
 

 

 

CLAUDIO  CERRETI 
 

GIANNI  PATRIZI 
(1933-2013) 

 
 
 
 
There are those of whom to say a little would frankly not suffice; yet to say more would be too much.  
By ‘too much’, I mean from the point of view of these people themselves, who would accuse us of 
going over the top. As, in fact, did Gianni Patrizi: who rebuked me – on finding  I was the author of 
the notes – for the alleged ‘excess’ of the laudatio with which the Italian Geographical Society (Società 
Geografica Italiana) justified the conferment of the gold medal (2005) in recognition of his extensive 
work. 
But Gianni Patrizi has now left us, on the night of 10th January 2013, at a retirement home in 
Anguillara Sabazia; his heart could not withstand those last months lived in disenchantment and 
bewilderment. 
It is the duty of those he left behind to recognize openly and officially a role in post-war Italian 
geography that was in many ways unique, certainly central; and this despite the best efforts on the part 
of Gianni Patrizi to stay behind the scenes, to render himself almost ‘transparent’. 
 
He was born in Rome on 27th August 1933, and had a classical education, before obtaining a degree in 
Natural Sciences (in 1959), with a thesis in Geography supervised by Riccardo Riccardi. His early years 
were divided between the large family house in Via Giulia - always remembered with nostalgia - and a 
country house in Catabbio (between Saturnia and Pitigliano), practically overlooking the Grosseto bank 
of the River Fiora, where his interests in nature and the landscape were born. .  
In his graduation year, he began to teach secondary school science, and then from 1969 principally 
geography, until his retirement in 1997. He set about school teaching with purpose and conviction, 
never once treating it as a fallback, standing by his ‘belief in the value of territorial knowledge and 
consciousness; in the role of geography in the formation of the young - not a preeminent role, but 
certainly a ‘central’ one, with respect to other areas of knowledge’, as he himself wrote in an 
unpublished memo. 
When it became apparent that the role of geography in schools was being underestimated, Gianni 
Patrizi engaged in the renewal of teaching methods, in the proposal and implementation of 
experimentation and revision, in promoting the safeguarding of the discipline. He was a member of the 
Italian Association of Geography Teachers (AIIG – Associazione Italiana Insegnanti di Geografia from 1965 
onwards; in 1990, he joined the Central Council of the association and between 1994 and 1998, he was 
Vice-President. On many occasions, he represented the AIIG or its President (first Giorgio Valussi, 
then Peris Persi) in their dealings with the Ministry of Education, with other geographical organisations 
and with other disciplines. He devoted himself to a restructuring of the geography curriculum (at the 
time of the ‘Brocca Commission’) and its resulting trials. In 2001, the association appointed him an 
honorary member in recognition of his service.1 
His 38 years of teaching in secondary schools were interrupted for a five-year secondment to the 
Faculty of Economics and Commerce at La Sapienza. Yet Gianni Patrizi’s commitment to universities, 
begun simultaneously, was longer even than his commitment to schools. 
In 1959, he had also been appointed ‘voluntary’ Assistant to the Chair of Geography at the Faculty of 
Letters and Philosophy (then headed by Riccardi); the following year, he was made assistente straordinario. 

                                                           

1 In ‘Ambiente, Societá, Territorio’, 2013, 2, p.48, Peris Persi (in an obituary, published unsigned) has already pointed out, 

among other things, this work for the AIIG. 



 

 

In 1967 he resigned, despite being on the verge of becoming assistente ordinario according to the cursus 
honorum of the time, which called for this almost obligatory stage for any future professor. At this point, 
however, he interrupted his ‘classical’ academic career, unable to tolerate the everyday arrogance of 
some of his colleagues. 
 
His rejection, however, was of certain individuals and their conduct, not the university itself or 
university teaching, which in fact Patrizi continued at other institutions. In 1964, he was appointed 
Assistant to the Chair of Economic Geography at the LUISS University of Rome, under Carlo Della 
Valle. From 1972 - after the retirement of Della Valle - until 2003, Gianni Patrizi taught at LUISS as 
Professor of Political and Economic Geography. In the 1960s, he also undertook several teaching 
assignments at the Institute for the Middle and Far East (Istituto per il Medio ed Estremo Oriente). 
 
