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Global Avrchitecture

Carlo Scarpa

Cemetery Brion-Vega, S. Vito, Treviso, Italy. 1970-72
Edited and Photographed by Yukio Futagawa
Text by Paolo Portoghes:
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The Brion Cemetery by Carlo Scarpa by Paolo Portoghes:
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With the contradictory and enigmatic images of the
Brion cemetery, a sequence of objects and spaces linked in
a continuous narrative, Carlo Scarpa interrupted his search.
He interrupted it, and in a certain sense ended it, as if he
had been aware of the approach of death, and to this
approach had set up, as in a mirror, an equal and contrary
movement: the dismissal of death through its contempla-
tion and transfer in a daily and familiar horizon.

Years ago, Scarpa had refused to enlarge the cemetery
of Modena (now designed and partly executed by Aldo
Rossi) perhaps because of the inevitable oratorical conno-
tation of the theme of a large urban cemetery; instead,
with passionate interest veiled with instinctive irony, he
accepted the theme of the small family cemetery desired
by the founder of a successful Italian industrial enterprise,
the Brion-Vega; perhaps because he was convinced that an
architectural result is limited by its contents only marginal-
ly, and that the subdued tone, the “undertone”, was the
tonality best suited to talking about such an important
subject. On the other hand, not at all involved in the
temptations of demagogy and in the mechanical equations
between architecture and politics, Scarpa was not reluctant
to recognize a certain aristocratic calling of architecture
from which one certainly cannot flee through good
intentions. The availability of a considerable economic
program in fact permitted Scarpa to build a rare environ-
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mental complex where, if there is no show of wealth or
useless opulence of materials and forms, there is an
exceptional and amazing complexity and density which
can be found only at an ancient time, born through the
stratification of successive interventions. The lack of all
merely functional constraints or those of a practical nature
freed, even more than in other works, that narrative-and
magic vein which has always brought Scarpa to explain
himself in parenthetic clauses, in open parentheses, one
inside the other like Chinese boxes, for long and syncopat-
ed periods in which the disobedience to the consecutio
temporum 1is, as in Surrealist painting, an indication of a
new temporality which can be run even backwards.

The Venetian-ness of Scarpa has been talked about to
the point and not infrequently off the point. The Brion
cemetery helps clarify the link between its author and the
culture of the place where deep roots arose and connected
him to it: it was such a jealous and shy connection, so
fearful of any outcome which could only graze the
“cliché”, that to manifest itself, it required a long journey,
at times tortuous, where the first move was always a
courageous dismissal. For Scarpa, Venice was probably not
so much a body of monuments and structures, a set of
places, as a set of people, past and present, who with their
eyes, their minds, their touch, had been able to invent a
place, building it and living within it, forming and
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transforming it into a sort of living organism. For Scarpa,
then, Venice was a way of seeing and using, a way of
connecting things in function of the values of light,
texture, color, capable of being grasped only by an eye
used to observing (and through observing, measuring)
water, glass, together with stones and bricks exposed to an
inclement atmosphere which doesn’t allow the material to
hide its structure, but continually forces it to discover, by
consuming itself, its most hidden qualities. In the Brion
cemetery, this Venetian-ness is again, and even more
clearly, the concrete and tangible arrival point of a free
course, of a narrative that follows the unforeseeable thread
of the association of ideas. The collective memory is
solicited but not spurred on, the reference to the place
used as a fixed point with respect to which the diversity
and unforeseeable quality of the form is valued.

The private cemetery of the Brion family rises at the
edge of a small pre-existing cemetery, and with respect to
all current notions of the monument, of the funerary
chapel of a ‘“churchyard”, it explains itself through
antithesis. Instead of a monument, a central structure with
the role of the symbolic exchanger, it is a plurality of
places, an itinerary travelled, interwoven among various
poles which refer to each other. The most direct reference
could be that of the artificial landscapes of Chinese
culture, to the sequences of pavilions inserted in the
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gardens, which, avoiding all hierarchies, allow one to
“wander” from one place to the next without any of the
arrival points ever constituting a definitive goal. Right at
the end of the entrance of the portico that leads to the
“garden of the dead”, two interwoven circles, symbolic
form of the eyes and of their visual fields fused into one,
offer the first cryptic frame of the significant space. The
circles look out on the sloping wall of the boundary:
perhaps a metaphor of the Leopardian hedge of the sonnet
“To the Infinite” (...and that hedge which excludes the
vision/from so much of the horizon line...but seated and
looking out I imagine interminable spaces and superhuman
silences/and drowning is sweet in this sea).* At this point,
it is the water which enters the scene as the indicator of
possible directions: on one side, the tomb of Onorina and
Giuseppe Brion, on the other, the water mirror, the pond,
doubled in its second image, less luminous and stable, on
which the “little pavilion” will be drawn, metal cage held
up by an immobile raft.

