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The Architecture Faculty of the University of Palermo, founded in 19�5, is the oldest 
in Sicily; a Faculty of Architecture based in Siracusa was added in the 1990s and is de-
pendant on the University of Catania; while in 2005 teaching began at the University 
Kore based in Enna, which offers a three-year degree course in the Science of Architec-
ture as part of its department of Fine Arts Conservation. 

The faculty of architecture of the University of Palermo provides a five-year archi-
tecture course (cl �/S) as well as another, initiated in 2000, at the extended depart-
ment of Agrigento; furthermore the department at Palermo offers a three-year course 
dedicated to Architectural Restoration, Renewal and Reutilization (cl �) as well as a 
specialization in Architectural Conservation and Restoration (cl 10)1.

Who Teaches Conservation and Restoration?

When architecture departments were initially established in Italy, the first professors 
were inevitably the Soprintendents of Monuments, whose everyday working expe-
rience provided in itself the basis for their professional capacity. At Palermo the first 
professor of restoration was Mario Guiotto (19�5-�9), followed by Armando Dillon 
(19�9-55) and Giuseppe Giaccone (1955-��). In their place came professors from other 
disciplinary fields, at Palermo, architect Roberto Calandra, previously responsible for 
Urban Planning, and Salvatore Boscarino, from 1989 to 19982. A new generation of 
professors was the product of wide-ranging professional experience and they were 
the subsequent winners of competitions in sector Icar/19. 

What and Why?

As part of the course “Laboratory for the restoration of monuments”, restoration is 
treated in its dual aspects of both a theoretical and a practical activity, with particu-
lar emphasis on the cultural implications of restoring historic monuments. Above all, 
the act of restoration has to be, at the same time, an act of historical-critical judg-
ment combined with technical know-how where the experience of the first confirms 
the analytical conclusions of the second, as well as providing the moral authority re-
quired to define to what extent the restoration should proceed. Restoration has, as its 
primary goal, the conservation, whenever possible, of the original building materials, 
which are conserved because they are considered to be «the testimony, the documen-
tary evidence and the reflection of a unique civilization, a particular culture and crea-
tive capacity, a resource which cannot be replaced and which belongs to the entire 
community». 

It must be taken into account however, and in this it should be noted that architec-
tural restoration varies from the restoration of paintings and sculpture, that in these 
monuments, as they have just been defined, human beings carry on their everyday 
activities: living, studying, working. For this reason, another goal of architectural res-
toration regards the function of the building, preserving whenever possible the same 
use or, alternatively, determining a new one which is compatible and consistent with 
the structure’s physical character. 

As a result, it is essential to fully “understand” the monument and consequently to 
articulate a restoration project accordingly: comprehension and the resulting project 
are fundamentally dependant on one another and constitute the two essential poles 
of architectural restoration.
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The classroom lectures, then, must above all guarantee the transmission of the 
diagnostic means of identifying the causes of deterioration without underestimating 
the importance of the humanistic and philosophical implications in such a way as to 
instill and reinforce in the students the incentives that will encourage them to “con-
serve” buildings rather than “transform” them, a tendency that until now has been part 
of the DNA of architectural graduates.

How is restoration taught?

At Palermo, the course Laboratory for the restoration of monuments, taught in the 
fourth year, is a six-month course (October to January) accommodating a maximum 
of fifty students. Comprised of 150 hours, 100 are taught by the professor (Icar/19) and 
50 are dedicated to other disciplines taught by other professors interacting accord-
ing to the logic of either in-depth analysis or complimentary studies. In general top-
ics are selected from courses dedicated to the “Deterioration and diagnosis of historic 
structures” and “Structural Problems” in order to increase that complex background of 
expertise that results from the study of restoration. As for my course, which is princi-
pally aimed at creating concrete working experience (project development, restora-
tion, worksite direction), in the last three years, I have chosen a curriculum of “Techni-
cal Systems for historic architecture” in order to explore issues of the compatibility of 
technical systems with the restoration of historic structures.

During a typical Laboratory, throughout a sequence of classroom lectures, every-
one works together (including professors) on the restoration projects of historic build-
ings assigned to students who have been divided into working groups. The assigned 
buildings are more or less representative (ranging from the Cathedral to small indi-
vidual structures) and more or less historic (including however “modern” examples), 
linked to problems of the city in such a way that the role of the University is not merely 
academic but one which, in so far as possible, confronts topical arguments related to 
the most current technical-artistic issues of contemporary life. The University is conse-
quently involved in a wide range of cultural issues as advocate of a practical approach 
to community problem solving. 

The single priority that is observed for assigning projects is that the buildings to 
be assigned are in a poor state of conservation and that they are readily accessible, 
because the process of architectural drawing and the tactile experience of measure-
ment are considered fundamental experiences for the students.

The realization of the project is developed according to a methodology of restora-
tion established throughout Italy. All of the notes accumulated while working on the 
elevations (both geometric and architectural) must be recorded, including the histori-
cal ones, and interpreted together with the documentation relative to the technical 
construction in such a way as not only to emphasize the project’s overall visual im-
pact but also, and above all, the character of its material qualities, the very qualities 
which in their turn guarantee the most thorough conservation of the “pre-existent”. 
The next step is the creation of the “materials chart” and then the closely related “de-
terioration chart” which, together with the “program of restoration/conservation pro-
cedures”, make up the core of the teaching process. «The “state of defects” includes a 
survey of the alteration of the stone materials used in the construction as well as a 
study of the building’s structural stability. We have to treat this deterioration in such a 
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way as to reduce the instability between the structure and the external environment; 
to neglect this issue amounts to ignoring the ethical responsibility which must, both 
professionally and culturally, characterize the restorer»3. The pre-eminent objective of 
conserving pre-existing materials is rigorously pursued with all its didactic-methodo-
logical implications, underscored by a curriculum dedicated to the in-depth study of 
the techniques of consolidation.

