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Abstract

This paper is a result of a research that investigates architectural designs developed by both Brazilian 
architects in Italy and Italian architects in Brazil. Thus, this text presents the study of the architectu-
ral design of Brazilian architect Roberto Loeb for the international competition for the Le Murate 
complex, in Firenze, 1987, based on a careful observation of the original drawings and the wooden 
model elaborated for the competition. The proposed design, which was not built, is a pathway-buil-
ding structured in metal that overlaps the urban fabric of Firenze in the 1980s, in a visionary design 
approach which weaves visual relations within the city. The current research was carried out from 
the close observation of the drawings prepared by the architect for the competition, and the large 
wooden model, tri-dimensionally representing his design idea and solution, in addition to reading 
texts regarding the competition and the architect’s proposal.
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Introduction

At this point we must face a nagging suspicion:
that the drawing can possibly be better than the reality.

[Cook 2008, p.16]

This contribution is part of a wider research path that aims at investigating architectural 
designs developed by both Brazilian architects in Italy and Italian architects in Brazil based 
on the international cooperation between Brazilian and Italian universities. 
The research´s objectives were to analyze the designs from the original drawings and regi-
stry, to rescue this knowledge registered in drawings and images, analyses and discussion of 
these designs, identifying architectural concepts and solutions. The study of unbuilt design 
works contributes to the understanding of the architectural propositions imagined by these 
modern architects and their insertion in such historical cities. Through the study of docu-
ments and original drawings, the derived graphic elaboration creates an increase in knowle-
dge for its author and for those who will visualize it [Quattrini 2014].  
Roberto Loeb graduated as an architect in Mackenzie University, is one of the most expres-
sive Brazilian architects today. The Brazilian architect led a design team [1] able to develop a 
project for the Le Murate Complex that ended up among the proposals examined by the 
jury but not included into the final shortlist. 

The Le Murate Complex. Contextualization

Esposito [Esposito 2019, p.19] notes that Le Murate was a convent for 386 years, from 1421 
to 1807, then a prison for 176 years, from 1807 to 1983. The architectural competition for 
the Le Murate in Firenze took place in 1987. In 1997 Renzo Piano was called to propose 
an idea to regenerate the place. The challenge was to combine respect for historical and 
architectural values and to integrate the proposal with the city.
Between 1985 and 1986 the Municipality launched international architecture competition 
An idea for the Murate: 161 proposals arrived from groups of Hungarian, Israeli, German, 
Italian, Brazilian, English, Swedish, Austrian and Argentinian architects. The first selection had 
been passed by ten projects, and to designate the winner among them it would have been 
necessary to launch a second competition, but numerous controversies about the quality of 
the entries prevented further developments.

Fig. 1. Photographical 
registry of the Le Murate 
site. Authors, 2013.
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The final shortlist of 10 proposals was elaborated identifying those projects aiming at reco-
vering the historic identity of the urban fabrics and organizing the main functions according 
to a vision of future based on 80’s standards and following the public contest
announcement. The 10 selected entries were:
- entry 121: Gàbor Aczel
- entry 127: Michael Weiss
- entry 140: Christian Schaller, Helmut Theodor
- entry 155: Vinicio Somigli, Sergio Sozzi, Ugo Sanseverino, Antonella Cortesi, Piero Paoli, 
Bianca Bellestrero, Pierluigi Nervi
- entry 156: Roberto Maestro, Walter Di Salvo
- entry 164: Francisco Eduardo, Sanin Restrepo
- entry 191: Adolfo Natalini, Alessandro Chimenti, Augusto Mazzini, Francesco Re, Odoardo 
Reali, Giancarlo Rossi, Salvatore Romano
- entry 199: Franco Landini, Sergio Agostinelli, Francesco Barbagli, Augusto Cagnardi, Luigi 
Cerri, Vittorio Gregotti, Riccardo Roda
- entry 201: Sture Koinberg, Forshed Kjell
- entry 210: Bernd Stanzel, Kurt Puchinger, Werner Rosinak
The development of the former prisons was aimed at the following objectives: the increase 
of residential accommodation and related services, the encouraging of commercial activities, 
the improvement of recreational initiatives and the development of cultural activities [Conti 
1988].

