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PRESS RELEASE
12 March 2019

LEONARDO RICCI 100
WRITING, PAINTING AND ARCHITECTURE
100 SIDE NOTES ON THE ANONYMOUS (20TH CENTURY)

EX-REFETTORIO DI SANTA MARIA NOVELLA
PIAZZA DELLA STAZIONE, FIRENZE, ITALY
12 APRIL - 26 MAY 2019

On the occasion of the centenary of the birth of Leonardo Ricci, a leading figure 
in the Italian architectural scene of the Second World War, the former Refectory 
of Santa Maria Novella in Florence, Italy hosts the exhibition LEONARDO RICCI 
100. Writing, painting and architecture: 100 side notes on the Anonymous (20th Century) 
from April 12 to May 26, 2019. Together with archive materials from the CSAC 
in Parma, the works conserved in the architect’s home-studio in Monterinaldi 
are exhibited for the first time. Expressionist sketches, paintings with a strong 
material and figurative impact, fragments of mosaic compositions, period 
photographs and models of the projects are paired with architectural drawings, 
in a collage that allows one to shed light on aspects of Ricci’s work that have not 
yet been investigated, through different levels of aesthetic expression. Video/
audio documents and magazine excerpts contribute to making comprehensible 
a multifaceted but deeply organic message, masterfully translated by Ricci also 
through the written form. The result is an amazing overview of the wealth of 
theoretical research, artistic production and design activities of Leonardo Ricci, 
writer, painter and architect.

The exhibition, curated by Maria Clara Ghia, Ugo Dattilo and Clementina Ricci, 
aims to present the figure of Leonardo Ricci in a free and asystematic way, with 

---
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a clear interdisciplinary approach. The visitor will be guided by excerpts from 
Anonymous (20th Century), an existentialist book written by Ricci in the United 
States in 1957, “not a learned book for specialists but open to all,” as its author 
called it. “My wish,” he wrote, “was to deal with some topics closely related to 
my sphere of activity, which takes place mainly in the field of urban planning and 
architecture, but not specifically.” 

Divided into sixteen sections, like the sixteen chapters of the book, the exhibition 
LEONARDO RICCI 100 offers an open, varied yet profoundly organic path 
that mixes the textures of the disciplines practiced by Leonardo Ricci, to show 
the underlying links and interference. The sections thus mimic the openness of 
his thought and mix works from different periods and different backgrounds, 
collecting, instead of cataloging, his production, in which the boundaries between 
disciplines are blurred. The sections thus become possible keys to interpretation 
that help to understand the man who in Florence had taken the teachings of 
Giovanni Michelucci (one of the most famous Florentine architects of the 20th 
century) and had mixed them with those of Classical Abstractionism. The man who 
had met Albert Camus, Jean Paul Sartre and Le Corbusier in Paris and who had 
then gone as far as North America, where he had been familiar with the practices of 
Action Painting.

“Basically it is all so simple.
It is enough to exist.
It is enough to find the relationships among the 
things that exist.  
It is enough to create living things with living 
things.” 
Leonardo Ricci

For each chapter, a series of works from different disciplines are selected, joined 
by some particularly significant excerpts from the text. The attribution of the 
projects to the different chapters is functional to a complex and inclusive reading, 
which does not follow the principle of the list but of the open discourse. The visit 
itinerary is therefore not intended to be linear and brings together works that are 
profoundly different in terms of form of expression, time, intended use and scale of 
intervention, yet close for reasons of meaning. The same method used by Ricci in 
his writing: the themes are approached or contrasted without following a systematic 
order but with a process that the author defines as “logical”: not a search for a priori 
justifications, only the simple and incessant desire to find relationships between the 
things that exist and establish new ones.
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Leonardo Ricci’s life looks like an agile compendium of the twentieth century. 
He was a man who knew how to go through the ages, the philosophies and the 
nations, and from these he drew the fundamentals to build a personal vision of the 
world and the practice of architecture. So in LEONARDO RICCI 100 we move 
between the utopian optimism of the 1940s in post-war Florence, where Ricci 
took part in competitions for the reconstruction of the Florentine bridges, worked 
with Savioli and Michelucci and discovered his love for teaching, moving towards 
the existentialist currents that would influence his literary work, to the point of 
touching on primitivism and figurativism borrowed from artists such as Schiele and 
Picasso, but also from contemporaries such as Corrado Cagli and Afro. Ample space 
is dedicated to his manifesto work in Monterinaldi (the 1949 Ricci house-studio, 
completed in 1961), a project in which the main reasons for his architectural research 
can be traced. It was in this area that Ricci created “La Cava” in 1955, an event in the 
form of an exhibition that became famous for its decision to involve the entire hill 
of Monterinaldi in a collaborative action in which architects, painters and sculptors 
took part freely, in a complete integration of the arts.

