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Living Archives: Merging Design History 
and the Design Studio in an Educational 
Experience
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Università Iuav di Venezia 

Fiorella Bulegato
Università Iuav di Venezia

Design history  /  Sources  /  Editorial design  /  Innovative teaching  /  Italy

In 1987, Università Iuav di Venezia instituted the Archivio 
Progetti to conserve materials regarding Italian architects 
and designers. Since 2001 it has offered undergraduate and 
graduate programmes in product and visual communication 
design which, like other Italian universities, separates the 
teaching of design history from the studios that teach design.

Between 2014 and 2016, the editorial design studio ex-
perimented with a different approach, using a project to de-
sign magazines dedicated to contemporary design culture to 
encourage research into Italian design, relying on the materi-
als from the Archivio Progetti. The students were given a dou-
ble role as designers and “producers” of historical research.

This paper illustrates the core methodology, which was 
effective in raising the students’ awareness of the indivisibil-
ity between content and editorial appearance, of the ques-
tions involved in using materials from the past and the value 
of a document that bears witness to a specific cultural con-
text. The experience has also served as a stimulus, leading 
students to consider the possibility of studying design history 
though Italy has no specific university programmes in this 
field. It also involved the Archivio Progetti in an effort to cul-
tivate its heritage with a more contemporary perspective, by 
integrating teaching and research.

The Archivio Progetti and the institution of the Design programmes
In 1987, the Università Iuav di Venezia instituted the Archivio Progetti, an ar-
chive dedicated to the conservation and utilisation of archives primarily concern-
ing Italian designers, and containing materials of various natures such as 
sketches, drawings, models, photographs, videos, documents and objects. The 
Archivio was initially intended to conserve the legacy of documents relative to 
the figures of architects, city planners and engineers who had been important to the 
city of Venice and the Veneto region since the late nineteenth century. In particu-
lar, it collected the materials relative to professors of the Istituto universitario di 
architettura di Venezia,1 including the architects Giuseppe Samonà, Giancarlo 
De Carlo and Carlo Aymonino, and the city planner Giovanni Astengo.2

Over time it increased its acquisitions, opening its scope to different region-
al realities and to other areas of design, especially after Iuav changed its status 
to University in 2001, and after it instituted the undergraduate programmes in 
product design, visual communication, fashion and the performing arts. It thus 
responded to the demands and needs of the vast number of courses in the cur-
riculum dedicated to the history and theory of design, of the visual arts, of the 
social sciences and humanities. It now conserves the collections of twentieth- 
century designers such as Luca Meda, graphic designers such as Diego Birel li, 
architecture and design photographers such as Giorgio Casali and Mauro Ma-
sera, artisan-designer-entrepreneurs such as Paolo De Poli and architect-artists 
such as Giorgio Wenter Marini.

The Archivio is thus becoming a “container” for all those diversified and 
multi-faceted primary sources which are essential to conducting any historical 
reconstruction of design. These acquisitions involve figures that are not as fa-
miliar to the general public, are less studied and perhaps liminal between the 
discipline of design and other design cultures and practices. They also shed a 
more explicit light on the intention to supersede the focus on famous names and 
exceptional events in the selection of themes for historic reconstruction. In ad-
dition to its traditional work on the collections (arrangement, inventory, descrip-
tion and conservation) and its assistance to scholars, the Archivio has become a 
national reference, primarily for having promoted in 1999 the constitution of the 
Italian network aaa/Italia onlus, the national association of the archives of con-
temporary architecture. At the same time, it has increased its efforts in the 
dissemination of research studies based on its own legacies through the organ-
ization of exhibitions, seminars and publications.

Over the past decade, the Archivio has begun to define ways to make its own 
materials available for research studies and for the practice of design, encourag-
ing activities that integrate research and education. Thus the archives of design 
are “working out of the box” to spawn new cultural relations, engaging with 
different audiences outside its own venue. This “service” is possible because the 
Archivio is organic to the university structure: it is no coincidence that it is 
housed in the Cotonificio, Venice’s former cotton mill, sited in the area of Santa 
Marta where most of the University’s classroom spaces are located. Looking 

[1] Founded in 1926, it was the second Higher School of Architecture founded in Italy (Zucconi 
and Carraro, 2011).