In 1981, he could have quite easily been awarded an official role at the university, had he agreed to 
participate in the recently established ‘competency test’; however, the pleas of many friends and 
admirers were unable to convince him. His refusal to accept the sometimes murky dynamics of the 
university system, and to risk judgment by people for whom he had scant respect, won out in 
preventing him from presenting his candidature. In this episode, his unquestioned modesty gave way to 
a rush of pride, even haughtiness: understandably human, of course, but preventing one of the finest 
Italian post-war geographers from fully entering the Academy and working to improve it from 
positions of prestige and responsibility, something which he refused to redress. Nevertheless, for 45 
years (for 31 of which he held official positions) Gianni Patrizi was a university professor, widely 
appreciated by colleagues and especially by students. Extraordinarily patient2, his lectures were 
excitingly structured and so rich as to be overwhelming. Following his presentations was a true 
pleasure, the issues threaded together with a linearity that seemed natural and necessary; asking him 
questions made it possible to open new chapters, perhaps indefinitely, without risk of being stranded by 
an ‘I don’t know’.  
 
His involvement in the wider field of geography was longer still. He was 17 years old and a high-school 
student when, in 1950, he published his first piece in this very journal: three pages on Reunion Island. 
Other brief writings followed the same year and in those to come. In 1962, he produced his first 
substantial piece – a strong account of an inter-university excursion3. Yet, overall, we are certainly not 
faced with a ‘heavy’ scientific output. He himself in a typewritten curriculum (dated 2005) sketched this 
picture: 
 

The publications number, perhaps, more than two hundred, but are largely reviews (G. P. writes little or 
nothing, but reads a lot), notices (often biographies or obituaries), encyclopedia entries (some 40 in the 
appendices of the Enciclopedia Italiana; a huge number, which can not be specified with certainty, in La Piccola 
Treccani and its supplement), some popular articles. If you wished to pick out some pieces which have left the 
author the least unsatisfied or, perhaps, have been of some use, it would be possible to cite Bonifica e geografia 
[Land Reclamation and Geography] (in Scritti in memoria di Carlo Della Valle, 1987); the short articles which 

                                                           

2 Only by two things have I seen him get consistently irritated (in jest, to be honest): if someone called him ‘Giandomenico’ 

(his real name) instead of ‘Gianni’; and if someone wished him happy birthday on 27th August ... I don’t know why. He was 

actually very capable of firmly supporting positions of which he was convinced: but always without losing his calm, elegance 

or irony, which were the more immediately apparent traits of his character. 

3 Regular geographical excursions open to all university geographers (which still occur) were considered one of the most 

significant elements of a ‘geographer’s training’ – particularly as an opportunity for scholars to test their theories in the real 

world. It was customary to publish reports of these trips not as trivial chronicles, but rather assuming the dignity and scope 

of an academic paper, entering scientific debate about the area visited, individual phenomena, the application of theories and 

hypotheses, etc. Those reports were entrusted to young scholars and typically formed part of a sort of ‘training criteria’, 

representing one of the ‘tests’ (together with reviews, bibliographic compilations, etc.) that the youngest students had to pass 

methodically. 



 

 

appeared in ‘Geografia nelle Scuole’ in 1987 and in 1989; Orientalismo e geografia [Orientalism and Geography] 
(‘Bollettino della Società Geografica Italiana’, 1992); two popular pieces published in Conoscere l’Italia [Knowing 
Italy] (De Agostini, 1979 and 1980); and two obscure works which required great effort – the revision of the 
text of the Lazio volume of the travel guide, TCI [Touring Club Italiano], and the supplementary dossier to 
‘Geografia nelle Scuole’ (1987), a sort of ‘white paper’ on geography in reform projects; some colleagues have 
expressed appreciation for the article on resources (in ‘Bollettino SGI’, 1993). 

