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  DEEPmilano


This book presents the results of the international architectural composition workshop DEEPmilano 2013 conceived by Lorenzo Degli Esposti and offered by the School of Architecture and Society at Politecnico of Milan and the Architectural & Urban Forum - Milan, held at the Politecnico di Milano in July / September 2013. 
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                Understatement used to be considered the character of Milan, a discrete modality of expression, consistent with the title of moral capital of Italy, which from time to time is dusted off for this city. This character has been recently ascribed to Italian architecture as well, by Pierluigi Nicolin in his book La verità in architettura - Il pensiero di un’altra modernità in 2012, paired with a precise behavior taken from Baldesar Castiglione’s Il cortegiano: sprezzatura. This was later proposed again by Cino Zucchi, in the prologue of the catalogue of the Padiglione Italia curated by him in 2014, part of the 14th Venice Architecture Biennale, for which Rem Koolhaas asked the curators of national pavilions to interpret the misleading theme Absorbing Modernity. Both Nicolin and Zucchi use this term sprezzatura to designate an attitude of some of the best Italian architects, during the twentieth century and through to today, which consists in achieving elegance and grace, albeit in limited and normative conditions, by actually adapting to the latter without apparent effort. Nicolin mentions indeed the “lightness and nonchalance of this ‘practical aesthetics’ of the Italian tradition” (Nicolin, 2012), and affirms that, “At a minimum level, this practical aesthetics is expressed then by a manual of good education, an etiquette of good manners, according to an easily reachable measure” (Nicolin, 2012). For his part, Zucchi says that, “There is no doubt that this particular aspect of behavior ‘in society’, which presupposes an awareness of current aesthetic rules, but also the capacity to express oneself in different manners according to these rules, implicitly revealing their ‘conventional’ nature, is a particular effective key to reading many of the best of Italian projects” (Zucchi, 2014). Zucchi connects sprezzatura with urbanity, the latter being “synonymous with ‘politeness’ or ‘good manners’. Living together, working on constructing a city, means accepting the limits of individual power given by custom, ways of life, that dense network of unwritten codes enabling us to live with others” (Zucchi, 2014). Both these positions refer to another compulsion, typically Italian and especially Milanese, which has diluted the lessons of Ernesto Rogers and the further developments by his disciples, Vittorio Gregotti and Aldo Rossi, into an often vague concern for the context, for pre-existing conditions to be mystically interpreted, for materials to be alchemically used. Again, Cino Zucchi is giving us a recent interpretation of that, in his vision of architecture, considered as an agronomic technique or even gardening: “The Italian Pavilion at the 2014 Venice Biennale is based on a simple concept: the observation of a country in which each new project has to come to terms with such an urbanised territory, such a stratified use of the city, that it is almost impossible to conceive a building as an autonomous object. While the Functionalism of the last century sought a ‘degree zero’ and the security of an elementary lexicon in its anxiety to re-invent a new order, contemporary thinking seeks new goals and values through a metamorphosis of existing structures” (Zucchi, 2014). The focus on the relationship between the work of architecture and the city has been becoming more and more equivocal, maybe perverse, over-stressing the importance of the building’s reliance on, or even worse its being determined by, the city.

 

  To counter this concern for context, in 2012 I proposed to the School of Architecture and Society of the Politecnico di Milano the holding of a design workshop on the study of specific buildings focused on sprezzatura and a close reading. My use of the term sprezzatura had been referring to a previous use of it that dates back to 1992, in Manfredo Tafuri’s Interpreting the Renaissance. Princes, Cities, Architects, albeit with a somewhat different meaning as we are going to see. Obviously, I am not affirming that the relationship with the city and with the site is irrelevant. Choices about city, site, type, and language all contribute to define the architectural work. Any work of architecture positions itself in relation to them. But it is not useful to speak about these topics on a surface level or through intrepid analogies with other disciplines, just as it makes little sense to defend the reliance on the context or, on the other hand, autonomy simply in general terms: what is needed today is more depth. When one has to design a building, usually the city and the site are already determined by the client, by the project’s particular situation. However, choices on type and language do evidently affect the relation between what is being designed and the city and the site. But even in adhering to a local type and language, it is possible to criticize them by investigating their transformation, avoiding consolatory adaptations to specific situations and conditions. I do believe that it is precisely this transgression that is the sense of an architectural work, and not a vague search for appropriateness, politeness, and correctness, repugnant words for architectural research, which hide conformism and often lead to pastiche and always to censorship.

