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The sense of matter

It is strange how little we actually resemble ourselves.
While this book is a collection of the most important work
produced by n! studio, in all of its various configurations,
between 1990 and 2006, in reality, its roots are to be
traced farther back in time, to the years when we studied

at the faculty of architecture in Rome. This is when we
developed what, in 1990, officially became known as n!
studio di architettura.

At the time abbreviations and codes were a rarity.
Architects preferred to be recognised by their first and last
names.

However, we were more interested in the idea of design

as a collective process, where singularity, the ideas of

the individual, could be ‘lost’ in the search for a shared
meaning; we were not interested in discussions of language
or formal research. Our individual and private affections
for a world of forms gave way to heated discussions of

the meaning of each choice made. We never spoke of
‘beautiful’ or ‘ugly’ works of architecture, but of whether
architecture had or was devoid of meaning. This was part
of a careful understanding of ‘why’ we made the decisions
we did.

Each project was, and continues to be, the only difference
being the number of projects involved in the same period of
time, a demanding ‘trial of meaning’. We have always held
that the idea, interpreted as the ‘meaning’ of the project, is
more long-lasting than its form and that it represents the
only possible means to a shared and collective experience
of research, such as ours, in an era of the hyper-proliferation
of images such as that in which we now live. Ideas are

by Susanna Ferrini, Antonello Stella

dialectic and open; forms, on the contrary, are closed and
authoritarian. The only possibility for confrontation is, as

a result, the world of ideas. For us the project becomes
progressively more an ethical-existential process that
rotates around the evolution of an idea: unity_of thought_in
the diversity_of form.

Within our research a project is capable of ‘travelling’

and reflecting upon the distance between our world and
ourselves: “We observe the world, the world is that which
we observe” to quote Merleau-Ponty. Once again design
is found in the efforts to continually reduce the distance
between reality and its perception.

This is what led to the choice of the name n! factorial. We
wished to underline the desire to seek out the exponential
multiplication of ideas and concepts in the design of
architecture. We were also fascinated by the inexpressible
nature of the name as a reaction to the overexposure of
the architect with respect to his work. In mathematics the
symbol n! factorial makes reference to concepts related to
combinatorial calculations, the method of determining all
possible combinations of a group of elements; in parallel,
we felt that the design of architecture was not the sum

of ideas, but the factorial product of them, that it was
necessary to identify the current combination in order to
render synchronic all of the possible configurations related
to the resolution of a design theme.

The inexpressible quality of the name n! studio was
intended as an allusion to an existence at the ‘limit’ of

the design of architecture; something that was no longer
the resolution of the problem of the ‘form of objects’, as



much as their perception and of the matter of which they

are composed, observed in its mutability and evolution. This
spirit, even now that n! has assumed different configurations,
one of which is represented here, continues to survive in our
ongoing connections with our collaborators, a close group

of consultants, scholars and those responsible for cultural
and museum programmes who, during this period, have
contributed to an open network of research that investigates
architecture and our existence in the world.

During our university years we sought references and
inspiration in our recent past, in those who chose to maintain
ties with Modernism, for example Franco Albini and Carlo
Scarpa, so unlike the vast majority of Italian architectural
research that, for many years, relegated experimentation with
new materials, techniques and dimensions of architecture to
a strange sort of limbo. We were interested in the perception
tied to new materials, the idea of building and industrial
processes created by the passage from the modern to the
new forms of the contemporary. We progressively ceased

to consider buildings as stable and finite forms, but rather

as prefigurations captured in all of their temporariness: the
momentary halting of a process. In this sense we felt that it
was natural to look, in many cases beyond the Italian situation,
at experiments that existed at the ‘limit’ between architecture
and other fields, such as philosophy, art and industry, and
within which the concept of temporality would allow for a
consideration of architecture in all of its transformability and
evolution, in its being matter in continuous transformation.
One of the themes encountered here was that of man’s
perception of the exterior world. We were interested in

the possibility of amplifying, or even modifying it, with the
objective of creating an active relationship between a work of
architecture and its users. By beginning with the identification
of basic and even very abstract ideas, this ‘conceptual’
approach to design allowed us to initiate a discourse that
remains in continuous development between individuality,
knowledge and a wide range of skills. The flexibility and
transformability of architecture has always been at the

centre of our research, based on the objective of restoring
creativity to individuals and stimulating the exploration of the
environment in which we live.

Other than the search for “new statutes of matter”, we

were also interested in the public and collective dimension

of architecture. Our first occasion to confront this theme
came with the design of the new Archaeological Museum

in Pitigliano, which was immediately followed by the

River Museum in Nazzano. A continuous relationship with

the processes employed by steel fabricators and glass
manufacturers afforded us the opportunity to verify the
existence of a degree of continuity between research and
construction: the ‘ideation’ of matter. This period allowed us to
concretely observe the passage towards a new organisation
of the office, given that for us the differentiation between

research and professional practice never had any meaning, a
process that generated our current configuration, established
in 2002.