The achievement of this objective is reinforced by the proposals of restoration 
and re-functionalization which, as a direct result of studying through historical-criti-
cal research, the formal character of the assigned structure, explores alternative re-
lationships between conservation and innovative techniques aimed at restoring an 
architecture which is structurally stabile, functional and of aesthetically high quality, 
conforming to the never outdated triad of Vitruvius.

When and to what extent is conservation/restoration taught?

The architecture faculty of the University Palermo has always given much importance 
to the project phase, a particular characteristic of the school�. Restoration is present in 
the third year course Theory and History of Restoration (50 hours, � credits) and in the 
fourth year course Laboratory for the Restoration of Monuments (150 hours, 10 credits).

In recent years, following a regulation first established in the academic year 2002-
035, based on the D.M.509/99, more attention has been paid to inter-disciplinary co-
ordination, giving rise to an annually appointed Coordinator of Project Planning with 
the aim of assuring interdisciplinary interaction in such a way as to counteract the in-
evitable extremes of specialization. Thus, common issues of teaching and research, are 
developed in the individual courses along the lines of the specific disciplines, group 
seminars are organized together with didactic exhibitions and individual essays are 
published in volumes dedicated to more generalized overall themes�.

Admittedly this approach provides valuable experiences, but we are also con-
vinced that the competence of the restoration specialist, confirmed by an Architec-
tural Degree, remains somewhat limited for a student graduating today, and above 
all at a time when the possibilities of employment are above all provided by work on 
pre-existing structures. Undoubtedly additional attention to themes of architectural 
deterioration and diagnostic techniques would constitute a valid improvement of the 
program, in the same way that it would be important to devote such subjects as Archi-
tectural Drawing and Technology more to the study of pre-existing structures rather 
than focusing them so exclusively on new constructions.

The planning phase of the project still tends, even if perhaps somewhat less today 
than in the past, to prevail over that of its restoration, perhaps an act of self defense on 
the part of planning professionals or a defense of the exclusiveness of their authority. 
This calls for reinforcing the discipline of restoration, certainly without pretending an 
exaggerated autonomy, but nevertheless underscoring the fact it is, at the moment, 
still the only course that provides the required legal competence to practice Resto-
raiton (R.D. n.2537 of 22.10.25 art.52; confirmed by the Consiglio di Stato n.5239/0�). 
Not defending this article signifies «agreeing to the implicit undermining of the ba-
sic training and exercise of the professional architect-restorer and above all to the dis-
memberment of architecture», a process already underway with regard to the activity 
of restorer7.
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It seems to me essential to initiate a renewed exchange between the disciplines of 
Restoration and Project Planning which in the last fifty years have largely developed 
independently, a process which has neither helped one or the other; and above all, 
this process has not contributed to the care of our monuments8. This exchange could 
take place either in the Coordinating Laboratories, in the fifth year, or when the stu-
dents prepare their undergraduate dissertations, or their doctoral dissertations; this 
last solution is the one I personally consider ideal because by then the student has 
had the opportunity to autonomously develop his own ideas regarding restoration 
and project planning, free of all outside influence. 

At the same time I believe that specialist training in Conservation (degree in class 
10) is an important improvement in recent years, but it should not constitute an ex-
cuse for diminishing the preparation in Architecture, which given its “generalized” and 
predominantly “humanistic” character seems to me to guarantee the cultural dimen-
sion that restoration cannot afford to lose in preference to a deceptive technical pro-
ficiency. Restoration, by its very nature demands a process of synthesis in which the 
varied components –history, science and technology- are brought together and it is 
along these lines that I proceed with my undergraduate dissertations, two of which I 
am presenting as my contribution to this conference. 

The first of these9, which is dedicated to an important example of baroque archi-
tecture –the church of Saint Ann- was developed according to a traditional approach 
utilizing architectural drawing, historic research, architectural comprehension, and the 
identification of materials and deterioration, comprising together an in-depth study 
which further benefited from the aid of my colleague Teotista Panzeca, professor of 
the Science of Construction, who was consulted regarding the presence of structural 
faults, the principal cause of the building’s compromised state of conservation. The fi-
nal result was a project which aims at re-establishing the monument’s architectural 
importance by freeing the cupolas on the roof of one of the lateral naves, disfigured 
by unjustifiable recent construction.

The second project10, which concerns an 18th-century villa –Villa Barone della Sca-
la- seriously compromised, in part, by subsequent transformations of its interior, but 
even more so, by the transformation of its immediate surroundings. This project ben-
efited from the assistance of my colleague F.Schilleci, of Urban Planning, in order to re-
examine the villa’s urban context; together with that of G. Cuccia, of Project Planning, 
with whom the issue of recreating an appropriate context was confronted as well as 
the reconstruction of the villa’s collapsed wing; and finally that of M. Beccali, of Techni-
cal Systems, who provided the building, which was assigned a new public use, with 
the necessary technical systems. 
 

Note

This article describes the teaching of Restoration in the five-year course (cl �/s) of the Department 
of Architecture of the University of Palermo. For the three-year course in Architectural Restora-
tion, Renewal and Reutilization (cl �) and the specialist degree in Conservation and Architectural 
Restoration (cl 10) see the article in this volume by Professors Tomaselli and Ventimiglia. 
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