 

  For Tafuri, sprezzatura has to do with a subtle subversion, the refined violation of a convention, not overt but indeed truly and deeply perpetrated. And this abuse refers more to the compositional mechanism and to the articulation of the building type than to language and its representational purpose. In any case, sprezzatura never speaks of good manners, and measures itself through the transformation of type, not of language. Tafuri illustrates this idea when he defines the three modalities of designing a building for irregular sites. A first way is empirical and consists of the deformation of the ideal type into a specific architectural body, in order to hide the irregularities of the context. Tafuri mentions Peruzzi’s projects for Palazzo Ricci in Montepulciano and for Palazzo Massimo in Rome, Raffaello’s Palazzo Jacopo in Brescia, and above all Francesco di Giorgio Martini’s work: “As demonstrated by his fortification projects, and even more dramatically by the cortile in the Palazzo Ducale di Gubbio, the perfection of the geometric object constitutes an ideal type that becomes available for distortion and inventive manipulation once it has erupted into real space” (Tafuri, 1992). It is this modality that might be labeled urban, with the meaning of being characterized by civic good manners in adapting itself to the specific site, and artisan, for its empiricism. The opposite approach is to search for an absolute building, so that the geometry and type are not affected by the difficulties of the site, including even the amputation of part of the plan if necessary. The case of Palladio’s project for a pyramidal site and others by Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane and Michele Sanmicheli, cited by Tafuri, are emblematic in this sense. In recent times, several Aldo Rossi works interpret this approach. And then there is a third way, namely “by avoiding both an exclusively empirical attitude and an excessively rigid concinnitas” (Tafuri, 1992), which is the most sophisticated and conceptual one: precisely the sprezzatura used by Bramante and Sansovino, and by Raffaello in his Roman project on Via Giulia, consisting of an operation on the articulation of the type in a different way from its ideal configuration, accepting compositional anomalies in its structure. Rotations, duplications, and crossed symmetries succeed in accommodating the body into the irregular site, challenging and subverting the purity and harmony of the type, but still showing no effort in doing so. Speaking of Sansovino’s project for Vettor Grimani’s Palace, Tafuri affirms that, “Here we are dealing with a genuine ‘sprezzatura’ that resolves a major difficulty in plan apparently without effort. This become especially evident from the Grand Canal, where the axis of symmetry of the cortili is seen to fall between the two columns framing the entrance. Asymmetry is thus brought into plays as an abusione, or conspicuous deviation from the norm, to cite an expression of Castiglione’s, introduced to add vitality to the dominant symmetries” (Tafuri, 1992). Please note Tafuri’s unequivocal precision: “in plan,” which means being connected more to type than to language.

 

  The workshop has been named DEEPmilano and its topic was the modern palazzo type, the basis for the development of new proposals of resistant architectural objects within the urban. I liked the idea of dealing with the modern syntax and typology, which in its original Milanese version is too often regarded as anomalous or impure.  And I wanted to do this in connection with the real estate industry for a rising middle class before and after WWII, two periods of great wealth for our architecture thanks to the work of masters like Terragni, Moretti, Ponti, Figini and Pollini, among others. There were eleven buildings, and the same number of groups of students to whom the buildings were assigned to be studied, buildings that represent a Milanese approach to modernity. An authentic and original approach, even when considering all the debts to and relations with the international modern. DEEPmilano has experimented with a close reading of these buildings, in terms both of type and language, analyzing the deep structures of the architectural elements’ syntax and the architectural body’s compositional mechanisms, in search of transformations of them that confronted the challenge more with sprezzatura than with adaptation and manipulation. Both in the analysis and in the design exercise, a major issue has indeed been to understand how the type might address the site, using absoluteness or sprezzatura in reacting against it or, conversely, adapting to its local and specific constraints through more empirical operations.

