 

edition of the Congrès Internationaux de Architecture Moderne (CIAM), dealing with the 

study of new types of residential buildings, with a particular interest in the emerging 

issues of the contemporary city. At the Fondazione Querini Stampalia, she served as 

president and board member for twenty-eight years (Scimemi & Tonicello, 2008).

Her professional activity oscillates between private and public buildings [7]. In 

collaboration with Samonà, she designed the Ina-casa building in Treviso (1949-53), 

the new Inail o�  ces in Venice (1951-1956) and participated in the experimental design 

of the Ina-casa San Giuliano district in Mestre. Her design activity also involved the 

territorial scale, as testi� ed by the ‘Novissime’ project in the competition for the new 

Tronchetto basin in 1964 (Tentori, 1997, pp. 9-10).

Further � elds of research lead the architect to deal with themes related to restoration 

[8] and exhibition design. In 1954, she was commissioned, together with a group of 

scholars on the Venetian subject, to organise a popular exhibition dedicated to the 

history of Venice. E. R. Trincanato deals with the theme of transformations by making 

an interpretation on two planes: a ‘vertical’ one, with the use of white mullions on 

which she deals with the issues of housing, the lowering of the ground, the expansion 

on the mainland, the restoration of monuments and in a broader sense the preservation 

of the city. � e ‘horizontal’ plane is represented by a physical model that takes up 

the shape of the lagoon city and the islands. Multiple visions of the city to describe 

the urban, architectural and monumental qualities of the Venetian cultural heritage: 
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a system of values that would initiate the discourse on the preservation of Venice and 

Italy’s historic centres.

Between the 1980s and the 1990s, E. R. Trincanato received numerous awards: the 

Torta Prize for restoration (1982), the gold medal for cultural merit from the Ministry 

of Public Education (1987), and the honour for scienti� c and cultural merit from the 

President of the Republic (1997).

2. � e 1942 competition. An open-air school

� e 1942 competition for outdoor schools, announced by the Ministry of National 

Education, represented for E. R. Trincanato, a testing ground for socio-educational 

issues and experimentation with the relationship between the articulation of volumes 

and the large-scale landscape dimension [9].

� e work of interpretation and graphic transcription [10] is based on the drawings 

of the boards produced by E. R. Trincanato consisting of the following: 1 board with 

Fig. 2 – Perspective views, from a digital model, of the school designed by E. R. Trincanato. Top left, the 
school in relation to the external space; at the bottom, the refectory in the foreground (cylindrical body) 
with a hypothesis of the surrounding landscape reconstruction (Graphic elaboration by S. Vattano).
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Fig. 3 – Above, reconstruction of the � oor plan. Below, perspective views, from a digital model, of the 
internal garden and the rear portico (Graphic elaboration by S. Vattano).

a general plan (1:200), showing covered, uncovered and total area and indication of 

the general external dimensions; 1 board with the ground plan (1:100), furnished 

and dimensioned in correspondence with the circular basement, with indication of 

the functions of the main spaces; 1 board with a basement plan and a section (1: 

100), furnished and dimensioned; 1 board with three elevations (1:100); 1 board with 

one elevation and two sections, dimensioned and furnished (1:100); 1 board with 

dimensioned construction details at di� erent scales (1:20, 1:2); 1 board with a bird’s 

eye perspective of the school with the context; 1 board with three perspective sketches 



446

Esplorare

at the entrance, courtyard and classrooms.

� e school, with a covered area of 1,512 square metres, an uncovered area of 6,014 

square metres for a total of 7,526 square metres, is bordered by a boundary wall based 

on a rectangle (52.60 x 106 m). To the north, E. R. Trincanato carves out a curve 

to provide space for gardening and horticultural activities. � e playground, on the 

extension of the body with the classrooms, is characterised by a series of paved paths 

that converge in a pond in which a sphere is placed, probably a globe, as can be seen 

from one of the perspective representations, perhaps to emphasise the educational 

character of the architectural system.

Fig. 4 – Above, axonometric section from below of the school. Below, perspective view of the external 
recreational space (Graphic elaboration by S. Vattano).
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To understand the plastic spirit at work in thinking about the design for the open-air 

school, we need only think of the con� gurative process of forms in the space for which 

E. R. Trincanato recognises “reasons for life, for expression, for consistency [in] the 

petri� ed continuity of the structures: understood as the concentration of a framework, 

whose spatial limits are always speci� ed by the parameters of a geometry that � nds, if 

not very rarely, suggestions in the natural environment” (Tentori, 1997, p. 187) [11]. 

Two bodies in the landscape space that the architect makes dialogue with the opening, 

out of scale, of the – undetermined – project area, recognising in their formal dialogue 

a “play of very complex, cultural and ecological factors”.