Sixteen years and a significant number of projects, many of
which are not presented in this book, oblige us in some way to
take stock of our origins, and relate the history of our work to
that of Italian architecture during the same period.

Still today, and perhaps even more so, it is the meaning of
architecture that interests us. This is obviously not to be
understood in the general and absolute sense, but as the
many partial meanings that the architect must consider in
order to protect the irrefutable ethics of design research: the
sense of place, his or her own understanding, interwoven

with that of the others involved in the creation of a work of
architecture, the sense of matter, the basic, and anything

but ‘inanimate’ building block of architecture. There is also
the sense of scale and the sense of reality, which must,
however, move in time with the sense of possibility. In short,
within our design process things take on form, at a certain
point, without any predetermined idea or desire to move in

a given direction. For this reason, as we look back over the
projects presented here, we can retrace recurring themes,
from the relationship with the ground plane to the continuity
and fluidity of perception, through to the use of favoured
materials, which assume various meanings in various projects.
However, we do not believe that it is possible to talk of

‘style’. This may aid us in understanding the title of this brief
premise: our projects do not resemble one another in terms
of their exterior appearance, as merely apparent forms. Their
similarity can only be found after a more profound reading

of our work. What interests us is the quality of the perceptive
stimuli and the uses that a project is capable of determining.
Our research undoubtedly features a number of recurring
themes, synthesised here in broad terms as: Theme 1 - The
minimum possible amount of matter, though which we seek
to negate, as much as possible, the idea of matter: Theme 2

- The minimum distance between ourselves and the world,
something that is achieved by increasing the potential of the
tools that are capable of reducing, to the greatest degree, the
distance between the observer and the object being observed;
Theme 3 - The distance between reality and its perception:

a reflection on the perception of objects. On the other hand,
the work of architecture is something that, second only to its
purely ‘visible’ aspects, manages in some way to ‘demonstrate’
its ‘sensitivity’. We could say that architecture remains within
the paradigm of ‘apparent form’ that, in other fields, such as
philosophy and art is, in fact, currently being surpassed or at
the very least, in a state of crisis. However, we are not looking
for form. The general meaning of design wishes to be freed of
the constrictions of a formal statute, in order to have an effect
on the connections between objects, and not on the objects
themselves. It is a process of annulment, the renouncing of

a unity of configuration, in order to re-read the elements of



composition separately from one another: light, weight, and
matter. From time to time it is necessary to cancel or reset
the connections of consequentiality, in order to redefine
new interactions between form and matter, to provoke the
‘loss of meaning’ that must precede any new signification.
The effort is that of subverting consolidated systems for
architectural elements, from the connection to the ground
to the theme of openings and the skin, in order to redefine
new relationships and inventions.

The relationship with matter is central to our work, with
‘the ideas held by matter’, to paraphrase the question
raised by André Hermant in his splendid 1959 publication
on architectural theory entitled Formes Utiles, to which

the title of our book owes a great deal. We are talking of
matter and not material: while the latter indicates a quantity
of determinant characteristics, matter retains a sense of
possibility and possible configurations. Musil would speak
of the ‘concept of the forest’, in opposition to the amount
of wood derived from it. Matter remains unexpressed
temporality, the suspension of configuration; thus our
research moves in the landscapes of abstract matter, whose
surfaces tend not to contain the continuity of dimensional
references, but rather references to other dimensions, from
the very much smaller to the much larger...

Our design research seeks to avoid any formal drift, using
the site or existing elements to closely confront the themes
of space, light and matter.

Imagining matter thus means that the matter of which
architecture is composed, or better yet, its perception, is
that which allows the animate nature of mankind to come
close to architecture. Not by chance the phenomenological
approach is that which most interests us. Without wishing
to create simple short-circuits with the philosophical world,
all too often plundered by architects, we owe a great deal
in speculative terms to the world of Husserl and Merleau-
Ponty. However, these speculations run parallel to our ideas
of architecture, they are part of a strong relationship that

is never made explicit in direct terms. “The objects in front
of us are not simple, neutral objects that we contemplate;
for us each one symbolises a certain type of behaviour,
recalling it, creating in us a reaction that is either favourable
or unfavourable, and it is for this reason that man’s tastes,
his character, the attitude that he has towards the world
can be read in the objects that surround him, in the colours
that he prefers, in the spaces that he chooses to take a
walk...” (Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Causeries, 1948)

Igor Stravinsky spoke of the creative act as a necessary and
vital ‘collision” with reality: there can be no creative force,
and thus no thought, without the will and the ability to
work in an environment constrained by rules and obstacles.
During the design process we cannot ignore the passing

of time; once the project is complete, it acquires its own
autonomy with respect to the original design, interacting

with the same reality that has generated it and transformed
it over time. The process that leads to change is rendered
legible, form becomes instable, while the idea, the origin
of the perturbation introduced in reality will always remain
perceivable. The best work is that of a line traced while
walking, project-existences that cast no shadow on the
ground. However, they are not inexistences, but subtle
membranes that filter and envelop the existing.