“To construct a building means to make people live in one way rather than in 
another” writes Ricci in Anonymous (20th Century), repeating a sentence he used to 
tease his students with: and it is the question he answers through the villages for 
the Waldensian communities of Agape (1946-47) in Prali in Piedmont and Monte 
degli Ulivi (1963-67) in Riesi in Sicily, projects in which Ricci fully expresses his 
community poetics and his creative process, or with “La Nave” that he built in 
Sorgane (Florence), a 200-meter-long city-building, in which he reveals the designer’s 
intentions to overcome those critical aspects that he found in Le Corbusier’s Unité 
d’habitation.

“And I assure you that, without being futurists, 
or prophets, we can really create in our mind a 

happy city built for happy men.” 
Leonardo Ricci

The exhibition also includes the organic-expressionist elements that characterize 
Villa Mann Borgese in Forte dei Marmi (1957-59), or the project for Villa Pleydell-
Bouverie, for Villa Balmain on the island of Elba (1958) and many other unfinished 
projects, alongside the Italian pavilion for EXPO 67 in Montreal, Canada, where 
the collaboration with Emilio Vedova and Carlo Scarpa reaffirms his sensitivity once 
again open to the exploration of areas of artistic expression adjacent to architecture. 
And more: the Model City project in Florida, the competitions in France, the activity 
of a tireless teacher: the 100 notes of architecture, painting and architecture today 
give us a multifaceted portrait of an artist.

Leonardo Ricci’s research was open and focused on the well-being and bonheur of 
people: in Anonymous (20th Century) he wrote “I hope that everyone of you finds 
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what he seeks, I hope that in this seemingly incommunicable world an exchange 
occurs”. This approach translates into a non-linear itinerary through the exhibition, 
specially conceived by Eutropia Architettura, which combines profoundly different 
works, with a process that Ricci defines as “logical”: not a search for a priori 
justifications, only the simple and incessant desire to find relationships between the 
things that exist and establish new ones.
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THE EXHIBITION DESIGN
by Eutropia Architettura

As after a shipwreck, the shore on which the debris of Leonardo Ricci’s artistic and 
professional life is stranded and left to be discovered is a surface that cuts deep into 
the hall of the refectory of Santa Maria Novella, a surface resting on neo-Gothic 
pillars to establish an audacious but respectful dialogue with the context. The 
vanishing point of the plane alludes to the perspective painted by Paolo Uccello 
in the nearby cloister, the Flood and Recession of the Waters, in its dual nature 
of impenetrable and silent mass and at the same time container of complexity. In 
addition, the resting surface recalls Ricci’s custom of placing his paintings on the 
walls of his home-studio, as if they were the object of constant reflection, never 
complete, ready to be questioned again.

Ark and wreck, container of objects and thoughts, diary. The exhibition design 
focuses on the irregular contours between disciplines, writing, painting and 
architecture: instead of collecting, it collects, investigates Ricci’s logical and creative 
process without trying to emulate his formal language, it traces a story made of 
references to over-texts, it exhibits objects to investigate their relationships. On the 
main level the original elements are exhibited: drawings, canvases, projects, writings 
and photographs form constellations grouped into sections that trace the index of 
Anonymous (20th Century).

In front of it, three isolated episodes introduce a change of register: irregular prisms 
hold multimedia materials and prints for a more intimate experience, wedges with a 
sharp triangular plan, like echoes of the jagged expressionist forms explored by the 
architect, invite the public to explore an exhibition project that goes beyond the 
concept of timeline to expand into three dimensions. The last nave, a sort of B-side, 
contrasts the authority of the main floor, imposed by the eloquence of the original 
works, with a more informal spatiality, to stimulate debate and sharing. The material 
is exhibited here in the form of documents and video projections, the seats invite 
visitors to stop slowly read the “Testament” of Ricci. A conclusion of the path that 
does not want to represent an end. To put it in Ricci’s words about his Anonymous 
(20th Century): «If the book has succeeded well, anybody who reads it could add on 
chapters and continue the book. Continue it in his own way. Because this is what my 
book wants to be. A book open to all, which everybody could continue to write.»
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Of French-Swiss origin and Waldensian 
education, Leonardo Ricci (Rome 8 June 
1918 - Venice 29 September 1994) is the 
second of the four sons of Giuditta de 
Giorgi and Raniero Ricci, an engineer. 
Although probably influenced by his 
father’s profession for future professional 
choices, since he was a boy he showed a 
decisive vocation as a painter, a profound 
root of his multiform cultural activity.