[2] There are 53 collections today, partially listed in http://www.iuav.it/ARCHIVIO-P/ARCHIVIO/
collezioni/ and accessible at http://sbd.iuav.it/Cataloghi/Cataloghi-dedicati/archivi-di-ar-
chitettura.html (last accessed 04/06/18).
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back, the reasons for keeping it close to home may be attributed 
to two major factors, independent of one another but almost 
contemporary in terms of timeline: on the one hand, the pro-
gressive decline in recent years, compared to the early 2000s, 
in the number of history and theory classes in the Iuav curric-
ula, and the compartmentalization of the design studios with-
in specific courses of study. Unfortunately, this trend is com-
mon to almost the totality of Italian design universities, and 
not just because of the economic recession and the consequent 
slashing of funds. It is the result of a cultural outlook that pe-
nalizes the humanities and encourages specialization and pro-
fessionalization (Russo, 2015: 104–106; Bulegato, 2016: 223).3 
A possible remedy to check this situation might therefore be to 
advocate the integration between disciplines and hybrid exper-
imental forms of relationship between theory and practice 
(Huppatz and Lees-Maffei, 2012: 9). On the other hand, both 
nationally and in the Veneto region, characterized by a fabric of 
small to medium-sized enterprises that is attempting to reor-
ganize after surviving the worst years of the economic crisis, 
companies are showing a renewed interest in their own cultur-
al and material legacy, as a lever for innovation in production 
processes and/or a marketing tool that leverages storytelling 
practices.

The Archivio seems to lean towards the idea of becoming a 
“living archive”, which can “revive” the legacies by interpreting 
them in a contemporary key, triggering a process in which the 
materials contained therein are studied and then redesigned, 
in a circular relationship that binds history and design, past 
and future (Lupano, 2013). This is not a restatement of the age-
old discussion about history “at the service of design” or its 
necessary autonomy as a discipline, which influenced the de-
bate on architecture in Italy in the 1960s and is now re-applied 
to design (Fallan, 2013; Riccini, 2015: 35–39), but an attempt to 
develop methodologies, respecting the specificities of the dis-
cipline, to bring historical knowledge back into circulation to 
produce new value, culture and innovation (Drucker and 
McVarish, 2008).

A new methodology for design practices
For over a decade, Iuav has offered undergraduate and graduate 
programmes in design that merge product design with visual 
communication, in which the teaching of design history is sep-
arate from the studios (generally known as Laboratories) that 
teach how to design, like in most of Italy. The result is that stu-
dents learn notions from both these fields, but separately, as 
distinct disciplines.

While in the history classes they learn to understand the 
value of the source of a document and the cultural, social and 
industrial contexts it expresses, in the design Laboratories, the 
students generally base their choice of content on digital infor-
mation available through research engines, on-line data bases 
and social networks, often with no specific references (contexts, 
authors, dates, etc.). The abundance, redundancy and remixes 

of fragments of images make it difficult for them to track his-
torical timelines or to delineate and offer conscious new se-
mantic meanings. Thoughts on the relation and correlation 
between history and contemporary design thus depend pri-
marily on the degree to which the design professors provide 
their students with focuses on history and not merely with an 
overview of the profession of the contemporary designer; at the 
same time, the professors of design history are generally en-
couraged to keep their courses purely theoretical. The ability to 
develop a proper approach to historical-critical research and a 
“conscious” contemporary design process thus depends on 
each student’s individual capacity for synthesis and his or her 
independent elaboration of the teachings acquired across the 
curriculum. On the other hand, it is considered essential for 
the critical education of a designer to engage in interdiscipli-
nary practices that bring theory and practice together, encour-
aging the use of this method not only in teaching design histo-
ry (Huppatz and Lees-Maffei, 2012: 7–10), but also seeking to 
concretize it in the design studios, identifying themes and 
work processes that might be better suited than others to make 
the interrelationships between the two disciplines clear to the 
students. Furthermore, it is not true that students are only in-
terested in the past as a source for examples to imitate or apply 
as they are in their design work: many are interested in history as 
such, and in acquiring a critical understanding of both contem-
porary and historic visual phenomena (Vinti, 2016: 225).