Fig. 2. Sketch by Roberto 
Loeb conceived for the 
competition, 1988. 

The project proposed by the architect Roberto Loeb. 
A study from the original drawings and the wooden model

The characteristic of the Loeb’s plan was the construction of a megastructure dominating 
the city, in dialogue on an equal footing, as a modern presence, with the city’s historic mo-
numents. The structure intended to renew the urban fabric of the former prison complexes, 
elements of division, with the city’s finer areas and with the hills of Oltrarno. A large raised 
pedestrian bridge created the connection, providing an all-inclusive vision which embraced 
the whole territory. The proposed new constructions were multi-purpose, from residential 
accommodations to cultural facilities, from commercial activities to tourist organizations
Placed over on the urban grid, the large glass building extends for 380 meters, crossing 
the Arno river and reaching Piazzale Michelangelo, on the north-south axis of the city. The 
structure, which consists of a part of a glass building and other parts such as a pedestrian 
bridge, reaches 1100 meters in length. The design’s height competes with the duomo, with 
two large metal pillars reaching 60 meters, which support the first part of the pedestrian 
bridge. 
The pedestrian bridge is 3 meters wide, crosses the Arno river and reaches the level of 
piazzale Michelangelo, creating a connection between the two sides of the river, forming a 
triangle between Santa Croce, the traditional historic center and piazza Michelangelo. On 



2781

Fig. 3. Drawings of 
Roberto Loeb for the Le 
Murate competition, 1988.

the way to the site, there are two accesses to the bridge on both sides of the river, on the 
Benvenuto Cellini and Zecca Vecchia roads, establishing connections between pedestrians 
walking through the city.
Along its extension, there is an open-air theater for 600 spectators in Palladian type: the 
stage and audience of this theater, were designed as a contemporary reproduction of the 
Vicenza theater designed by Palladio [Loeb 1987]. Metal containers are plug on this main 
structure, which houses exhibition spaces.
The internal spaces are organized in order to create routes, discoveries and visuals of the 
city, with references that refer to the Carceri by Piranesi, but now revisited in order to 
promote the freedom and experience of the new era. “Within the ‘Large Glass’ we have 
created vertical connections through elevators and escalators in a profusion of ascents and 
passages reminiscent of Piranesi. The horizontal connections are realized through sinuous or 
level walkways, creating a passage of surprises interrupted by seven large display cases, used 
for exhibitions and thematic installations” [Loeb 1987, p. 2]. 
The old prison building was transformed into a hotel, student’ and elderly housing, as well as 
commercial and service spaces, which can be accessed through suspended walkways, which 
land in a cylindrical and inclined lobby, referring to the tower of Pisa.
The architect mentions the intention to use the urban fabric of Firenze to solve the design 
problem at hand, and to protect the piazza, creating a museum-route. After all, the city of 
Firenze is an open-air museum. “The ‘Large Glass’ is a test-tube through which the tran-
sparencies of daylight and the reflections of night blend all that goes on within the city, in 
a process of continuous transmutation. The bridge materializes this fusion and thereby will 
create a passage linking the historical center of Florence with the other side of the Arno 
River and the Santa Croce quartier. At the same time a communication will be established 
with the traditional model of the Ponte Vecchio” [Loeb 1987, p. 2].