Between the pond and the entrance portico, a glass
door, whose light diaphragms are imperceptible, keeps the
water from flooding the course: an obvious recollection of
the bulkheads which protect the atriums of certain
Venetian houses from the “high water”. In effect, the use
Scarpa makes of the water, canalized and poured off
toward the tomb by staggered receptacles, like the system
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of the pavilions, comes from an exotic image: the canals of
Islamic gardens, images of the four rivers of the paradise of
the Koran. But when the astonishment that gives rise to the
image with its ingenious winding course (worthy of the
useless machines conceived by Hero of Alexandria) is over,
it is Venice which reappears in a fade-out, with her waters
which rise and cover the pavement with shiny veils. An
immobile Venice, oneiric, seen in fragments, in bold
sections, which no one will ever be able to recompose in a
naturalistic image, just as it is impossible to recompose the
faces of the models in Cubist paintings made up of a
myriad of small planes.

In the center of the garden of the dead, sunk in a sort
of green theater, the two Brion tombs next to each other
are covered by a kind of bridge, a large lowered arch which
protects without containing, and calls attention to the
emotional center of the whole itinerary. It could be said
that Scarpa reflected at length, with a structuralist
approach, on the word arca (in Italian, arca means both
ark and sarcophagus. Translator’s note) and its historical
meanings, on the Latin origin which defines its sense, close
to that of coffin or monumental sarcophagus, on the
transformations undergone in the Christian world, which
then see a development of a typology endowed with an
autonomous development. From the arch of the catacomb
niches we pass to the Romanesque and Gothic tomb which

ferhiD o hEFHFE—ERBERBEEMMTFE » KB

arca MIFR (FAFFES arca RRJjH AN ) REE
WEMEE - AT EEFERENHES » MIBIEMRLE
HAEHEZE - EEABHBER PHEEE » THUELH—MER
MBI A o £ B IK T Catacomb E/REEGRIHE » 3
= PO [ 19057 & KR esbs R = > MW LIESE
—FBEM BN o B8R EBRE HE LR T F OB R
B FLE S R ST PR SR Y (RE o H2E I NHRER BUR W EERY 5
it — BNFEER 7 Ait 2 FIHOBR 3B o ERHLAR 3 B K ik I Z 45
B~ BIR - BIEOMOER o HERA AR » FEEAN
BN i E A B RIADR — Kb AREE > A ASESLIEIZE X
W IE— o Ht~ &~ BT~ H/t - ELFHRK - HHE
MEZEERRBATE - HTUMRBHLEREDHRE
REGAGBEEZCEEMNESE  MXEEHLEELEM
HEE o MAHER BRI RR » LT R—RAES - ZERP KR
RERTSHE (REATHNER) > I—HERR—F

in the Po area assumes the form of an architectural casket,
a shrine in scale. Scarpa explores the connotations of the
term, its diachronic and synchronic value, and perhaps
doesn’t reject even the suggestive reference to that most
sacred of arks: that of Noah. The tomb of the Brion family
is thus contemporaneously ‘‘arch”, ‘“bridge”, ‘“‘roof”’,
“overturned boat”; it is pushed towards land so as not to
move the tombs away from the material most congenial to
them, the earth to which the body returns as to the
maternal breast. Arch, bridge, roof, boat: each of these
connotations, these words, projects a symbolic value onto
the place, symbols of death in that they are symbols of
life, since death isn’t given except dialectically, as life
which bears within itself its negation and the negation of
its negation. No less explicit (and for this reason it would
be useless to comment on it) the symbolism of water
which approaches the tombs with the quality and name of
“spring”.

