“Saturating the Surface: Cultural Reflections on Italian Modernist Architecture””

Fascist Italy simultaneously sanctioned both traditional, neo-classical and stark,
modernist constructions, as seen in the contrasting styles of Marcello Piacentini, a
modern neo-classicist, and Giuseppe Terragni, a Corbusier-inspired rationalist.'
Considered together, Piacentini’s Monument to Victory of 1928 in Bolzano and Giuseppe
Terragni’s Casa del Fascio, or the fascist party headquarters, of 1936 in Como, envision
the heterogeneity implicit in the history of what Dennis Doordan has termed “building
modern Italy.”" While the curious plurality of architectural styles in Fascist Italy has
gained a significant amount of attention in the work of scholars including Richard Etlin,
Giorgio Ciucci, and Thomas Schumacher during the last twenty years,™ what remains to
be studied are the ways in which these modernist buildings created a unique visual
rhetoric of cultural expression in the Italian context from the 1930s onward.

Although such buildings presented themselves as belonging stylistically to the
larger international modernist movement, these structures can be better understood both
formally and intellectually if situated within their own national context. As Diane
Ghirardo has shown, Italian rationalist architecture *“shed the left-wing associations of
Northern European Modernism and became instead [the] vehicle for representing fascism
as a forward-looking, modern, and revolutionary agent in Italian society.”™ The present
paper builds on existing scholarly analyses of Italian modernist architecture with a new
reading of how the planar surfaces of modernist buildings functioned in the
aestheticization of politics. How lItalian fascist architecture, whether projected or built,
both embraces and denies the presence of architectural sculpture and decoration and,
more specifically, how buildings devoid of such ornament generated a new visual
language of decoration, one that linked public space to spectator and past to present,
remain the central concerns of my paper. In short, I argue that the surfaces themselves of
Italian modernist buildings gained new importance as screens onto which various
contemporary cultural motifs were literally and metaphorically projected in the absence

of traditional architectural sculpture derived from the classical idiom.



Just as the architectural decoration and sculpture on neoclassical buildings
invoked Italy’s classical heritage, so too did their more minimalist counterparts allow for
the expression of the inheritance of the past. Focusing on these architects’ preference for
smooth materials including glass, metal, and polished stones, | argue for an architectural
strategy that facilitated a dynamic interplay between buildings and spectators, thereby
constructing a relationship between spaces and their public. 1 should say at the start that
my argument derives from the experience of fleeting visions of ephemeral reflection that
remain by nature difficult to pin down, and hence nearly impossible to record. | ask you
then, as audience, to indulge in a discussion that is visually problematic to represent, but
conceptually and theoretically more tangible. Formally, these reflective surfaces offered
possibilities for absorbing their local landscape, as they rendered an auratic visual matrix
predicated on the presence of both building and environment.” Thus, exploited for their
various ephemeral effects, | argue that these shiny materials would have functioned as
cultural mirrors, literally producing an architecture of theatricality that could weave the
history built into the structures surrounding them, whether building or piazza, into the a
new architectural fabric, suddenly traditional and modern.”" By cultural reflection, | refer
to a political reflection of the fascist self as consolidated within a collective."’ Moreover,
the masses themselves were projected back onto these fagades on which they appeared in
a uniquely self-reflexive architecture that allowed for instant historicization. Conceived
at the moment of growing political import for the arts of cinema and photography as
unifying media in the inscription of the masses into the spiritual rebirth of the nation,
these reflective buildings monumentalized their own mass culture. As subject and object,
these bodies when reflected were entrapped onto the cultural screen and compressed
fleetingly between architectural fixtures, past and present.