These considerations led to the experimentation of a differ-
ent approach, between 2014 and 2016, within the Editorial De-
sign studio of the Graduate programme in product design and 
visual communication, which consisted in involving a teacher 
of design history and selecting as the theme for the project the 
design of a magazine dedicated to the culture of contempo-
rary design, for the specific reason that it relied on the materi-
als preserved in the Archivio. The students were given the twin 
role of designer and “producer” of historical research. This ex-
perimental methodology furthermore served to merge histori-
cal and theoretical reflection on certain aspects of the history 
of Italian editorial design, with teaching oriented towards the 
graphic design of contemporary magazines (VV.AA., 2010).  
The process involved the following professional figures: a pro-
fessor of visual communication theory (coordinator of the 
course), a professor of design history, a professional designer 
specialized in the design of contemporary magazines, the spe-
cialized archivists from the Archivio.

The methodology is based on the following principles and 
sequence of steps: identification of the design theme – an edito-
rial project for magazines centred on the theme of the culture 
of contemporary design, of the profession and of architectural 
design and city planning; involvement in the initiative of the 
Archivio staff, who served as consultants for a preliminary se-
lection of the collections and materials that might be of interest 
to the Laboratory; classroom lessons detailing the structure of 
the Archivio, from methods of research and consultation, to the 

[3] This is not the place to introduce a summary disquisition on the risks of this position. In the 
international sphere among the many see Nussbaum, 2013.
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use of the materials; theoretical lessons 
taught by the Design history professor 
about the importance to contemporary 
design of archives as the guardians of 
sources for the study of the past; method-
ological guidelines for the reconstruc-
tion of the historic events chosen by the 
students; tutoring throughout the pro-
cess of designing the editorial project.

The students were asked to develop the 
editorial project for the magazine, start-
ing with the definition of the theme, the 
target audience, the periodicity and dis-
tribution. They would then produce the 
final project for both the graphic design 
and the contents of the first issue in the 
series. Each group, consisting of three 
students, then had to define the theme 
of each section and construct the arti-
cles: the texts (selected, commissioned 
or written by the students themselves), 
the images (some of which came from the 
Archivio), the illustrations, and everything 
else they needed to make the project as 
realistic as possible (layout, typeface, 
choice of visual codes, infographics). To 
achieve this, the students constantly 
sought outside sources, information on 
how to design the magazine, by examin-

ing existing examples to understand 
their logic, and finding sources to pro-
duce the contents. They read magazines, 
books, and mined online resources. All 
of this, together with the assistance they 
received to consult the Archivio, trig-
gered a positive “collateral effect”, as 
they moved on to access other data bases 
and archives (on- and offline) using the 
methodology they had just acquired. As 
mentioned above, the professors and 
staff of the Archivio made a preliminary 
selection of materials that could poten-
tially be of interest to the students. One 
of the primary criteria guiding this se-
lection was the pertinence of the Archiv-
io’s collections to the theme common to 
the magazines. The most appropriate 
collections were selected and presented 
to the students: Birelli, Meda and De Poli. 
Several other collections were added later 
to the roster, recent acquisitions that had 
only partially been ordered – photogra-
pher Giorgio Casali, architects Egle Trin-
canato and Costantino Dardi – because 
they included a large amount of material 
already inventoried and available in dig-
ital form. The staff of the Archivio pre-
sented the collections to the students, 
providing information on the origins of 
the collections, their current status with-
in the archives, the main bibliographic 
references and the availability of sources 
in the Iuav Library or in other locations. 
The materials from the archives provid-
ed an initial level of inspiration for the 
students, suggesting the themes for 
their magazines, such as the relation-
ship between architecture and cinema, 
the centres of design in Italy, theatre, 
paper in design etc. The students were 
shown a preview of the reproductions 
available on the web page of the Archi-
vio, they learned how to consult the data 
base of the archives and, after further 
restricting the “range of objects” that 
might interest them, they submitted a 
request for direct access to the documents. 
The individual groups of students were 
encouraged to personally view and “han-
dle” the selected materials after making 
an appointment with the archivist. Once 

the definitive materials were selected, 
they were granted in the form of high- 
resolution images, accompanied by indi-
cations on the forms of copyright protec-
tion, to be printed in the pages of the 
magazine.