 

  These specific eleven buildings almost all date from the reconstruction period after WWII, except for two antecedent to the war, which represent two antithetical architectural approaches: Lingeri’s and Terragni’s Casa Rustici (1933-1936), and Lancia’s and Ponti’s Casa Rasini (1932-1935), both in terms of language and type/site relation. That is how to conceptually destroy the block’s continuous perimeter wall, and how to hopelessly try to build where it is not worth doing so. I decided not to include Muzio’s Ca’ Brütta because of its relation to the site, since it is a whole continuous block that is entirely occupied by that building, too faithful to the street, and thus much less problematic than other cases. The other nine works taken into consideration were built from 1947 to 1960, by Figini and Pollini, Gardella, Minoletti, Asnago and Vender, Latis brothers, Moretti, Belotti, Bottoni, and Caccia Dominioni. With reference to their type/site relation, these other nine buildings take very different positions, which also affect the possible degree of transformation of the type. The precedent of Casa Rustici generates various genealogies: one, perhaps less interesting, refers to the isolated slab condition, when Casa Rustici is considered as a double body orthogonal to Corso Sempione. In this family, a further reference is Bottoni’s Palazzo Ina (1953-1958), which follows the unbuilt proposal for Milano Verde. The isolated slab also occurs in Caccia Dominioni’s house on Via Nievo (1955-1957), where this type hides wealthy middle-class units, much as it occurs in the isolated body of Gardella’s Casa ai Giardini d’Ercole (1949-1955). The condition of having a building within the block, like in this last case, immediately recalls another precedent, Figini and Pollini’s complex on Via Broletto (1947-1948), which has a magnificently framed body in the center of the block, claiming its absoluteness and abstraction, while still being part of the overall complex articulation. A similar proud and indifferent behavior is exhibited by the internal bodies of Moretti’s complex on Corso Italia (1949-1955), which can be also read as a development of the other path opened by Casa Rustici: a complex articulation of the bodies that breaks up the corner and the block itself, as strongly against continuity as its opposite, Ponti’s and Lancia’s Casa Rasini, dreamt of it. Moretti demonstrates how continuity can be subverted, in order to achieve a superior order and compositional complexity – made of standing bodies, an articulation of types – and at the same time preserved, as through the body on Via Rugabella. A less powerful but still interesting result is Minoletti’s Casa Andreae (1951-1957), which plays with the shape of the block to preserve the alignment with the adjacent Mozzoni building and to open the view towards San Marco’s apse. As a matter of fact, in addition to the contestation of continuity and the use of the site in its depth, the last theme associated with Casa Rustici is the continuity with the cortina edilizia, indeed in that case on Via Procaccini. As I have just mentioned, other cases are Casa Andreae, the street body of the complex on Via Broletto and, along Via Lanzone, Asnago and Vender’s Condominio XXI Aprile (1950-1953) and the Latis brothers’ building (1949-1951), both pairing that continuity with a contradictory full deployment of the site through taller bodies orthogonal to the street. The continuity along the block is fully achieved by Belotti’s house on Via Canova (1958-1960).

 