� e system designed by E. R. Trincanato is developed on a single ground � oor which 

provides space for o�  ces, services and classrooms and consists of an L-shaped body, 

which divides the garden into two parts, and a circular body, located in the inner 

Fig. 5 – Above, exploded axonometric view of the school. Below, perspective views of the two garden 
entrances (Graphic elaboration by S. Vattano).
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Fig. 6 – Above, axonometric section of the classrooms and educational laboratories, including the 
original � oor plan (© Archivio Progetti Iuav); in the centre and below, perspective views of the courtyard 
and entrances (Graphic elaboration by S. Vattano).
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courtyard. Both architectural bodies are conceived with part of the surface area 

uncovered: the L-shaped body on the long side, to provide space for outdoor teaching; 

the cylindrical body, with a small inner courtyard, in correspondence with the refectory. 

� e two volumes are connected by a covered passageway that directly links the L-shaped 

body’s classroom distribution system with the refectory spaces. � e organisation of the 

functions and the layout of the spaces refer to a constant inside-outside contact: the 

classrooms are located on the long side of the L-shaped body, each with an entire glass 

surface, as is the space for practical exercises, located on the short side of the L, with 

the glass surface looking onto the inner courtyard, towards the cylindrical body. In the 

basement (in direct correspondence with the larger rectangle of the L-shaped body), 

which is accessed by a ramp on the short side, there is a storage room for desks and 

beds, the coal cellar and the heating plant.

� e cylindrical body, due to its geometric characteristics, allows the seating and tables 

of the refectory to be arranged in a radial layout, along the concentric circumference 

with respect to the wall delimitation. In the centre, E. R. Trincanato places the kitchen, 

bordered by a further concentric semicircle, punctuated by a portico system. It connects 

interior and exterior and aligns with the covered passage.

� e two architectural bodies are also distinguished materially: stone and glass to delimit 

the short sides of the L; white plaster to emphasise the continuity of the cylindrical 

body. � e two long sides of the L look out towards the two exteriors through the total 

transparency of the surfaces; the short sides are delimited by exposed brickwork, making 

the relationship with the space immediately surrounding them more massive and 

distinct, interrupted only by ribbon windows in correspondence with the classrooms.

� e rhythm marked by the exterior arcades is completed by the uniformity of the roof 

pitches, sloping inwards. In the interior spaces, this rhythmic pattern is reproduced 

by the system of trusses supporting the roof, as occurs in the roofs of Venetian 

constructions, with the trusses leaning against the walls of the area, a roo� ng which E. 

R. Trincanato identi� es as typical of standard houses in line (Tentori, 1997).

� e digital reconstructions introduce new narratives on the interior’s three-

dimensionality, on the spatial compressions and expansions, on the sloping surfaces, as 

well as on the connections between volumes. � e axonometric cutaways with horizontal 

cuts make it possible to appreciate the relationships between the classrooms and the 

long distribution corridor to which, on the long side of the L-shaped body the services 

are attached. � e sectioned portions give an account of the planimetric geometry in 

its relationship with the repetition of the windows and doors and the verticality of the 

portico.

� e observation of the two-dimensional matrix is followed by an understanding of 

the elevation relationships, of the axonometric cutaways with the vertical cuts, which 

describe the volumetric relationships between the two sides of the L and between them 

and the circularity of the refectory.

In the rendered bird’s-eye perspectives and in the detailed views, both of interiors and 
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exteriors, the white of the digital model makes the material relationship between the 

glass and opaque surfaces plastically evident, delegating the volumetric discourse to the 

connective dimension of formal articulation.

3. On the drawing/on the model

“� e conquests of a new civilisation, those of a technique that can and still can, in 

a society in the process of renewal or, rather, of total change in all its dimensions, 

would postulate the total transformation of the existing landscape and environment, to 

recreate it according to new functions. What sense do conservative attitudes have – in 

the face of this logical deduction – [...] denying us any contribution that engages our 

doing [...] � e meaning is obvious: ‘conservative’ means ‘cowardly’, contrary to the new 

impulse, to creation” (Tentori, 1997, p. 79) [12]. A testimony to the renewal process 

set in motion by E. R. Trincanato’s theoretical speculations and critical re� ections on 

the contemporaneity of the project and the recovery of tradition.

Her work embodies the virtuality of the hypothesis. � e � eld of investigation opens up 

to the architectural debate in that dimension that the architect traces in the drawing, 

tracing the possibility of form: annotations, signs, � elds and depths participate in the 

understanding and restitution of the project.

� at of the 1942 open-air school is, among other issues, also an opportunity to explore 

and develop the usefulness of a research, already conducted by E. R. Trincanato, 

on Venetian residences and building types, this time on the social dimension of 

the educational type, on the function of spaces that expand in the landscape: “an 

investigation, that is, that goes beyond the study of building complexes, to address 

the society that produced them, and its way of using them” (Tentori, 1997, p. 152) 

[13]. � e visual possibilities of the spaces reconstructed with unpublished images, 

the three-dimensional explorability o� ered by the digital model and the methods 

of representation, which de� ne the framework, converge in the tracing of design 

opportunities and graphic readings to experience, once again, the place of drawing, 

while recognising the testimony that the original hand gives back to the investigating 

one.