This is why we do not like to speak of our work, or worse
yet to describe it, something that we have left to Giovanni
Corbellini. We have delegated the autobiographic
description with the role of synthesising our research in
the field of architecture, partly because we believe that
architects give their best when they describe themselves,
rather than their work, as demonstrated by so many books
in this sector. Perhaps the best example is Aldo Rossi’s
Autobiografia Scientifica, which we mention here to
demonstrate that an architect who would seem to be so
distant our work can, in the world of apparent form, in the
world of ideas, be so close to us.
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A Small En!cyclopedia

by Giovanni Corbellini

It is difficult to speak about the abstraction of architectural
design. At least it is much less clear than in the world of
painting, where demarcation through figurative approaches is
conceptually described and widely used. Often the use of this
term is limited to capturing geometric similarities with neo-
plastic, suprematist or constructivist explorations, neglecting
the reasons and processes that have led to a particular
architectural result. It is a process that the work and designs of
nistudio are particularly effective at demonstrating. The
abstraction that we can observe in their work is not presented
as a preconception, an a-priori form, but as the result of a
series of successive steps, within which the fundamental
elements of design are progressively freed of their more
evident and constructive, representative and symbolic
necessities. The design strategies adopted by Susanna Ferrini
and Antonello Stella define the emergence of a sort of desire
for mimesis, which takes advantage of the particular aspects
of a condition or context, turning them into a source of
inspiration for sublime and rarefied solutions. The boxes full of
archaeological remains that become articulated sheets of cor-
ten steel in the storage building at the Villa dei Quintilli, or the
plastic tents used to protect lemon groves that are
transfigured into the roofs of the Tourist Centre in the Valle dei
Mulini in Amalfi are like instruments of environmental
adaptation, whose successive ‘homeopathic’ dilution renders
the original morphologies almost unrecognisable, if not at the
level of the sublime. This process of abstraction also affects
the basic elements of construction. Walls, roofs and windows,
together with the other ‘archetypal’ elements of architecture,
dissolve and expose the questions that lay at the base of their
very existence; supporting, protecting, insulating, opening,
connecting, etc. The solutions adopted introduce a new
repertoire of forms made of surfaces that are folded, cut,
overlapped and oscillating. This need of overcoming the
banality of ‘correct’ and consolidated typologies come to the
fore with great force, above all when it is most difficult to
avoid it, where the ‘normality’ of uses and/or pressures of a
morphological adaptation to existing environments is highest.
The cultural centre in Ciampino concentrates a vast quantity
of solutions within a small building, making it exemplary of the
attitude adopted by nistudio in these cases: while the roof
responds to the necessary requirements of slope, it does so by

overturning the standard profile of the roof; it is virtually
isolated from the volume below by a strip of glazing and an
attentive focus on the geometric variations of the steel
supports, in turn separated from the concrete piers that divide
the spaces inside. The traditional profile of the roof is, vice
versa, reinterpreted in the Centre des Eaux Douces-Reunion,
where it is transformed into a continuous and variable element
that, embedded at a certain point in the earth, erases its
typological origin. The use of folding ribbons to resolve the
exterior envelope can be found in many of the office’s
projects, including the poly-functional centre in Morena,
Amalfi, the Porta Susa Rail Station in Turin, in Marseille
amongst others. The reference to elements that are found in
the local context, whether artificial, as described above, or
natural, on the one hand resolve the necessity of satisfying the
need for simple images that are symbolically effective, directly
understandable by clients, administrators and users and, on
the other hand, expressing a sincere desire to root the project.
The design process that produces these themes also leads to a
progressive critical detachment that is made manifest in the
contrast between the nature of the subjects and their
geometric simplification, their scalar extension and, above all,
the hyper-artificial substance of their construction: the
stainless steel ‘cane thicket’ in the museum in Nazzano is
rendered gigantic in the concrete columns wrapped in the
methacrylate panels of the pumping station in Valle Giralda:
the iridescent luminosity of water is pursued on many
occasions in the variable reflections of glass; the light that
filters through the trees inspires the etched ‘branches’ that
cover the fibreglass skin of the high school in Rome. This
attention towards the morphologies of nature is accompanied
by a more intense adhesion to its dynamic processes. The
buildings of nistudio exist in time, to the point of assuming an
elasticity that becomes one of their principal design
parameters. Configurations and ‘variable geometries’, used
both for exhibitions and residential experiments (the addition
to the GNAM - National Gallery of Modern Art in Rome, the
Tourist Centre in Amalfi, the Taquin House, etc.) all propose
sophisticated technological solutions, together with a vital
adaptability to changing situations. The factorial number, the
raison d’etre of the office, thus becomes immediately
understandable: other than synthetically describing something