After moving from Rome to Turin, Ricci 
arrived in Venice and Padua, where he 
exhibited for the first time in his early 
twenties. In 1936 he was in Florence, 
enrolled in the Faculty of Architecture and 
met Giovanni Michelucci, with whom he 
graduated and of whom he was later an 
assistant and collaborator.  Michelucci’s 
studio brought together the most 
promising young people of the so-called 
Florentine school, including Leonardo 
Savioli, Edoardo Detti and Giuseppe 
Giorgio Gori. But the group’s first projects 
were interrupted by the Second World 
War and Ricci, second lieutenant of the 
genius since 1939, fought at the front in 
Sicily. During the retreat from the island, 
in the encounter with a foreign humanity, 
Ricci understood the way of mystery as 
the only possibility of life after the conflict 
and understood the society of men as 
“a ship sailing in space, which gathers 

together in the same journey to the same 
single destination” (Anonymous (20th 
Century), 1965, p. 159). 

Back in Florence, Ricci met his fellow 
members of the Resistance, including 
some of his young colleagues, and 
Tullio Vinay, an anti-fascist Waldensian 
pastor, to whom he remained always 
attached for his sharing of ethical themes 
and for his community vocation. In 
1944 he opened his professional studio 
with Savioli and Gori and took part in 
competitions for the reconstruction of 
the Florentine bridges and the destroyed 
areas of the city centre, taking part in the 
debate against the reconstruction “as it 
was” supported by Bernard Berenson, 
and supporting Micheluccis theses which 
intended on the contrary the wounds 
of the city as new opportunities, places 
from which to start the renewal. The 
first important commission came in 
1946 when Ricci lived the community 
experience in the valley of Prali near 
Turin: Vinay entrusted the young architect 
with the construction of the Waldensian 
village Agàpe, completed by Giovanni 
Klaus Koenig. This adventure of sharing 
will strongly mark the most important 
architectural choices of the following 
period.
In the meantime, in the pictorial 

3
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research, a new and disruptive energy 
appears, in the sign of colour and stylized 
geometric shapes, influenced by the 
assiduous frequentation of the Parisian 
galleries where Ricci meets Jean-Paul 
Sartre, Albert Camus, Picasso and Le 
Corbusier. Ricci exhibited at the Salon 
de Mai with Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse 
and Alberto Giacometti and inaugurated 
his solo exhibition at the Galerie Pierre, 
with great critical resonance. Two 
fundamental architectural projects 
followed: the Flower Market in Pescia 
with Savioli, Giuseppe Giorgio Gori, 
Enzo Gori and Brizzi (1948-51) and the 
Settlement of Monterinaldi in Florence 
(1949-1968). The “village of the Martians”, 
as the intervention on the steep terrain 
in front of Fiesole is commonly called, 
is a true manifesto of the Ricci way of 
understanding the architectural work 
as one with the surrounding landscape. 
In addition to the house for his family, 
Ricci has also added a series of other 
residences over time. The set of houses 
seems to have always been there, built 
with walls and stones of the place, 
and is built following the basic needs, 
without barriers or interruptions, for 
a free and dynamic flow of life of the 
inhabitants. Thanks to the critical fortune 
of Monterinaldi, Ricci will also venture 
into the project for a second residential 
village in Montepiano, which, however, 
will not be able to complete and counts 
today 5 residences. 

In his pictorial research, Ricci moved 
in this period from a figurative 
register composed of archaic forms 
that explore the path of dreams, life, 
death and fertility, to the Informal, in a 
highly dramatic way, a sort of psychic 
automatism that also finds its models in 
Action painting. The new masters were 
primitivists, from Schiele to Picasso, but 

also friends such as Corrado Cagli, Afro 
and Mirko Basaldella, in particular the 
group of artists who lived around the 
figure of Fiamma Vigo and her gallery 
Numero. The consecration of the house-
studio as the place chosen to represent 
Ricci as “painter and architect” took 
place in 1955 with the preparation of 
the exhibition “La Cava”, curated with 
Vigo: a series of works, among others by 
André Bloc, Mirko and Arnaldo Pomodoro, 
are exhibited outdoors all over the hill 
(Aujourd’hui, 1955, n. 5, pp. 32 s.).

In the same years Ricci began his 
teaching career at the University of 
Florence, first as an assistant and free 
lecturer, then as a professor and finally 
as headmaster, living in full protest of 
Sixty-eight, until his resignation and exile 
in Venice in 1973. He is a charismatic 
teacher, passionate and open to 
comparison. He has the merit of having 
involved Umberto Eco, who was called to 
his first teaching position.