Fig. 4. Photos of the 
wooden model. 
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Along the proposed route there should be containers installed on the large structure of the 
walkway building. In this route, there would be an amphitheater, mentioning the traditional 
types of classical architecture. The old prison was supposed to become a hotel, and visitors 
could walk from Le Murate to piazzale Michelangelo with privileged views of the city of 
Firenze.
The air route takes place through the footbridge building, but the ground floor route also 
exists, connecting all activities along this area of the city. The main objective of this design 
proposition would be to enhance the region and regenerate abandoned areas.
The design indicates the architect’s intention of exploring new languages. In that period 
Loeb reports that he designed and built several pavilions and stands, ephemeral archi-
tectures that made possible to experiment ideas, in addition to learn from the practice of 
assembly, and understanding the logic of the space node connectors for the metal structure. 
As Saggab (1984, p.50) observes, “an element that reappears almost as a constant in his 
works: the metallic structure. The ephemeral architecture, linked to the promotional area of 
exhibitions, marked the first works of the architect, then attracted by this type of structure 
that allows a quick and precise response, The need to design, build, assemble and dismantle 
pavilions in a short period, awoke in him the interest in a technology that was being deve-
loped in Europe and the United States”.
Ideas aligned with the concepts of the Japanese Metabolists of the 1970s, as well as the 
works of German architect Frei Otto and American Buckminster Fuller.

An analysis from original drawings and the physical model

“The major groups of avant-garde visionaries of the 1960s flourished in the United Kingdom 
(Archigram), Italy (Superstudio), Austria (albeit some of them working elsewhere), France 
and Japan (Metabolists). These dramatis personae put on such a delightful charade in those 
years that I prefer not to describe the individuals in detail, but rather to let their drawings 
speak for themselves” [George R. Collins 1979, p. 252].
Cristiana Bartolomei and Alfonso Ippolito observe: “Representation amplifies the poetry 
of architecture as opposed to the prose of the construction. The ambition of architecture 

Fig. 5. Drawings presented 
for the competition.
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Fig. 6. Drawings presen-
ted for the competition.

to remain pure creation of an exceptional mind is contrasted to the representation of the 
construction where such an ambition can never be realized. The visionary non-construction 
uncompromisingly represents the ideal of architecture just because its representation pro-
ves to be allusive, abstract, opaque, ungrammatical, fragmentary and free” [Bartolomei, Ip-
polito 2017, p. 101].
Through the observation of the drawings we can analyze some important aspects. The 
points of view from which the drawings were made.
The first drawing presented (fig. 1) was elaborated from the point of view of the observer 
who walks down the street and visualizes, on a diagonal, the complex at a certain distance. 
The large diagonal that extends beyond the limits of the frame, shows the proposed com-
plex. The union of the diagonal with the extrapolation of the limits of the frame, gives the 
idea of dynamism and movement to what is being represented. Despite the monumentality 
of the complex, the large glass area creates an important transparency for the fluidity of 
the visuals. Through the observation of the wooden model, we can observe the relationship 
between full and empty becomes more evident, and we can verify that the Murate design 
creates an urban landmark with the two pillars that support the walkway building.

The drawings in figure 2 presents expressionist characteristics, with emphasis on people’s 
perception of the large glass walkway and the possibility of viewing the city of Florence from 
an elevated and privileged point of view. In the other two drawings in figure 2, the point of 
view goes back to the observer who walks down the street observing the complex as a 
whole, which blends with the sky, emphasizing the transparency provided by the glass.
Massironi [Massironi 1982, p. 70] notes that the graphic representative process is characte-
rized by the dialectic between emphasis and exclusion. In the drawings of the Murate design 
by Loeb you can see the emphasis on some aspects.
In the idea of movement, represented by several human figures in different locations. The 
transparent glazed building allows people to be seen walking on walkways and escalators.
Due to the shapes of the new building, diagonals and curves meeting, cables tumbled giving 
lightness while some elements of the composition provide solidity. The set also reveals the 
technology of the time.
The new building represented by dynamic forms, between lightness and solidity, symbolizing 
the dynamism and changes of modern life, while the old city is represented by orthogonal 
buildings with traditional roofs. However, the connection occurs at the union between the 
new and the old. The new building promotes a tour and allows people to view the beautiful 
old city.
The elevation and its importance in the representation of the idea. One of the drawings 
presented is an extensive elevation that reveals the profile of the city and the insertion of 
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Fig. 7. Drawings presen-
ted for the competition.