The other pole of the Brion cemetery where attention
is concentrated is the ‘““small temple” resting on a glass
mirror between the cypress garden and the meadow where
the family tomb rises, the tomb with the most severe and
closed forms. The little temple is the only interior space of
considerable size, and which solicits contemplative enjoy-
ment. This is approached by means of a corridor with
rhythmic openings which Scarpa had baptized “cloister”
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since it is a fragment of interior space woven to act as a
closed void. The part for the whole, a synecdoche typical
of Scarpa’s language, aimed at involving the observer in the
plot of the story.

Inside the small temple, light is the protagonist, and it
is typically Venetian light, gathered from vertical cracks
and animated by reflections of the surrounding water, as if
the small temple stood on a stream. Also Venetian is the
daring opposition of the background above the altar at the
flat draft of the ceiling in the repeated echo of the virtual
forms which interpenetrate and interweave.

Signs of Scarpa’s Venetian-ness are also found in the
use of materials, in the textures of the pavements always
alive with indications, with signs that interrupt the
modular structures, redeeming from them a geometric
inertia from the studied joining of materials, from the
attention — especially evident on the exterior of the little
temple — to angular passages between orthogonal surfaces
mediated by endless plastic inventions. It is important to
note, however, how almost always the lens which allowed
the architect to discover, reread, and realize the traditional
datum is the lived experience of modern architecture, and
in particular the examples of congenial masters like
Wagner, Loos, and Wright to whom Scarpa was tied also
for his curiosity, so natural for a Venetian, towards the
East: the Near and Far East visited and revisited with the
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intention of tracking down lights- whose reflections the
architect knew well through the monuments and buildings
of his own land. Venice, port of the East, hinge between
different cultures nevertheless deeply intertwined, with
respect to which she represents the courage of contamina-
tion and dialogue. In the exemplary experience of Scarpa,
this suggestion works uninterruptedly and profitably; so
much so that for his architecture, tradition and radication
do not mean stasis but movement towards something
different, of which the profoundly assimilated historic
inheritance constitutes only an impression to identify and
run through towards the origins, in the same way that one
follows a riverbed backwards to find its sources.

The Brion cemetery is a summarizing of the investiga-
tions carried out by Scarpa also for the linguistic choices
that characterize it. The tension towards history and local
roots doesn’t lead him to quotation and commemoration,
but rather towards an elaborate transcription of each
mnemonic datum. According to the classifications em-
ployed by Charles Jencks in his book “The Language of
Post-Modern Architecture”, works like this enter into the
category of Late-Modernism. That is, they display an
attitude of openness towards history which foreshadows
the post-modernist attitude without adopting the unpreju-
diced eclectictsm and a willfully contradictory and meta-
phoric character. Scarpa prefers periphrasis to direct
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evocation, the round of words that avoids the use of the
repeated archaic term. The difference, it could be said —
referring to Deleuze — doesn’t come from the repetition
but from the initial removal compensated for by an endless
reapproaching. Take the example of the chiaroscuro
effects of the shiny vibration of the little temple and the
tomb of the Brions. The concrete cast in wooden molds,
built with the precision and cure of a woodworker from
another era, imitates the severe structures of the architec-
tural order, reproduces effects of transparent shadows, of
interior stratifications in the material, of superimpositions
of elements and the continuous connection of horizontal
and vertical structures. But the analogy rejects all coinci-
dences. Scarpa guarantees himself against the risk of a
passive return to a forgotten grammar, by choosing an
obviously additive system instead of one based, like order,
on proportion: the stepped structure with uniform risers
and treads, opposing families of lines that carve out the
surfaces to the harshness of the volumes, indicate sections
and penetrations in the interior of the cystalline masses
with the effects of echoes, of the dilation of a basic
orthogonal form in rigid concrete waves.