  The type/site relation leads to considerations about the possible transformation of type with regard to specific geometrical conditions. The Casa Rasini shows an interesting modification of its tower body, due to its relationship with the other body. Taken together and disregarding their differentiation, the two bodies are an ordinary C-shaped building, organized around a courtyard. The taller body has windowed façades towards the park, evidently in order to take advantage of the latter and to avoid further westward edification. These little real estate stunts cause a modification in the taller body, which eventually is neither a tower nor a part of the C-shaped building. The stairs, perfectly positioned in the case that the taller body is considered part of the C-shaped building, are in the wrong position if considered as a tower. This tall type recurs in Milan, although in several diverse configurations as we are going to see: we might give it the name of “a torretta”. The Casa Rustici is even more fascinating in terms of these ambiguities. As we have seen, here the corner block is strongly contested. The double slab configuration leads to putting the stairs in an incorrect position, if considering each slab as an isolated object. But if considered together, they work perfectly well facing each other and occupying a good part of the inner façades. The consequent distribution of the units, even if it disregards the orientation, is an easy task, which furthermore avoids symmetry thanks to the little tower body northwards. The Via Broletto complex is successful in combining a paratactic juxtaposition of minor bodies with the absolute type of the central body, which is not properly a tower type due to its eccentric staircase and its small floor surface. Due to its prevalent vertical development, it might be regarded as an a torretta type, even if the openings on its small sides are not necessary and potentially removable, since all the major spaces are lit from the two principal façades. The Casa ai Giardini d’Ercole is another ambiguous type: it has a body larger than a slab, the stairs are not in the center of the body, it has openings on four sides even if almost all the major spaces are lit from the two principal façades: it cannot be considered a typical slab nor a palazzina nor a tower; due to its proportions, we might consider it a four-faced slab. Along Via Lanzone, the Condominio XXI Aprile and the Latis brothers’ building have a T-shaped plan, combining an orthogonal low slab on the street and a joint internal a torretta body, even if the XXI Aprile building privileges the former, while the other structure presents two balanced bodies in term of mass, one developed horizontally, the other vertically. The a torretta bodies of both the buildings are anomalous types like the Via Broletto’s central building, while the low slabs have different widths and lengths: that is the reason for the different number of stairs they possess. The greatest work of all those studied here, the Corso Italia complex, is an inventory of types and innovative solutions, unprecedented in the history of modern buildings in Milan. The extremely original planivolumetrico, which twists the site into an unforeseeable relationship of built and open spaces, is paired with the choice of having just one staircase for each body (the bigger slab is made of two bodies, each having just one stairway), which forces the type into out of the ordinary solutions. The Casa Andreae, while it opens up the corner block, articulates its two bodies’ set-up in order to deploy the site to its maximum capacity, having just two staircases as servant spaces. As a matter of fact, the corner break does not affect the type, which also presents ordinary entrances. The Palazzo Ina looks like a Corbusian Unité, but it works very differently, each couple of units being served by an ordinary stairway, while the Unité, as well as the successive Robin Hood Garden Units by the Smithsons, has one walkway for every three floors. It is a curious fact that in the homeland of the ballatoio unit, this building is organized differently. Despite its very different language and its units of a much bigger surface, the Via Nievo building is the same type as Palazzo Ina, still on a three-bay structure. The Via Canova building is a typical in cortina slab of one staircase, with two blind façades on the sides against the adjacent buildings.

 

  With regard to language, the first two buildings in chronological order, by Lancia/Ponti and by Lingeri/Terragni, show two different approaches in the relation between tradition and innovation. The former, despite the fact of having been made by two authors, speaks in a composite language influenced both by the Milanese Novecento and by foreign influences, while the latter building is a strong example of a rational idiom indeed, as it draws its origins from Milan despite evident resonances from the modern international language. The other nine buildings were built after WWII, and this is the reason for having chosen them. The task has been to evaluate how modern language was introduced in the second half of the century, and how this idiom has been transformed and how it accepted contaminations, even from new conservative attitudes, which eventually led to the harsh polemic between Banham and Rogers. Just as the Ca’ Brütta had not been chosen among the pre-war buildings, so the Torre Velasca was not chosen among the post-war ones, both in term of language, because is an overly full embodiment of this new sensibility toward history and local atmospheres, and because its type was different from the other cases. The result of these choices, which is the list of those buildings given to the students to be studied simultaneously with the design activity, might represent a fertile suspension between the international modern and the Milanese anti-modern, in its double version of Novecento and Neo-Liberty. The point of view is not one of contamination or resistance of local qualities against international anonymity, but rather the opposite: the possibility of considering the originality of this Milanese modern, despite Novecento and Neo-Liberty or other conservative inclinations. This originality is assured by alterations of type and language, and this is not just craftsmanship, but on the contrary also keen intellectualism that dates back down to Renaissance, in its twofold possibility of absoluteness and sprezzatura.