To illustrate my theory of cultural reflection, | rely on Giuseppe Terragni’s Casa
del Fascio in Como as a case study, shown situated within its local setting in an aerial
view (fig. 1)."" As the name implies, each city's casa del fascio housed the local
administrative headquarters for the fascist party, symbolized by the fasces, or bundle of
rods containing an ax originally born by ancient Roman magistrates. Moreover, the casa
would also house the sacrario, or shrine to fallen heroes whose martyr-like deaths would

ensure the ongoing life of the State. By synecdoche, these local icons signaled as well



the regime's greater imperial network.™ Scholars have grappled with this enigmatic
example of the building type for decades, producing numerous formal, socio-political and
historical inquiries, the combination of which frames my argument here.

Seeing the building as the spiritual heir to classical facades and the skeletal
remains of the Renaissance palazzo, scholars have strived to elucidate how this
emphatically modern structure sits in dialogue with traditional architecture, such as the
nearby Renaissance Cathedral, complete with its own imperfect history.”  Alternatively,
scholars have eschewed categorically any connection between the Casa del Fascio and
traditional architecture, arguing that the building refutes connection and speaks as an
architecture of contradistinction.”

Interpreting the fascist dream of the building facade as billboard, Diane Ghirardo
has treated this building's surfaces in her examination of the unresolved controversy
regarding proposals for photomontage decoration for the building’s fa(;ade."ii
My own reading of the surfaces explores the inherent magnetism of these mirror-like
panels rather than the masks physically placed upon them. Indeed, Terragni’s emphasis
on windows, shiny stone, and glass block thematizes reflection, translucency, and
transparency both inside and outside of the Casa del Fascio. "

Most strikingly, the facade of this building opens onto the piazza through a
battery of eighteen glass doors arranged in an L-shaped formation, all linked electrically
to open at the touch of a single button, granting the masses physical access to the
infrastructure of their house of secular religion, incidentally situated diagonally across
from the Cathedral, their more explicitly divine house of worship. In theory then, even
when closed, these colossal, transparent doors would still allow for visual access into the
casa, laying bear the entrails of the mystical body of the cult of fascism.

But what can we make of impermanent reflections on the glass, as captured in this
1936 photograph of the building’s surface (fig. 2)? In order to increase the legibility of
the surface in Terragni’s work, | turn to Colin Rowe and Robert Slutzsky’s distinction
between real or literal and a phenomenal or seeming transparency.”  While seeing
through the doors and other openings of the building illustrates their literal transparency,
the projection-like reflections onto the surface embody their phenomenal transparency,
here “discovered in the haphazard superimpositions provided by the accidental reflections
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of light playing upon a translucent or polished surface. The unpredictable dynamism
of this surface generates phenomenal transparency whose transient conditions provide
unpredictable, inconsistent, and arguably irrecuperable visions of an uncanny fascist
present.

The Casa del Fascio is often cited with this image published by the fascist
architectural journal Quadrante in 1936 (fig. 3). Figuring the Casa del Fascio as an
activated fascist site with its fully populated piazza, this photograph memorializes the
spectacular function of the building performing its magic upon the crowd that in turn
makes the building meaningful. Siegfried Kracauer’s seminal essay of 1927 on “The
Mass Ornament,” anticipates how the screen of glass doors would have absorbed the
onlookers into a collective unit, that is the building that was both fascism and its
signifier.™' As Kracauer explains,

“[t]he bearer of the ornaments is the mass and not the people, for
whenever the people form figures, the latter do not hover in midair but
arise out of a community. A current of organic life surges from these
communal groups which share a common destiny [with] their ornaments,
endowing these ornaments with a magic force and burdening them with
meaning to such an extent that they cannot be reduced to a pure
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assemblage of lines.