The magazines designed with materials 
from the archives. The result was ten 
highly original magazines produced by 
the students in their roles as authors-edi-
tors-designers.4 To be brief, we will pres-
ent only those that most clearly exemplify 
the central role of the historical and doc-
umentary research carried out in the ar-
chives for the magazine concept. Though 
they were both based on the same Casali 
collection, two of the magazines offered 
very different graphic interpretations, 
based on the different aspects on which 
the students concentrated. The third 
magazine started with a collection that 
was somewhat less familiar to the experi-
ences of the design students, the legacy 
of architect Costantino Dardi.

The Casali collection inspired the de-
sign of the magazine The Unknown De-
signer. Devoted to exploration, with a focus 
article dedicated to everyday objects, such 
as chairs, whose authors are unknown to 
us. Casali’s photos were used to illustrate 
the genesis and characteristics of the Su-
perleggera chair designed by Gio Ponti for 
Cassina. The students had access to many 
images from the Archivio, but selected 
only one for their layout (Fig. 1). 

 The image was subjected to various 
forms of graphic manipulation: they re-
flected it, increased the contrasts, modi-
fied the angle (from vertical to horizon-
tal). In the article, the selected photo 

[4] The editorial projects borrowed material from all the collections presented to them, some-
times proposing more than one article for the magazine. The materials, from the lega-
cies of various authors, were reproduced in forms faithful to the original, or with graphic 
manipulation.

Fig. 1 Gio Ponti, Superleggera chair, 1957 (© Università 
Iuav di Venezia, Archivio Progetti, Giorgio Casali 
collection). 

Fig. 2 Double page spread from the project for a magazine 
The Unknown Designer.
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served basically as a pretext to extend the discourse, reconciling 
two levels. On the one hand, the students produced and laid out 
a text that presented an ample overview of Ponti’s production, 
focusing on the area of his work that could be considered as the 
intersection between architecture and design (Fig. 2). 

On the other, they produced additional illustrations, which 
served to explore the materials used to build the chair, the con-
struction details, and the methods of assembly (Fig. 3). 

 One of the authors, Beatrice Tonon, commented in the text:
Inspired by the average chair (today we might call it 
the ‘no logo’ chair), Superleggera is the perfect result 
of a long genetic selection, aimed at creating legs and 
backrests (with a triangular section) as agile and ro-
bust as the wings of an airplane. A precision mecha-
nism for a body (made of ash wood) that can be lifted 
with one finger.5

The other editorial project that worked on the Casali collec-
tion is Skin deep, a supplement to the magazine Skin. Mutazioni 
di carta. The students selected two of Casali’s images, featuring 
a series of design objects: one of them is the wooden model of the 
shell for the 4011 chair, designed in 1963 for Cassina by Angelo 
Mangiarotti, portrayed with his back turned, and the other a 
“scene” with the Arco lamp designed by Achille and Pier Giaco-
mo Castiglioni in 1962. The images are laid out without any 
graphic manipulation to emphasize their interest in Casali’s pho-
tographic language, and in the values it seeks to convey (Fig. 4). 

 In the article, student Maria Musella explains: ‘[Casali] ex-
presses a photographic language that highlights above all the 
sculptural and formal values of design […] The eye of the pho-
tographer [...] must be credited with having legitimized and 
channelled both industrial and artisanal design’.6 

The materials from the Dardi collection are the heart and 
soul of the magazine Props_Interferenze tra design e cinema. 

Both the cover and the central section refer to the materials 
produced by the architect when he collaborated with director 
Peter Greenaway in 1987, on the film The Draughtsman’s 
Contract. On that occasion, Dardi was asked to give sub-
stance to the work of the character Stourley Kracklite, an 
American architect commissioned to put together an exhibi-
tion on Étienne-Louis Boullée in Rome. As the students 
Francesca Alaimo, Donatella Mastrolonardo, Nello Alfonso 
Marotta write:

In the various papers conserved in the Dardi collection, 
we were able to observe the intense correspondence be-
tween the director and the designer, the various drafts of 
the set designs and the scripts, which Dardi used to help 
him design the elements of the set. We find a rich analy-
sis of the designs of seventeenth-century French archi-
tect Etienne-Louis Boullée, the protagonist of the exhibi-
tion in the film. An incredible quantity of photocopies of 
his woodcuts illustrate the monumental utopian style 
that characterizes the architecture of the period. [...] Ele-
ments that vibrate in the scenes with an ethereal, monu-
mental and eternal atmosphere, that are so spectacular 
as to remain impressed in our life experiences.7

[5] Jacopo Faggian, Valeria Mento, Beatrice Tonon, The Unknown Designer: 44–45. Project 
for a magazine, 2014, Università Iuav di Venezia.

[6] Elena Antonutti, Francesca Luzi, Maria Musella, Skin deep: 13. Project for a magazine, 2016, 
Università Iuav di Venezia.

[7] Francesca Alaimo, Donatella Mastrolonardo, Nello Alfonso Marotta, Props: 41. Project for a 
magazine, 2016, Università Iuav di Venezia.

Fig. 3 Double page spread from the project for a magazine The Unknown Designer. The 
documentation from the Casali collection became the inspiration for a study of the chair’s 
structure and construction details.

Fig. 4 Double page spread in the project for a magazine Skin deep, photos by Giorgio Casali 
(© Università Iuav di Venezia, Archivio Progetti, Giorgio Casali collection).

Fig. 5 The original drawing (© Università Iuav di Venezia, Archivio Progetti, Costantino Dardi 
collection) and the cover of the magazine Props.
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The collection in the archives inspired the theme of the magazine, so much 
so that the cover faithfully reproduces a drawing of the Vittoriale by Dardi, 
which in turn is placed inside a set created specifically by the students, to repro-
duce an imaginary film set. Dardi’s drawing technique furthermore inspired 
the student Marotta to create a series of illustrations sustaining the central 
theme of the magazine (Fig. 5).

Conclusions
The student work described above fully reflects the objectives that the professors 
had established: the point was not merely to transpose the contents from one 
container (the archive) to another (the magazine), but to present an integrated 
project, in which history and the contemporary engaged in a dialogue and in 
which the students gave new order – established in the layout of the magazine – to 
artefacts and information of different natures (in terms of origin, form and 
content). There was a conscientious effort to avoid making history an applicative 
tool in and of itself, or worse yet, a source of styles and stylemes from which to 
draw indistinctly in the practice of design. The results that may be recorded 
from this experience may be attributed to at least two fronts.

The first regards the students: it has increased their awareness of the indivis-
ibility between content and editorial appearance, and of the questions raised by 
the use of materials from the past, of the value of the document as testimony to 
a specific cultural context and its potential to build a relationship between the 
past and present (and future) of design. Linked to it, this experience is an at-
tempt to develop didactic curricular formulas that override the separations im-
posed mainly by administrative constraints on educational curricula in Italy, 
with the purpose of stimulating the students to pursue the study of design 
history, at a time when Italy still has no specific university curricula in this field.

The second front pertains to the possible relations between structures 
within the same university, traditionally one assigned to research, the other to 
teaching, often with little or no dialogue between them, to hone a practical 
and coherent methodology for teaching and designing that fosters a tight con-
nection between the centres of collection and conservation – such as the Ar-
chivio – and the centres of teaching, both theory and design. In this sense, it 
showed an archival structure, often reticent to review its practices, that it is 
possible to collaborate on new ways to cultivate its legacies. We think that this 
methodology, which may and has been adapted to various situations in educa-
tion and research, can be replicated in many other teaching and research con-
texts, in Italy and beyond.

On the side, it has also been noted that in December 2017, soon after the end 
of the Laboratory, the objective of which was, as described, to merge the design of 
magazines on the theme of contemporary design with materials from the ar-
chives, the first issue of Archivio8 magazine was published in Italy. A coinci-
dence that seems to underline not only a renewed interest, with an eye to mar-
keting, towards materials that bear witness to the history of companies, design-
ers and design scholars, but also the need to give form to this interest, that of an 
“independent” magazine that offers access to these themes to a public of more 
than just academics and specialists, interested in the circulation of ideas and 
design ideas based on history.
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