4. Concluding re� ections

On the track of the questions posed within Explora, the study aimed to shed light 

on a cultural heritage, both graphic and architectural, that � nds one of its possible 

expressions in digital drawn interpretation, giving voice to those architectures little 

known, because they remained on paper or in the archives’ drawers, but made accessible 

and explorable in a new form. � e experience of virtual reality, in the graphic restitution 

of unbuilt architecture, contributes to the integration of heterogeneous knowledge, 

to be perceived in the virtual/real transition, characterizing, once again, the graphic 

experience by means of the potential images of “how it would have been”.
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Notes

[1] In collaboration with Giuseppe Samonà, she worked on the plans and competition projects for the 
new Sacca del Tronchetto in Venice (1964), for the new university complexes in Cagliari and Calabria 
(1972-1973), for the Directional Centre in Florence, and for the triumphal arch of the Tête Défense in 
Paris (1977-1982).

[2] For further details see Sistema Archivistico Nazionale (SAN) – Archivi degli architetti, Venezia, 
Venezia minore, Egle Renata Trincanato, 1948. <https://architetti.san.beniculturali.it/web/architetti/
progetti/scheda-progetti?p_p_id=56_INSTANCE_hIz4&articleId=14437&p_p_lifecycle=1&p_p_
state=normal&groupId=10304&viewMode=normal> (accessed 23 November 2023).

[3] All translations, from Italian into English, were made by the author.

[4] “Assimilando […] le suggestioni dei fatti espressivi ed organici del mondo � sico” (Tentori, 1997, p. 187).

[5] In 1967, she became full professor of ‘Elements of architecture and survey of monuments’.

[6] “Sono poverissime case settecentesche nella decentrata località di San Nicolò dei Mendicoli […] Il muro di 
spina divisorio sostiene il colmo del tetto, secondo il noto tipo ricorrente nella tarda architettura minore; ma le 
scale, pur servendo più appartamenti, indizio di minor individualismo […] si dispongono perpendicolarmente 
a questo diaframma murario, anzi l’attraversano, mostrando ancora ricordi d’organismi arcaici che potrebbero 
far pensare a un complesso più antico ivi esistente, rifatto in tardo periodo” (Trincanato, 2008, p. 249).

[7] � e experimental district of San Giuliano, one of the most emblematic examples of new post-war 
Italian urban and settlement models, saw its beginnings in 1946, from a didactic experience conducted 
by Giuseppe Samonà and Luigi Piccinato. � e references to building typologies were explicitly taken 
from Egle Renata Trincanato’s Venezia minore: two-storey houses, arranged in rows, also divided to house 
commercial services. Between 1952 and 1957, Ina-casa commissioned her to build houses in Sant’Agata 
sul Santerno, in the Ravenna area, and Incis houses on the Lido di Venezia.

[8] � e subject of restoration represented a � eld of great interest for Egle Renata Trincanato, so much 
so that in 1975 she founded the Institute of Survey and Restoration. Together with Saverio Muratori, 
she worked on that branch of architecture, later de� ned as urban restoration, which would prepare 
the disciplinary � eld of architectural restoration, establishing a school with innovative connotations in 
Venice. It will be an approach inspired by positivism from which will derive the operational strategies 
that, starting in the 1960s, will in� uence intervention projects in historic centres.

[9] � e theme of the competition project, the subject of this essay, was developed in the context of 
the publication: Maggio, F. (2017). Egle Renata Trincanato Unbuilt. In H. Seražin, C. Franchini & E. 
Garda (Eds.), Proceedings of the 2nd MoMoWo International ConferenceWorkshop. Založba ZRC.

[10] For further insights into the functions of spaces, volumetric composition, restitution in double 
projections and harmonic relationships found in the geometric matrix of the project, we refer to the 
study developed as part of the following dissertation: De Girolamo, D. (2015). Egle Renata Trincanato 
Unbuilt. Relatore Prof. Maggio F., Università degli Studi di Palermo, Dipartimento di Architettura, 
Scuola Politecnica, A. A. 2014-2015.

[11] “Ragioni di vita, di espressione, di consistenza [nella] continuità pietri� cata delle strutture: intese come 
concentrazione di un’ossatura, i cui limiti spaziali vengono sempre precisati dai parametri di una geometria 
che trova, se non rarissime, suggestioni nell’ambiente naturale” (Tentori, 1997, p. 187).

[12] “Le conquiste di una civiltà nuova, quelle di una tecnica che tutto può e ancora potrà, in una società 
in via di rinnovamento o, meglio, di cambiamento totale di tutte le sue dimensioni, postulerebbero la totale 
trasformazione del paesaggio e dell’ambiente esistente, per ricrearlo secondo nuove funzioni. Che senso hanno – 
di fronte a questa logica deduzione – gli atteggiamenti conservativi […] negando a noi qualunque apporto che 
impegni il nostro fare […] Il signi� cato è ovvio: ‘conservatore’ vuol dire ‘codino’, contrario all’impulso nuovo, 
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alla creazione” (Tentori, 1997, p. 79).

[13] “Una indagine, cioè, che va oltre lo studio dei complessi edilizi, per rivolgersi alla società che li ha 
prodotti, e al suo modo di usarli” (Tentori, 1997, p. 152).
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