In seeing these surfaces, the spectator is seen along with not only bodies, but also the
landscape that precedes with its own emblems that bear meaning. Thus, a magical matrix
conceived by the multiple and simultaneous mappings that are imprinted impermanently
on this smooth, monolithic mass. Landscape and figure as the indices of past and present
are woven together on an enlivened stage of transient seduction that materializes the
connection between them by compressing the spectator into the plane of the mirror that is
alternatively deceptively blank and potentially full, though ultimately a flattened illusion
of architectural intertextuality. It is precisely this flattening of the three-dimensional
world into the two-dimensional, manipulative filmic surface that dangerously warps truth
into propaganda. After all, the mirrored surface profits from its status as the object that
cannot lie. And so, these glossy panels subtly aestheticize precisely what Mussolini’s



rhetoric of the Third Rome sought to do in other spheres of arts and culture as the
individual’s subjectivity melds into and conjoins with the narrative produced of and
before her. "

The experiential temporal collapse enacted by the piazza surrounding the Casa del
Fascio was not an isolated visual phenomenon. Indeed, Quadrante's special exposé
dedicated to the Casa del Fascio at Como featured a second, more constructed
photomontage.  Self-consciously manipulative, this mass-produced image collapses
together distinct architectural temporalities in its willful juxtaposition of the medieval
Palazzo del Broletto, the Renaissance Cathedral and Terragni’s recent Novocomum
apartment project of 1929 (fig. 4). Thus photomontage (a single example of a pervasive
phenomenon) constructs a reproducible architectural history of Como in which the past
and present converge, much like its elusive cinematic counterpart as projected onto the
facade of the Casa del Fascio.™

Before abandoning my theory of the cultural reflection, | turn briefly to two
additional examples of the political function of reflective architectural surfaces. Terragni
and Lingeri’s Project A, 1934 competition entry for the prominent Lictor’s Palace
commission in Rome provides another interesting instance of this phenomenon (fig. 5).
The projected surface of the wall from which Mussolini’s speaking platform would have
protruded would have been highly polished porphyry. We can easily imagine then that
what remained of the Basilica of Maxentius would have been reflected back into the
mural surface along with crowds attending Mussolini's theatrical speeches. Though
never actually realized, this building remains nevertheless instructive for its potential
architectural theatricality.

We find a similar dynamism at work in two of the principal buildings at EUR, the
colonial community just outside of Rome planned for a universal exposition that would
have celebrated in 1942, the 20-year anniversary of Mussolini's March on Rome.™ The
glass curtains that line the exostructures of Adalberto Libera's Palazzo dei Congressi and
the Palazzo della Civilta by Ernesto La Padula, Giovanni Guernini and Mario Romano
function similarly to the expansive battery of glass doors in Terragni’s Casa del
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My last two examples map Italian fascist identity and hegemony onto mural
surfaces in a more common and less ephemeral fashion, evidenced by their mutual and
perpetual survival today. While painted slogans make announcements such as “Italy will
have her great place in the world,”" the four map panels prominently displayed since
1934 on Mussolini’s Via dei fori imperiali, the new main artery through the heart of
ancient imperial Rome, visually document and announce Rome’s expansive imperialist
history.™" Suggestive too of a tabula rasa, modernist buildings and mural surfaces alike
announced themselves as new and innovative, representing a cultural rebirth that rejected
traditional forms of classicism. As backgrounds for public announcements and events,
ranging from death notices to cinema posters, advertisements to photomontage, graffiti to
flags, these magical surfaces inscribed the ever-changing present onto their solidly
formed and seemingly permanent bodies, introducing an architecture evocative of
cinematic technology which reflects bodies, whether human or architectural “[o]nly as
parts of a mass, not as individuals who believe themselves to be formed from within,

[and] people become fractions of a figure,” as Kracauer had described.”"

Writing on his
Casa del Fascio, Terragni famously paraphrased Mussolini’s metaphor for the regime,
explaining that “Mussolini’s concept of fascism as a glass house into which everyone can
peer gives rise to this interpretation wwhich is a continuation of the former: no obstacles,
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no barriers, nothing between the political leader and his people. In response, I close
with the following question: but did fascism not equally reflect back, both literally and
metaphorically, its own architecture, its very followers, the masses now transfixed by
their already historically burdened cultural landscape?

Jennifer Hirsh, Visiting Assistant Professor
Department of Art
Oberlin College
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