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INTRODUCTION

A BOOK ABOUT INTERIORS REQUIRES a degree of what one may call ocular humility from the
reader who leafs through its pages. Despite what most modern interior decorators may believe,
and despite the inborn notions of the exegetes of “pure style,” that is to say, those who study old
interiors as if they were artworks to be admired on the far side of a velvet rope, the fact remains
that looking at.a room is a fairly challenging undertaking, at least as difficult as designing it from
scratch with the ambition of creating something that will be more than merely “elegant.” To get
some idea of how challenging it is to really observe an interior, sit down with a pen and a blank
sheet of paper and attempt to describe in words a room that you were in yesterday, or even just a
few minutes ago, without having that room before your eyes. Those who are not satisfied with
merely making a rudimentary list of objects and fluttering here and there like a butterfly will be
obliged to try to establish some order in their path—and that order will be dictated by personal
considerations and, even more, by certain distinctive characteristics of the room itself. Every
interior, or sequence of interiors, imposes upon us a perceptive itinerary made up of proportions,
colors, varieties of light, materials, the interrelationship among the various objects, and at least a
dozen other variables. To pretend to ignore these factors is pointless. To furnish a room from the
sixteenth century by imposing upon it our own concept of the Renaissance is absurd: its own
character is much stronger than ours. In much the same manner, to look at a room with merely
summary criteria in mind is tantamount to not looking at it at all. A blind list of all its contents
would simply yield the same results.

To look at photographs of an interior, then, simply means perceiving that which the
photographer perceived. An immense task, if we fail to consider that a room almost always
possesses dominant characteristics of its own that emerge even from the reflections in the pupils
of someone else’s eyes. In this sense, the collection of interiors visited by Mario Ciampi,
whether recently or long ago, proves to be quite clear in its scope and purpose. An analytical eye,
attentive to architectural considerations, aware of the ephemerality of a certain light, of the provi-
sional nature even of certain pieces of furniture, will help to better understand the unique quality
of each residence considered as a documentation of Italian taste in relation to history, whether on
the Jarge and epic scale or the small and private scale.

The title of this volume specifies even more clearly the approach that the creator of these
images intended to give to this selection. To live in a historical context has a subtle weight for
the inhabitants of the Italian peninsula, a weight that may be sincere, occasionally deceptive or

even—to use the term in a positive sense—shamelessly obscurantist.
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Observations of Italian interiors have an ideal beginning and end in two not particularly
well known texts. The first and complete report on Italian furnishings and rooms is the Traicté de la
decoration interieure, by the Swedish architect Nicodemus Tessin the Younger in 1717, while at the
other end of the scale we should consider the brief page that Philippe Jullian devoted to Italy in an
amusing little book published in 1961, Les Styles. In between these two works we find eighteenth-
century accounts of travel, the snobbish cattiness of the occasional society ladies of the grand
monde of the nineteenth century, the spare and often ill-informed notes of various Rationalist
architects, and the great book by Mario Praz, La filosofia dell’arredamento (published in English as
An Hlustrated History of Interior Decoration: From Pompeii to Art Nouveau), of 1945. That text is itself a
form of history, since it is a repertory of pictorial images; it encompasses both the interiors
depicted and the eyes of those who depicted them.

Nicodemus Tessin toured Europe between 1673 and 1694 and, during the first of his
journeys, spent a long time in Rome, returning often in subsequent years during trips that took
him to several of the largest cities on the continent. The treatise that contains his observations on
the great buildings of power, then, is a sort of hymn to Baroque in its stage of greatest maturity,
the Baroque that can lay claim to the halls of Versailles and the palazzi of seventeenth-century
Rome, not yet affected by the dispute, utterly rhetorical and quite pointless, over the supremacy
of France versus Italy. Point by point, he discusses the rooms in terms of their structural and orna-
mental features and then analyzes, with great subtlety, the various types of furnishings, providing
detailed information about cabinets, tables, beds, tapestries, and anything else that is part of
the living organism of an interior. His eye is acute and implacable in the way that it captures, at the
same time, the weight of the details and the overall effect. Tessin understands, for example, that
the secret behind a certain kind of Italian grandeur lies in the use of antiquities and in the echo of
those marbles in the architecture that contains them. At the same time, he admires and notes the
equilibrium of the French style, executed with a greater degree of professional skill, a technique
of subtle perfection, and a concept of orotund magnificence that impresses a visitor in a manner
different from that of its Italian counterpart.