 

  If resistance has to be attributed to language, in case of the city of Milan I prefer to interpret it as a maverick resistance of the modern against local and conservative forces, not vice versa. But when I mentioned “resistant architectural objects within the urban” as the design goal of DEEPmilano, I was speaking of the resistance of the architectural body against the morphological ordinariness and continuity of urbanization, as this term is intended by Aureli in his The Possibility of an Absolute Architecture, as “the condition of limitless and the complete integration of movement and communication brought by capitalism. […] Technological development and governance become synonymous in an approach that prioritizes the compatibility of human existence, economic growth, and social security. Urbanization indissolubly and structurally links the motivations for upgrading human life in the urban environment to the possibility of enabling a fertile ground for the reproduction of the labour force and its control, governance” (Aureli, 2011). Having said that, being a direct reference to several Aldo Rossi texts and something with which I agree very much, Aureli’s concern for the formal is a sort of obvious matter for architects, and his absolute architecture is just a possibility, not a dogma that excludes everything else, as demonstrated by Tafuri introducing sprezzatura into the architectural discourse. An absolute architecture is evidently a valid solution, if it does not lose itself into non-figurative exercises. But more sophisticated methods, and surely less innocuous thanks to their ability to act within the ruling systems of power, are constituted by the search for alterations of type (through sprezzatura and other operations, against the urban block and formatted typologies) and language (syntactical work through systems, series and other techniques). The Casa Rustici and Corso Italia complexes might be subversive even if they stay within the urban, within the block, even if they deploy the maximum volume of their sites, even if they are one thing within the real estate system, made for middle-class middlemen. Resisting conservative and normative forces, resisting repression, although remaining within, might be the outcome of modern architecture against modern nihilism. This is the outcome of any genuine architecture, which is in its nature impolite. Politics, as well as politeness, has little to do with architecture.

 

  The other half of the workshop activity has been the development of new proposals, close to the analyzed precedents, with the great freedom and consequent serious task of choosing the site, even in the public space. With regard to this last topic, three groups occupied the public space of the street (group Santagostino, group Maggiore, group Danelli); one occupied the private space of the adjacent lots, disregarding the boundaries (group Di Franco), and two occupied areas along the border of a park (group Caravatti, group Consalez). The rest of the groups occupied vacant lots nearby the precedents. The most intriguing transformation of the type was undertaken by the group Danelli, who also worked directly with Bottoni’s Palazzo Ina. Group Maggiore, group Belloni, and group Santagostino proposed new interpretations of the slab, based on half its ordinary width, even if in complex articulations. Group Consalez, group Salvadeo, and group Di Franco proposed completely different types than their precedents. Group Magni/Tropea transformed a slab type into a tower. In terms of language, group Botticini, group Belloni, group Privileggio, and group Magni/Tropea searched for the modalities of an analogy with the precedent, while group Maggiore offered a more complex analogy, also involving a foreign reference: the Murcia building by Rafael Moneo.

 

  Considering this didactic experiment, what seems to me to have been the greatest difficulty that the groups had to face was the work on the transformation of type, avoiding strictly empirical and conservative siren calls, frequent in Milan. The work on the language might have be easier, even if still challenging in our times of media overexposure. The awareness of this weakness should provoke a deep reflection on our academic formats, leading to a more accurate study of types and precedents, and to more erudite and courageous attempts to criticize them. We need to rethink to how we teach history and drawing, how they might be interconnected with architectural composition in the design studios. We need to put theory and practice together in new modalities, both in practical situations and in theoretically detailed studies, so that architecture can be seen from within its disciplinary context, not just always eccentrically from other disciplines and technical specialties. We should not be distracted by secondary concerns, as they are those reductive versions of construction we are always called on to over-consider: technology (all buildings stand up and give shelter), energy (all buildings are equipped), and ecology (all building can have flower pots on them, and no construction can conceptually start from anything other than cutting trees and excavating ground: a shocking but necessary violation of nature). My position is evidently much indebted to that of Peter Eisenman, and also for that I would like to close this text by looking at sprezzatura from another point of view, by concisely mentioning his definitions of great works, critical works, and canonical works, as is contained in his book Ten Canonical Buildings 1950-2000: “A great building may be just that, requiring no more than an initial look that defines a single, directed reading […]. Great buildings are timeless” (Eisenman, 2008). On the contrary, time is crucial when considering the other two categories: “A canonical work is a hinge as well as a rupture, while a critical work can function principally as a break with its precedents” (Eisenman, 2008). It seems very useful to me, nowadays in Milan, to reflect about our past, to know it deeply, in order to open it up to future possibilities. As we are happy to remain firmly within the architectural discourse, I guess that thinking about how a project can interpret its context is much less fascinating than thinking about what a project can contribute to a place, something unique that it would not have otherwise.
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