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Foreword to the new edition
1997

Only six years separate this new edition from the
first; nevertheless, the images afforded by the new
projects and the buitdings completed during this
brief period make this a different book, in some
ways complementary, in which it is possible to
perceive not only the transformation of project
into built reality, but also the great wealth of ideas
that are continually fuelled by the diversity of
contexts in which Mario Botta has developed his
architecture.

A comparison of the two editions reveals not only
Mario Botta’'s great productivity, but also his extra
ordinary coherence with regard to the underlying
convictions that nourish each and all of his pro-
jects, in the constant need to confront the past,
and also the future, of the city and the territory.
Behind the images included in the present book,
which seem to satisfy in full the desire to see the
physical realization of architectural ideas and sug-
gestions grounded in the perfect geometry of so
many of the projects that filled the pages of the
first edition, there are years of struggles and con-
flicts dedicated to achieving the triumph of archi-
tecture over the scornful mockery of those who
believe that these can be no more than the imagi-
nary pretext for —and not the indelible sign of—
the hopes and aspirations of our time.
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Introduction

The opportunity created by the publication of a vol-
ume devoted to the cataloguing and orderly presen-
tation of the entire body of Mario Botta's work, in

a career spanning more than thirty years of intense
activity, runs the risk of taking on the character of an
inventory, a checklist for the effortless appreciation
of every aspect of Botta's unique personality and the
fundamental contribution he has made to the archi-
tecture of this century. If this had been the intention
behind this book, it would have betrayed one of

the supremely important, albeit implicit, aspects of
the work of research and discovery undertaken by
Mario Botta; it would have denied, in the interior

of the formulation of a synthetic judgement, the
importance of a civic and cultural commitment which
commands our attention not so much for the results
it has already achieved as for the consequences
this investigative process will have on the immediate
future of architecture.

The objective of the present collection is to bring to
light the essential constituents of this research, to
facilitate its understanding by means of a chronologi-
cally sequential analysis of the content of the pro-
jects themselves, but above all to inspire us with the
passion, and make us participants in the fate, of a
conflict which brings into play architecture's capacity
to interpret the needs of our age, at the same time
as it affirms traditional values in a society which
seems every day less inclined to recognise them.
This is a hard and weary struggle, made still more
difficult by a thousand obstacles and situations in
which Mario Botta has committed himsett with a mis-
sionary dedication ever since his impassioned debut
as an architect; a struggle which he has pursued
using the instruments proper to his profession,
always exercised with the humility and the mastery
of a craftsman; a struggle in which he has borne
witness, with simplicity and candour, against those
who, in many different parts of the world, have
doubted the possibility of giving tangible form to the
eternal aspirations, without the complications and
compromises our civilisation imposes on us; a strug-
gle which he still continues to wage now that the
general concensus on his work seems to point the
way towards a time of retlection, a pause, a moment
of peace in which to regard with contentment the
breadth of his achievement and the richness of the
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legacy of his built work, and the maturity and orig-
inality of the language which situates him at the point
of origin of a new expressive tendency.

He, on the other hand, would seem to be distancing
himself from any possible implications of mannerism
in this language, drawing continued sustenance
from the certainties instalied in his way of making
architecture, with that patience which creates out of
each new moment the occasion to deepen the
understanding.

Right up to the last moment, as we have attempted
to condense the considerable volume of Botta's
projects to meet the editorial criteria for this book,
with its inevitably limited number of pages, we have
taken the opportunity to include the very latest work,
which is by no means the last, seeing this as in
some sense indispensable to an understanding of
Botta's deveiopment. The great variety of situations
posited in intervening in a given site, and thus of
testifying to architecture’s inexhaustible possibilities
of interpreting complex messages and demands,
has, in its simplicity, enriched the language adopted.
It is not our intention to underline yet again, in these
brief notes, the extraordinary genesis and unique
formative experience of one who has had direct con-
tact with such great masters of the Modern Move-
ment as Le Corbusier and Louis Kahn, and with
teachers such as Carlo Scarpa and Ignazio Gar-
della, nor the great creative vitality which saw him
excel and achieve prominence, while still a remarka-
bly young man, in an atmosphere as promising as
that of the Ticino school, amongst the likes of Car-
loni, Snozzi, Tami, Galfetti, Vacchini.

Neither is it our intention to retrace, not for the first
time, the steps along this enchanting journey, which
has seen Botta hailed. unanimously on the part of
contemporary criticism, as one ideally equipped

to pass on the message of the last great masters of
the architecture of our time; a figure who has been
able to build a bridge between the utopias of the
Modern Movement and the uncertainties which so
dominate our present moment with regard to the
several destinies of architecture.