The theme of the steps, as instruments of plastic
adjectivation and luminous vibration, has a precise history
in the sphere of the culture of modern architecture.
Present in pre-classical cultures, like the Egyptian, changed

B EREENR— AR ER F8EE SR
EZEINATREHPRASEHERZENE - PRERTH
R ERELMEBEA EMHEARRE o &6 A
REB TENEREFBARNTFE » £EARBEFEL LA AR
Bl GREFEEGRULPRERE  MERK » REE
EFHEMRAPRENR -  BRFEAMEGRY > EHRERE
BN AR EN IARE » M AEKEDFI B EZH
HBLE » BB RFEERH - B FE KRG EEEHR
HEEEE Art Deco M9F ¥ o L HAEREENRRBMES |
BSMEB M) Art Decd o IRFHE KB REMEES » EBR—
SRR AR - RBFEAS HREL MIEEEME
o 7 A% BB B A N K di R 0 B2 0 B RIS MK AR AR
R Bl —MEE NS BE e akmse . &
B ZY Y EE B E R o TE SR —EEENERFIEX -
ERUEVHENEERRE-EONEYNX > AP RE B4
BRI o

particularly in the Islamic world, it is recovered during the
period of Art Nouveau when unrestrained naturalism
enters into crisis and even before that appears in Sullivan’s
architecture, from which Wright adopts it directly. Scarpa
probably inherits it from Wright, but the use he makes of
it brings him close to certain results of Art DecO, in its
American projection, for the complexity and systematic
quality of its use. If decoration can be talked about with
regard to Scarpa, it is still in the utopia of “organic
decoration”, born from things instead of superimposing
itself on them. The crystallographic decoration of the
Brion cemetery seems to be a result of the ‘“natural”
flaking of the crystalline blocks, of the revelation of a
hypothetical structure of every prismatic block or of every
slab, considered products of successive crystalline layers
sedimented around an ideal geometric matrix, a translation
in “mineral” terms of the system of growth through the
concentric winding typical of the vegetable trunk.

Obliged to indicate for Scarpa’s work and for the
happy conclusive synthesis of the Brion cemetery a more
general and problematic significance, a value of topical
interest with regard to the disputes which today divide the
field of architectural culture, we cannot overlook the
apologia of the craftsman’s tradition scandalously dis-
played by him, with a coherence equal only to his rigor
and austerity. In his architecture Scarpa aims, even before
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onto the mental image, often even at S. Vito di Avole,
fragmentary and tortuous, at the tactile hold and the visual
charm of the “beautifully composed” quality of materials
prepared with a virtuosity offering their best, showing
themselves in their splendor, in their variety, but
especially in their truthfulness; a human truth,
because it is revealed in the correct use which can
be made, in the correct position and in the correct
finishing the human hand decides for them. The
drawing as abstract program, the project as a precept
detached from the concrete work, in which the execution
is the task of others, or even a mechanical product. It is at
the antipodes of Scarpa’s philosophy which intentionally
identifies the role of the architect and that of the artisan,
and he himself works as an artisan among artisans,
assembler of building materials, not with contempt for but
with a love of architecture, a not at all adventurous love
which grows from acquaintance and frequenting. Scarpa
spent his formative years in a superintendence of monu-
ments. From this familiarity with the antique, he seems to
have obtained the certainty that the deepest emotions,
both visceral and intellectual, which give us large and small
architectures, are born in a direct line from the material,
the color, the grain, the texture, of the materials put
together, and from the visual, tactile imprint left on the
material by the hand of man. If modern architecture were
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really the most rapid and economical resolution to the
problem of housing and services, construction instead of
form and therefore total transfer to the system of
industrial production of every operation of the transforma-
tion of the territory, Scarpa would have been, within this
culture of renunciation, an enemy and a traitor. The
salvation of craftsmanship is an unrenounceable condition
for the very survival of Scarpa’s message. But who today
can still maintain that the death of craftsmanship, of this
precious connection between manual labor and intellectual
work, is really auspicious?

( Translated from Italian original by Ellen Shapiro)

* “A TPlInfinito (...e quella siepe che da tanta parte/ dell’ultimo
orizzonte il guardo esclude/...ma sedendo e mirando interminati
spazi e sovrumani silenzi io nel pensier mi fingo/ e il naufragar m’¢
dolce in questo mare)



Carlo Scarpa
Cemetery Brion-Vega, S. Vito, Treviso, [taly. 1970-72
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