At the end of the fifties Ricci designed 
some organic-expressionist villas for 
excellent clients, such as the house 
for Elisabeth Mann Borgese in Forte 
dei Marmi (1957-59) and the house 
for the couturier Pierre Balmain on 
Elba island (1958), while the only 
example of realization for industry 
was the multifunctional building of the 
Manifattura Goti in Campi Bisenzio, 
Florence (1959-62). But the crucial 
task was to build La Nave – The Ship - 
macrostructure within the urban plan for 
the new district of Sorgane in Florence. 
An architectural organism of brutalist, 
complex and flexible matrix, which in 
the intentions of the designer wants to 
overcome those critical aspects of closure 
highlighted in Le Corbusier’s Unité 
d’habitation. 



12

From 1960 to 1983 he was also called 
upon to teach in the United States, where 
he was Visiting Professor and Graduate 
Research Professor at prestigious 
universities such as MIT, Pennsylvania 
State University, Kentucky University and 
Florida University, where he designed 
new urban models with students on a 
territorial scale. In 1970, as part of the 
“model cities” program suggested by 
Kennedy, he designed the first examples 
of macrostructure for a neighborhood 
of one hundred thousand inhabitants 
in Miami, an expression of cutting-edge 
research for those times. His professional 
and teaching experiences, his American 
stay and his direct knowledge of the 
works of Frank Lloyd Wright, that he 
met in person in 1951 at Palazzo Strozzi 
during his first Italian exhibition curated 
by Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti and Bruno 
Zevi, led Ricci to gather the foundations 
for the set of reflections on life, art 
and architecture that converged in 
Anonymous (20th Century), published in 
New York in 1962.

In the early 1960s Ricci was also in Sicily, 
again at the invitation of Tullio Vinay, to 
design a community village in Riesi, in 
a hostile environment controlled by the 
mafia. The idea for the Monte degli Ulivi 
is simple: to build a centre for everyone, 
old people, adults and children. The 
buildings planned are the Ecclesia, 
the primary school, the kindergarten, 
the workshop, offices and housing. 
The structures are those of every other 
village, but Ricci tries to destroy them as 
separate entities to integrate residence 
and work and to put into practice the 
ideas of a reconfiguration of living spaces 
based on real needs. The initial scheme 
will have to undergo some changes due 
to economic constraints and the Ecclesia 
will remain unfinished: broken shell, 

wonderful interrupted plastic form, the 
first example ever made of informal 
architecture in Italy.

In 1964 Ricci set up the exhibition 
of Expressionism at Palazzo Strozzi 
and in 1967 he was invited by Bruno 
Zevi, Giulio Carlo Argan and Umberto 
Eco to design a section of the Italian 
pavilion at the Montréal Expo, with 
Carlo Scarpa and Bruno Munari. In 
1977 for a competition he designed the 
Florence Management Centre, in 1978 
he designed the Contreprojet pour les 
Halles in Paris, and in 1981 he designed 
the Chicago Herald Tribune skyscraper.  
The last and most tormented works of 
his maturity are the gigantic pyramidal 
structure of the Cemetery of Jesi in 
1984 and the Justice Palace of Savona 
in 1987. The posthumous and much-
discussed Courthouse in Florence is 
the last opportunity for collaboration 
with Michelucci. The troubled site has 
led to a result that does not return in a 
satisfactory manner the original project. 

Ricci’s design work remains unique in 
Italy: the conception of space as an 
existential fact and result of man’s 
basic needs, the project as an attempt 
to accept the dynamism of phenomena 
and the incessant flow of life that cannot 
be contained in pre-established forms. 
A search that leads to an original way 
of living on earth, a language as an 
unfulfilled answer to questions about the 
authentic sense of being in the world.
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ABSTRACTS
Anonymous (20th Century), G. Braziller, New York 1962

1. 
“Think what a responsibility! In the everyday world, if I steal a thousand lire from 
no matter whom, the cops can get after me and lock me up. For a thousand lire. But 
as an architect, I can build an ugly house, in which people live miserably like rats, yet 
the police cannot arrest me. This means that I may steal the possibility of existing 
without being condemned […].
I may produce a round form or a square one, buried underground or raised ten yards 
above ground, red or blue, and if my clients accept it, everything is all right.
The act may be completely arbitrary.
And they, the students, are there in front of me and wait for the “word”. There 
they are, and each one is different. I look at their faces: all different. I think of 
their backgrounds: different. Some of them are Catholics; at least, they believe in 
God. Others don’t. Politically, some of them are Communists; others, Socialists, 
Christian-Democrats, Liberals, Fascists. And I have to teach them architecture.
As if architecture were something abstract, outside our biology, outside our feelings, 
outside our Weltanschauung, outside our social and political position.”
pp. 11-12