 
To these works, I might add Geografia e scienze umane [Geography and the Humanities] (in ‘Studi Urbinati’, 
1989, pp. 121-133), which seems a far from insignificant contribution; and then some chapters of A 
Concise Geographic Outline of Italy (Urbino, AGE, 1992), which was presented in Brussels at the European 
Standing Conference of Teacher Geographical Associations4. But I won’t press the matter, for fear of 
crossing Gianni himself. 
However, as everyone in the academic world knows (or rather should know, though they sometimes 
appear to forget it), it is not only scientific writing (and also, I whisper, teaching – though it seems not 
to count) which is worthy of attention. There is also popularization, academic media duties, the 
organization of events. In the first two areas in particular, Gianni Patrizi played a leading role for 
decades.  
If we consider working for encyclopedias an important act of popularization, then Patrizi – as 
mentioned in the aforecited passage – dedicated himself to this task for at least a quarter of a century. 
In fact he edited (not, of course, singlehandedly) the geographical sections of a large number of major 
works (at least a dozen) published by the Institute of the Italian Encyclopedia (Treccani) and other 
publishers. He wrote ‘a huge and indefinable number’ of encyclopedia entries, he commissioned 
authors, gave them instruction, revised – and more often ‘rewrote’, with corrections and additions, as I 
myself can testify – hundreds of entries written by others. He was not alone: indeed on some of the 
larger-scale projects with Treccani, the geographical editorial staff comprised numerous collaborators. 
Yet I do not wish to diminish the role of any of these contributors, when I say that, ultimately, it was 
most often up to Gianni Patrizi to solve problems – at times when the piece was already in proof and 
he noticed some ‘nonsense’ which had hitherto escaped everyone else. 
And then, of course, there is the ‘Bollettino’; what someone – exaggerating perhaps ‘to ease his 
conscience’ – once called ‘the greatest chair of Italian Geography’. The fact is that, working on the 
‘Italian Geographical Society Bulletin’, Patrizi earned the esteem and respect of the whole community 
of Italian geographers, contributing to its growth as much as and perhaps even more than if he had 
played an academic role proportionate to his ability.  
Gianni Patrizi began to collaborate with the ‘Bollettino’, as an author, in 1950; as an ‘apprentice’ (as he 
himself put it, using an typical Roman dialect expression)5 in the mid-1950s; as an official member of 
the editorial staff in 1964; as ‘editor’ in 1971 (though in fact he had already carried out the role for five 
or six years); and finally as co-director in 1997. At his own request, he left the editorial board in 2005, 
having chalked up, in essence, half a century of constant and diligent work on behalf of the society’s 
journal. 
‘On behalf of the society’s journal’ can also be taken to mean, almost above all, ‘for the benefit of the 
authors who have published in the society’s journal’, because his interpretation of the role of the editor 
was (very rightly) not limited to the correction of typos, but concerned – wisely, knowingly – the 
reasoning, the literature, the structuring of the texts.  
 

                                                           

4 The coauthors of this booklet were Giorgio Valussi (President of AIIG) and Peris Persi (later President of AIIG). It is fair 

to point out that, after the sudden death of Valussi, Gianni Patrizi had a significant role in ensuring the continuity and the 

reorganization of the association and its activities. 

5
 In an interview published by Monica Ugolini (La geografia tra razionalità e emozione nell’esperienza di un geografo: Giandomenico 

Patrizi, in P. PERSI (ed.), Territori emotivi. Geografie emozionali. Genti e luoghi: sensi, sentimenti ed emozioni. V Convegno Internazionale 

Beni Culturali. Fano (PU) – 4-5-6 settembre 2009, Fano, 2010, pp. 16-23). 