Two hundred and fifty years later, the caustic pen of Philippe Jullian, a writer and historian,
a dilettante with an enquiring mind, set out the delightful book mentioned above, dedicated to
the tropes of interior decoration and illustrated by the author in a cartoonist’s style. In the single
page that he dedicated to Italian style, he chose, indicatively, the splendors of the Baroque, and
imagined an amusing awakening of Pope Urban VIII in a dizzyingly magnificent bedchamber
whose lavish extravagance is punctuated by the ceremoniously curved backs of the members of
the Curia who are bringing the pontiff his breakfast. Orotund cornices, wooden slaves supporting
a cabinet as solemn as a basilica, the chaotic thrashing of mermaids, angels, and drapery express
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that concept of ostentatious luxury that became a commonplace of great interior decoration
in Italy. He was not all wrong, and in the few lines of commentary that accompany the cartoon,
it seems clear that Tessin, perhaps unwittingly, had already fully grasped the profound ceremonial
meaning of the Italian interior whose function was primarily to implement certain complex
rituals that were part of a rigid and well-consolidated etiquette dating back to the Renaissance,
created for the purpose of defining the role of the owner in relation to that of the visitor, and
vice versa.

Has much really changed over the centuries?

Stratification

Every historical ltalian interior consists of strata laid down over the centuries. Like all others
around the world, one might say, but on the Italian peninsula, this process has adhered to charac-
teristics that maintain that Baroque intention, that method of imposing an “effect,” a sort of forc-
ing of the chromatic tones, a deformation of the proportional relationships, a pictorial quality
made up of trompe-1"oeil depths and theatrical lights. When, in the second half of the nineteenth
century, a new way of living came about, some of the great aristocratic houses experienced terri-
fying impoverishments, forced renovations, with entire art collections being sold off. And yet,
from the blurry photographs of those years following the unification of Italy, we can still make out
the effort, greater or lesser, depending on the specific context, to adapt to the past—or better,
the remains of the past—to a concept of luxury that would still sing the Baroque arias that make
one’s head spin like a vertiginous staircase.

If it is true that inside every Italian there lies sleeping a Renaissance prince who measures
out his own small house in satisfied footsteps, certain of its uniqueness, it is also true that in him
there slumbers, sleeping lightly and ready to be reawakened at any time, also a Marchesa Casati
or, at the very least, a Gabriele d’ Annunzio. The sequences of the various rooms, the cadenzas of
the centerpieces and conversation pieces and accessories, show a disregard for practical consider-
ations that has distant origins, a quest for originality within the context of a centuries-old process.
Form more than content. Especially when, by form, we mean the history that shapes everyday life

and places individuals at their exact and inviolable position in a tentacular family tree.

Accumulation

Accumulation differs from stratification by a time factor and a human factor, merely by
the fact that it takes place within the life span of a single individual. The form of the history thus
takes on a restricted character, dominated by fantasy or in some cases by imagination. This is an

important consideration. An individual who is given to spinning fantasies will expand history in a
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myriad of personal directions, whereas the collector will be dominated by the objects themselves
as he attempts to restore them to their own proper history. This may scem like a meaningless dis-
tinction or mere wordplay, but if we observe in these pages the difference between the house of
Federico Zeri, the great art historian, and the house of Mario Praz, the remarkable man of letters
and author, we can clearly perceive this difference.