the new building, showing the relationships of height, scale and proportion between the 
new and the old. In this drawing we can note important buildings such as the Duomo, the 
tower of the Palazzo Vecchio and the Ponte Vecchio, in addition to understanding the lo-
cation of the Arno river and the hill where Piazzale Michelangelo is located. The elevation 
allows one to understand the extent of Loeb’s proposal, the glass walkway building and 
the bridge that reaches the Piazzale Michelangelo. The scale relationship between the new 
building, the city and the people.
An axonometric represents the general proposal inserted in the city map. In this drawing 
it is possible to understand the extension of the proposal on the ground level, with a large 
square, an amphitheater, in a scale relationship closer to the pedestrian and the street. Typi-
cal representation of the architecture of this period, the axonometric precisely designed, 
with views from the bottom up, were extensively explored by architects of the postmodern 
period, who aimed to reveal, in a more intense way, the space where the user could walk. 
As Massironi [Massironi 1982, p.104] observes, axonometric is a well-structured system 
built on stable rules, able to represent objects while conserving metric qualities and provi-
ding, at the same time, a view of three-dimensionality and depth.
Drawing as a collage of elements belonging to different eras: classical, industrial, ephemeral, 
modern and postmodern language architecture. The collage, superposition, assimilation, 
distortion, provocation, imposition, conciliation and the ‘contextualism’ present in Loeb’s 
proposal, brings us to the theory expressed in the book Collage City of 1978, which que-
stions and criticizes the idea of the modern city with buildings constructed in isolation in a 
tabula rasa. In this sense, the proposal for a building that is inserted in the old city, in order 
to integrate with the existing one, with elements from different eras, is related to the thin-
king of the period. The proposal made possible from the study of the city map, its history, 
involving full and empty, in a balance between old and new.
The technique of drawing typical of the 1980s, with expressionist and visionary characteristics.
Expressionist drawing is a representation that favors individual expression as opposed to 
issues such as materials and functions. As Pehnt notes: “If Expressionist architecture exist 
more on paper than in three-dimensional reality, it was because drawing is the medium that 
offers least resistance to imaginative vision” [Pehnt 1985, p. 6].
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Fig. 8. View of the city 
from the Piazzale Miche-
langelo. Authors, 2013.

Visionary architecture for weaving visuals of the city

George Collins [Collins 1968] notes that the 1960s were characterized by a new direction 
of art and architecture that opened possibilities for expression and for creation. There was 
a great fascination for technology, a social anxiety coupled with an expression of the archi-
tects’ imaginative vision. 
Among the imaginary architectural reflections of the 1980s, Roberto Loeb’s proposal spe-
culates about the problems of modern urban life, creating a giant mega-structure [Banham 
1976] that is based on concepts of freedom and multiple visuals, in opposition to the initial 
prison space. 
Arthur Rosenblatt notes that modern visionaries were not limited to what was possible 
or likely, but what was necessary or desirable. And from this view, the mega structure is 
necessary: “These modern visionaries, however, are working with a new kind of form: the 
functional logic of the printed circuit or the rocket-launching device. Lines-structures, pa-
thways, utilities-go where they have to go, exposed and direct […] visions not for structures 
but for megastructures” [Rosenblatt 1968, p. 323].
In the case of the Loeb walkway building, there is an intention to bring together this element 
of urban infrastructure with the building’s program, in a metallic mega-structure, characteri-
stic to the language of the 1970s. With symbolic elements and traditional types of the classic 
Roman city, such as the tower, the great arch, the street, the amphitheater, the square, but 
now revisited by the period of the 1980s.
The original drawings and records of the competition do offer views and reflections on 
architecture and the city, which despite not having been built, exist in the drawings.

Notes

[1] The team members were: Marcia Maria Lopes De Mello, Maria Ines Leonis Villas Boas, Miriam Yamada, Almir Romano, 
Lorenzo Pfeil Sighinolfi, Katia Christina Persson Ceccon, Marisa Namurud, Ponte Lysis Mazzoni, Elias Lindamar, Carlos Alberto 
Lensoni, Souza Ayrton Macedo, Jussara Cintra do Prado, Miguel Capobianco, Zemella Jabur, Ana Maria Braceiro and Bruna 
Barbara Bianchi.
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