 

 

In the mid-1980s – formally in 1990 – he invited me to collaborate with the editorial board and from 
then on I could see for myself. I do not know how many times we looked at one another knowing that, 
in the end, a given paper would have to have his name added as co-author (and sometimes, later on, my 
own, as I learned from him the little ‘craft’ I have). I do not know how many times writers openly 
expressed their gratitude to him for having ‘improved’ their pieces – sufficient recognition in the face 
of the unyielding, ignorant few, unwilling to admit that a comma between subject and predicate just 
does not fit, neither between predicate and complement; or, worse, that an inaccurate quote is a mistake  
in itself; or that it is worse still to ignore a basic text (something that simply could not happen to people 
like Gianni Patrizi, who ‘write little or nothing, but read a lot’).  
 
It may seem that I wish to joke – though really nothing could be further from my desire – if I say that 
the task of the editor is often a painful one, ‘at a time when, unfortunately, writers who are not able to 
write and readers who are not able to read abound’ (Patrizi in Ugolini, p. 20)6. A necessary suffering, 
which required skilled and selfless Cyreneans, even when the writers knew how to write and the readers 
how to read; yet it must be quietly confessed that evidence shows it to be a dying craft, which soon 
nobody will ask for and nobody will carry out. Fortunately for him, Gianni could not become fully 
aware of this fate. However, for as long as it has been possible (for as long as it is possible), this 
delicate, modest, hidden task has unquestionably helped to make readable and comprehensible the 
papers of writers too sloppy to be understood, or too clever to take into account the needs of the 
reader – yet how often he was criticized for delaying a work with his craving to eliminate some 
linguistic or logical piece of villainy…  

 
That half-century of dedication to the ‘Bollettino’ was not Gianni Patrizi’s only gift to the Italian 
Geographical Society and to the wider geographical community. He contributed to various society 
initiatives, taking care of some directly (for example, the organization of the XX Italian Geographical 
Congress, 1967); he participated directly or indirectly for decades in its problems and its choices; he was 
among the most active members at critical stages, as in the transition between the presidency of 
Ernesto Massi and that of Gaetano Ferro; he was, later still, among its most oft-consulted ‘advisers’ 
(though he never joined the Governing Council). As was recorded in the justifications for the award of 
the gold medal (the highest and rarest peer recognition, which was presented to him in 2005), he always 
had the ability and knowledge to be ‘a constant point of reference, a critical consciousness, a faithful 
record’ for the Italian Geographical Society. 
 
Thus Gianni Patrizi practiced geography brilliantly – for which we must be thankful – in four different 
areas: teaching in schools, teaching at university, encyclopedia assignments, academic publishing. Four 
areas, four careers: we should not be surprised that he did not write more, when taken alongside the 
innate reluctance born of rigor that made him so hesitant to do so. 
It was a costly choice, one which undoubtedly wore his talent and is perhaps not without blame in the 
painful end to his life (a few months of sharp decline, after all – but how heartbreaking for those who 
had known him in full possession of his abilities!). To some, of course, that choice sprang from his 
inclination, his interests; to others, from the sense of responsibility he felt towards his family. 
 
Among those who knew and spent time with him, two very different attitudes were widespread: some 
(few) found it difficult to put up with him – due to his thoroughness, consistency, rigor, fairness, 

                                                           
6
 Or writers, of course, who had yet to learn: for whom he had infinite tolerance. His attention to the form/substance of 

expression, moreover, was not merely reserved for the texts in print. The long afternoon sessions in which he read, word-

for-word in my presence, the chapter of a thesis that I had just delivered - halting on almost every line, pointing out an 

inaccurate verb, a banal adjective, an over-articulated sentence – were initially torturous (among other things, I was 

convinced to write in a more decent manner); then, as time passed, they became fun, opportunities for further study, 

clarification, precision in conceptual more than stylistic terms. A staunch and reasoned meticulousness to which I bore 

witness for the entire length of our acquaintance, almost daily, from October 1975 to the eve of his death. 