grand, it is also a mathematical instrument for representing
the uncertain and proliferative phenomena of nature, and as
such it is used in guantum mechanics and to calculate
probabilities. The paradoxical technological reinterpretation
of natural events pursued by nlstudio is as far from hi-tech
determinism as it is attentive to processes of building
industrialisation and the effects that they can induce. This
generates a design approach that presents as little as
possible of the real substance of construction. The
continuous surface of the wall is used to hide the beams
that support the cantilevered stair treads in the museum in
Pitigliano, while the complex mechanisms that provide
access to the display cases in Nazzano are concealed
behind the weightless immateriality of etched glass.
Themes and locations, a sense of spatial design and
continuity, are privileged - through an authentically Italian
Modernism - over the more tectonic and self-referential
characteristics of construction. It is once again the
conditions of location, and not a desire for animation, that is
purely gestural, that modifies the structures of composition,
introducing important deviations from basic geometric
schemes. The use of parallel strips to create depth, change
dimensions and shift from one to the other (what could be
called nlstudio’s ‘signature’ can be found in the Borghetto
Flaminio project through to the new high school in Rome,
including the GNAM, Amalfi, Marseille, the piezometric
tower, etc.) develops in an interesting manner in the project
for the poly-functional centre in Morena, where the
necessity of vertical circulation, tied to the irregular forms
of the site, forces the strips to bend, penetrate one another
and deform in the various directions of the building spaces.
Here - as in the Olympic Village, the Fiumarella Park in
Catanzaro and the Enel Park in Civitavecchia - the
operations have a significant impact on the ground plane,
which becomes, for all intents and purposes, the physical
and conceptual matter of the ideation. It is an approach
that finds its most complete resolution in the recent
competition-winning proposal for the new archaeological
museum in Breteuil, where the design of the ground plane
constitutes the fundamental instrument for the insertion of
the project within the landscape, introducing a slight
wrinkle that underlines the delicate conformation, without
interrupting its continuity. Even in this case, as with the
other construction solutions, the desire not to show reveals
a precise and unexpected strategic approach that overlaps
a second, evanescent and elusive level of reading the
object-like substance that is so present in the architectural
considerations made by nlstudio. The tension that is
created between spaces and movements, the refined
ambiguity of the existing elements, which are made to
disappear and the ability to float heavy objects speak of a
sophisticated ability to interact with the expectations of
observers, attracting their interested and surprised glance.

Perception is thus a specific part of the research carried
out by Susanna Ferrini and Antonello Stella who,
evidently, do not limit themselves to pursuing the purely
retinal beauty of materials, of surface patterns,
volumetric articulations and their composition in more or
less balanced groups. Thought and matter, vision and
empathy contribute, for example, to supporting the
peculiar quality of the archaeological museum in San
Vincenzo al Volturno. This is a singular work in the
development of n!studio, partially due to the choice to
wrap the common linear arrangement of elements within
a spiral that is unusually decentred and partially due to
the ability to concentrate a series of viewing instruments
that create complex relationships between architectural
objects and the landscape, between the objects on
display and the territory to which they belong. Other
than the attention with which the most interesting
elements are framed inside (the arms of the spiral
become optical machines that confirm the centrifugal
structure, leading the eye towards the exterior) there
also emerges an implicit stratification of spaces and
materials, of their finishes and their use in terms of light.
Various layers of transparency organise the interior
articulation of the more public areas and those used
solely for exhibition space, simultaneously obtaining a
spatial and visual coherence that is articulated in depth.
In the same way, the attenuation of the coordination
between the layers of the building envelope, as if they
were independent and able to slide, introduces complex
overlappings of transparent, opaque and translucent
elements and the external skin in burnished, perforated
brass, with varying degrees of transparency. The result is
a building that is visually unstable, sensible to the
passing of time, changes in light and the movement of
people. A conception that expresses the intention to
create a continuity with the conditions of the site, as in
the projects for the San Luca crocera in Brescia, the
museum in Salzburg or the new rail station in Turin,
which seek to create a vaster urban unity. The idea of
rarefaction that runs through many of n!studio’s design
strategies (from the decomposition of building and
typological archetypes to the concealing of technique,
ending with the dissolving of urban and landscape
continuity) finds its definitive resolution in the
transparency of glass. However, the unity that is revealed
is always presented in a complex manner, graduated by a
succession of horizontal planes within which vibrations
of light assume a paradoxically material consistency.
Reduction is once again proposed as the new instrument
of process, moving backwards through the factorial
progression, without ever arriving at the negation of
absence. On the other hand, the factorial of zero is, by
definition, equal to one.
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