The effect-directed Baroque impulse, typically Italian, produces different results in the
residences of Zeri and Praz, to the same degree that the two scholars held divergent views of art-
works. We might add that if-—as has been said in Praz’s case—there are houses that, when
stripped of their owner, lose much of their allure, there are also cases where the opposite is
true—people who, when taken away from the walls of their homes, implode because they are
deprived of the stage setting that they have built with mathematical autonomy, often employed
by those same individuals to stage human and social relationships with the same impersonal

calculation with which an array of bibelots are displéyed on a side table.

Citation

Among the last factors that help us to understand the interiors we have visited only in imagery, we
may consider the love for the object itself, rendered in isolation, intentionally stripped of a
contemporaneous context. Of course, we are not speaking merely of the twentieth-century fash-
ion of setting eighteenth-century side tables against Plexiglas walls or putting electrified
Blackamoors in steel rooms. The alienation may concern an entire setting, carefully designed
down to the tiniest detail with the intention of making it a perfect sample of historical style.
Reconstruction or allusion? Many present-day collectors find themselves at this crossroads and
opt for the second choice. Many designers of Italian museums make the same choice, orchestrat-
ing full-fledged period rooms (in keeping with the museological criterion of the Anglo-Saxon
world) even when there is no need for it. Alone, laced by an object, we end up deforming its
meaning: the Baroque lights of Casa Necchi, believed to be accompanied by exceedingly elegant
surrounding solutions, to some degree mark the beginning of this attitude, which turned into
the fashion of the electrified Blackamoors and in time developed into entire rooms “in style.”
Yet even in this decorative choice, which does not have our total endorsement, we find the typi-
cally Italian unconscious passion for emphasis and amazement. Marchesa Casati is about to stride
onto the stage, and it is a show worth catching. Everyday life can wait—for now let’s be satisfied

with raising the curtain.
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A TEMPLE AMIDST THE MOUNTAINS

Villa Cimena, Castagneto Po

Carlo Sada, royal architect to the Savoy court in Turin, began the
renovation of the Villa Cimena around 1846. He was the pupil and
collaborator of one of the most brilliant and prolific architects of late
European neoclassicism, Pelagio Palagi. Indeed, his devotion to his
teacher is revealed in the new facade of Villa Cimena, with its stacked
colonnade—ground floor and second story separated by the cornice of
the terrace, over which stands a carefully composed pediment. This was
quite an unusual fagade for the Piedmont region, where snow-covered
Alps loom high in all directions. As one approaches the building, the vast
space of the natural landscape gives way to a garden, into one of the
loveliest in northern Italy, recently studied and redesigned by Benedetto
Camerana. The history of the building, which belonged to one of the
great families of Turin, was recently recorded in a volume that exam-
ined the various facets of this complex residence and its intricately
articulated grounds. While certain fixed parts of the original furnish-
ings (attics, mural decorations, wall coverings) have remained
unchanged, everything else derives from the taste of the new owner,
Renato Rosso, who waits with the same determination and loving
patience for a rare species of shrub to bloom or for an artwork to appear
on the antiquarian marketplace, an artwork that he deems to be in
keeping with this atmosphere.

The main structure consists of an enfilade of stairways on the
fagade, mirrored, with a roughly identical progression, at the rear. Let
us start our imaginary tour at a glassed-in atrium, on the far right, lead-
ing off a staircase and at the same time pointing us toward the first of the
three halls at the front. Just as an atrium is essential to a large
building, so an introduction is necessary for anyone who wishes to tour
this sort of Piedmontese building. And the introduction features two
pillars, respected names in the history of Italian taste of the twentieth
century, Vittorio Viale and Pietro Accorsi. The first, an art historian,
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opposITE: Royal architect Carlo Sada used the purest neoclassical style when, in 1846, he renovated the Villa Cimena,

not far from Turin. Pictured here, the central drawing room.
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