2. 
“There is a savage man , the savage of ten thousand years ago, and the savage of 
today. He lets the stone bounce on his palm. He feels its weight, its form. He is 
crouched on his knees. Suddenly he rises, as though released. His arm becomes a 
lever. He hurls the stone into the sea. The savage is not an imbecile. He is only a 
savage. Perhaps no one realizes the existence of the stone as directly as he does. 
All you have to do is to look at something that is perceived by a savage, an object 
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of wood, for example, and you will understand that the wood will never again be so 
really wood as it was for him […]. It was a life, at that time, that raised no questions. 
Maybe those were happy times.
But questioning was intrinsic in man. And so the “whys” were born. The legend of a 
lost paradise. The apple of consciousness.
After that, a different kind of man takes the stone in his hand. For the first time he 
calls it “stone”, or “glu glu” – it does not matter which. What matters is that he gives 
a name to some thing. He too, like the first man, lets the stone bounce on his palm, 
but this time he says “stone, stone, stone, stone.” Like a litany. A rhythm. A rhythm 
that grows packed, more carnal, frenetic. Neurosis overcomes him. “Stone, stone, 
stone!” he screams. “Stone!”. At last he rises, and swelling out his lungs with terror 
and anger, he hurls the stone far out into the sea. 
He really is afraid of the stone.
Thus the taboo of the stone is born.
What this second example means is that the relationship between subject and object 
begins to crystallize. The stone, at first connatural to man, detaches itself from him 
and becomes another thing; it becomes an object.
Another day comes, and another man takes the stone in his hand. The man is angry, 
but he makes a discovery; the stone is good for something. The stone serves to kill 
an animal. The stone becomes personified; it becomes first a power, and then even a 
god.
And so I could go on. Through the different relationships which man has had with 
the stone throughout history, we could show the evolution of the subject-object 
relationship at different moments in man’s development. 
If we now pass from the inorganic to the organic world – flower, butterfly, fish, cat, 
other man – these different stages of relationship would become so evident that 
they could almost be touched. The entire history of man is contained in this strange 
story of man and stone, or man and animal, or man and man. But the fact remains 
that even today, today as always, like all of you, I too still let the stone bounce on 
my palm; and a relationship exists, a new relationship is about to materialize on 
this earth, a new relationship between subject and object which will finally cancel 
this subject-object dualism and create that kind of existential relation between two 
realities, the reality of the stone and the reality of man: the relationship, I should 
like to call it, of Anonymous (20th Century).
Anonymous at last, not because it is without name, but because, even though having 
a name, it is unimportant.”
pp. 51-52

3. 
“And you say there is no future, there is no hope! The old values inevitably got 
man bogged down in quicksand; it was fated that he end up in fear, without hope, 
without a morrow. Just as it is logical that an entirely new field of experience, 
of search, and of joy if living is finally opening up before our eyes, for us, the 
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Anonymous (20th Century), the real inhabitants of this our Earth-City.
How beautiful it would be to say once more: “Men of good will”: instead of losing 
ourselves in the dead gore of a finished world, in a maze without an exit, let us be 
simple, let us really see, all together what the basic elements of our life together are. 
Let us roll up our sleeves. Let us begin from scratch. Yes, the reasons for our staying 
together do exist; and therefore there is a reason for the existence of our city; only 
it is no longer the reason of the past. The city has become a unique city. One that 
comprises all the others within itself. Our city is the Earth-City.”
p. 196

4. 
“Who knows what is going to happen next?
Evolution may have in store a man who is no longer just man , but one finally 
become human, after all these millions of years.
A free man, and freed. Freed and free from all taboos and all myths. Physics and 
metaphysics reconciled, and become one single thing. Life and death, without 
a break of continuity. Man who, at last, has found his natural dimension: the 
dimension for which he was born!
The earth with man. The earth and man. The earth impossible without man. 
Man the master of himself. And no longer alone. 
Man who has expanded his being to reach the exact limits of his own body. Man who 
has achieved an osmosis, who circulates freely in space, at his ease on earth and in 
the cosmos. And all this, beyond wish or evasion, beyond poetry. Only within nature, 
within his natural human condition.
What will this man be called?”
p. 249
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Direction and general coordination
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Graphic design
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