 

 

critical spirit, independence, frankness and competence; while for precisely the same reasons, others 
(the majority) held him in boundless esteem. His students, his collaborators will remember well his 
tenacious patience (which could appear stubbornness to others), the limpid clarity (which others 
considered didacticism), the love of dialectic (which for some was verbose captiousness) and especially 
the greatest willingness to consider the ideas, problems, hypotheses that were presented to him, with an 
attention and respect that were themselves a reward for the interlocutor. This interlocutor, often much 
younger and less experienced, was always received and ‘taken seriously’, and a conversation with Gianni 
Patrizi drew clarification and effective advice in every case. Respect was a priori, given to everyone and 
received from all. A respect which then changed, little by little, as acquaintance deepened, to wane in 
some cases or, in other cases, to grow – sometimes as a result of purely circumstantial facts: I 
remember well the confusion and apprehension I felt in first noticing the change in his attitude towards 
me when I became a full professor, as if something had really changed between us and he had to treat 
me with a new respect.  
And then his memory: Gianni had a memory nothing short of extraordinary. Many of us found 
ourselves, and more than once, turning to him for a bibliographic suggestion and – after an inevitable 
flurry of, ‘Right now I don’t remember’ and ‘I should have a look at my cards’– Gianni was able to 
rattle off seven or eight titles, strictly the most important, with virtually complete references (author, 
publisher, series, year) and, if they were articles published in the post-war Bollettino, even reference 
pages! Just as he remembered the date of birth (and death) of hundreds of people, geographers for a 
start; or remembered details that to anyone else would seem minute – for example, in considering an 
essay quotation in the bibliography of some paper, he would recall having seen it many years before, 
but quoted in a different way... and checking, as far as I can remember, always proved him right. Yet he 
was forever complaining of having no memory and expressed great admiration for Elio Migliorini (‘He 
certainly does!’) for having had an exceptional memory, especially for geographical bibliography. 
Gianni Patrizi loved geography books (and many others besides) and was fond of his tutors to an 
almost devout degree: Riccardo Riccardi in primis, to whom, in the pages of this ‘Bollettino’ in 1997, he 
dedicated a long and accurate eulogy, as he had done twenty years before (in ‘Rivista Geografica 
Italiana’) for Carlo Della Valle. To give him voice, however, he would end up listing dozens of 
geographers, Italian and foreign (mainly French), to whom he said he owed a great debt. Testament to 
his genuine knowledge of hundreds and hundreds of works is his library7, richly varied, in which not a 
single book has the air of being unread – and all of which are carefully preserved. Gianni deeply valued 
his textbooks (from Toschi to de Martonne and countless others), which he was able to recall and 
quote in detail. In case such love for past scholars might lead you to suspect him a conservative, even a 
nostalgic, Gianni Patrizi instead demonstrated the impatience with canonical interpretations and eager 
intellectual curiosity of one looking ever ahead, searching for something better. Sensitive and attentive 
to each new proposal, he was extremely cautious in expressing definitive judgments on the 
interpretations, the hypotheses, the research strands that have appeared gradually, more and more 
rapidly in recent decades, on the geographical horizon. An avant-garde conservative, as one might 
define him.  
His interests were wide and altered somewhat over time, deviating from the natural sciences (which he 
never abandoned) to social ones. With his usual detached objectivity, he acknowledged that he was in 
no way a specialist, but a generalist, ‘with all the limits derived therefrom’. In the decades of his 
maturity, he was interested primarily in the teaching of geography and its organization; in the territorial 
organization of Lazio; in the geography of international relations; in the cultural and political geography 
of minorities; in the history of Italian geography (with reference to the nineteenth and the first half of 
the twentieth century). Yet perhaps the issues he truly preferred, and that at least in recent decades 
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 Not many months prior to his death, he floated the idea of entrusting to me his library so that, by joining it to mine, it 

would become the nucleus of a sort of ‘centre’ for the spreading of geographical culture. An impractical idea for many 

reasons, as he was forced to admit – but one which clearly expressed his love for the discipline, and also his fear that the 

wealth of knowledge and intellectual paths enclosed in small ‘personal libraries’ was disappearing: an issue we often 

discussed. 



 

 

animated him the most in our conversations, were those of settlement (geography of place, also in a 
historical context, and urban geography) and socio-spatial problems8. 
 
As for me, the little I know about geography I learned from him and his guidance – and I despair to 
have learned so little that it cannot sufficiently testify to the extent of his geographical knowledge and 
to the many cultural skills passed on by his teaching. Teaching, moreover, that was never presented as 
such, but always and only as a question, a doubt, a hypothesis: a possibility that may have been worth 
exploring. 
It was he who suggested I read Yi-Fu Tuan’s Topophilia, or the ponderous proceedings of the AgeI 
Conference in Varese, or the Langages des Représentations géographiques, while protesting his ignorance of 
the minor details and also his disagreement with certain proposals. It was he who listened so attentively 
while I presented Raffestin’s ‘geography of power’, only recently translated into Italian, which he had 
yet to get round to reading. Never would he declare himself fully convinced, to fully adhere to new 
ideas, new positions. Positions that (‘Yes, but...’) it was appropriate to take into consideration: because 
they were perhaps correct; because there were the fruits of the reflection of esteemed and intelligent 
colleagues, and thus likely to be intelligent and productive in kind; but moreover because -he would 
state with a modesty, disarming and incomprehensible to the eyes of his audience, but of absolute 
sincerity – it was his gift to understand them.  
I believe that this approach – taking things one step at a time and always in a respectful manner, critical 
by necessity and out of principle, unequivocally open, and ultimately free in accepting or rejecting (and, 
if this is the case, almost never in toto) the arguments of others - represents a lesson and a legacy of 
unparalleled richness and value. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GIANNI PATRIZI (1933-2013) – Gianni (born Giandomenico) Patrizi was an atypical geographer, 
who played an important role in Italian geography of the second half of the twentieth century. A 
precocious and brilliant student at one of the most prestigious geographical institutions in Italy, he 
decided to devote himself to teaching in schools rather than pursue a career at a public university. 
However, he was a professor for over thirty years at a private university. At the same time, he actively 
collaborated with the Italian Association of Geography Teachers (AIIG) for the promotion and 
improvement of geography teaching, and for a quarter of a century he was a contributor to 
encyclopedias of great importance. In addition and perhaps most importantly, from the mid-1950s to 
2005 he was in essence the heart and soul of our very own ‘Bollettino della Società Geografica Italiana’. 
In his many undertakings, Gianni Patrizi stood out for his accuracy, consistency, rigor, fairness, critical 
thinking, independence, frankness and for his unique expertise in the geographical disciplines (and in 
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 I was far from unaware of his feeling for a ‘spacialized’ reading of ‘social facts’, as applied in particular to urban 

environments. And yet he still surprised me with the liveliness of his interest upon learning of an initiative – undertaken by 

Isabelle Dumont and then continued with the collaboration of many others, myself included – involving a series of meetings 

on the subject of ‘social geography’ between Italian and French geographers. This seemed to Gianni one of the most 

interesting developments to have emerged in recent years (especially in terms of the ‘revival’ and ‘promotion’ of a method 

that seemed to him unduly tarnished by time and in any case under-appreciated in Italy) and he was passionate about it in no 

uncertain terms: we talked about it almost every day; he wanted to be updated on the various meetings; he suggested topics 

to be addressed; and he proposed comparisons between ‘classical’ social geography (of which he had great knowledge) and 

both the few proposals specifically concerning social geography in Italy and contemporary Anglo-Saxon ‘social and cultural’ 

geography (which also he knew well). He also let himself be tempted by the idea of contributing his own contribution to the 

fourth meeting, held in Rome in 2011. From the first meeting in 2008 onwards, this was undoubtedly the topic we discussed 

the most. 



 

 

many other fields); in addition to his great intellectual curiosity, combined with a systematic and deep 
respect for the intellectual and scientific views of others. His colleagues, students and collaborators 
remember Gianni Patrizi as an important professional and intellectual figure, as well as a sensitive and 
caring friend. 
 