To the attitude of boundiess confidence in architec-
ture’s capacity to anticipate the historical transforma-
tions which have characterised the eclipse of the
ideologies of the Modern Movement, Mario Botta
opposes a subjective synthesis of his own, solidly
rooted in an awareness of the positive nature of
construction. «Something built, | never get tired of
repeating, is infinitely richer than the ideas, the
designs, the projects of the architects themselves.
The built thing is enriched by its relationship with
reality. It is enriched by the effort of working, by the
undertakings that make this idea a possibility for
the future, making it part of the heritage, a witness
to the contradictions, but also to the aspirations,

of our society.»



BEAINITIHESFEARRSIERE,”

LER . BiENHhE CHURRERE,
MEAREFEREUNER, BHEMUREER
BMNSDERTHLEEHTHE—ATNRE
#, ASTEMBINXEFEBTRANME
B, FEENRERBRALEEE. BirkkH
e,

BESNIEERATR, HRHTER
BNBAMRAFE, IEEEDEHHE, B
RAERMEHBRELRSIATIEN, RFEM
R EARBEBRI, NABNFLERR
HEXRBEIHAERRAREEH, HHELS
HEOHE, FTRMALER, EHRFHAR
WS NERT X— &, BAEIESNTFLRT
EERECR, RFRELHVANETRES
B, XEGHHEETR T ISR SHRHBRE
EMHMREAEED, MABNNEXEFELERER
R BRGHBRIRA (R AR %,

Bt 2 EEaEnE— gt
HEESERRRR, EENRTES5EEREY
BAREEACIKTHBRAREIER, ROE
SAEEEBBEMYIERES, THEMFRE
RIMNEFTER TRNEHDRARFRERN
B TRAPR—H,

AR, ANSEE/NTNE
RepyE ik BLIEH ERIAKEMN. BEMR
1E, BN TRFBEEMFEINRR, &
FiER T ML B R nEE . Ak BENE
HURBR, XK, BRBLUFEELKEREN
BAMXAHES, EEEFKETEONG
XEHR, TERE, BREETS, BEAL
BiXEpREERESRE, XM ERERT
B X e RN BB T RE, MTRIRSEER
EREETEFHFRBHRARITSEE, W0
Tina Carloni FREIZ.88, M LAESRARRK
MIREN AR TRERE R LRI
RSB RE RS NRRAZ P HLRT
TLREHERZP, ESTENRAREEHBE
HEs, BAEENEEEIRAPETTIE
DO IRFFEWMEXNTRZE ‘BB FAE
H—RISRBIRD, ARSBTEFEER
ETHHRAERAEIE

Sure of his convictions, Mario Botta claims a deci-
sive role for architecture as the only true interpreter
of the history, the changes and the transformations
of the landscape around us, in the relationship it
establishes with the place, but above ali in its
capacity to summarise old callings and new expec-
tations.

Botta has taken part in countless competitions, and
the quality of the architectural solutions he puts
forward, and their degree of definition, even when
this is not stipulated in the brief, as if he were sug-
gesting the absolute necessity for the scheme to
measure itself with equal vigour against the existing
elements in the environment, are always impressive.
The continuing, unceasing effort he devotes to stu-
dies testify to this, evidenced in the numerous
sketches he designs with the rapidity of someone
sure of the final result; and together with these
sketches is a singular capacity for representing with
assurance the whole range of sensations that only
the completed, constructed building will actually
arouse.

Because it is the actual construction which Botta
has in mind, from the first moment of addressing
himself to a new project. The importance of measur-
ing it against what has already been built and
against his own history. This is why his work pos-
sesses that extraordinary capacity to refiect stability
and to seem as much a «friend» as something we
have known all our lives.

With a craftsman'’s skill, Botta chooses, from out of
the Babel of technologies available today, those
which are most capable of conferring lasting, solid
qualities and, at the same time, best lend them-
selves to the reinvesting of old archetypes with new
forms, resuscitating simple materials such as brick-
work, or stone, or small-sized concrete blocks.

In this way the buildings acquire a solidity they
seemed to have lost once and for all, the walls
regain their old compactness, become calm, con-
cluding at the corners with a clean, assured gesture.
With such materials, Botta began to perfect his
work, a process which led him to the continual test-
ing of the compositional potential of these materials,
which submitted themselves docilely to a design
and drawing of textures which was always variable,
always new. A revolution in construction which,

as Tita Carloni recalls, has deep roots «in the silent
reading of the rural architecture of the Alpine footh-
ills and the fiatland of the Po valley, ..., in Roman-
esque architecture, mainly Lombard, in which the
compact wall itself defines the cavity, ..., in the
Kahnian decomposition of the different spatial ‘con-
tainers’ in succession, with the dissociation of the
window from the masonry of the facade.»

1
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Private houses

Strong lines which cleanly emphasise the profile of a
form sithouetted against the surrounding natural
environment; surfaces barely sculpted by regular
geometries which send back the reflection of the
light in a play of luminous vibralions; the shade of a
corner welcoming you into its shelter, and {from

the interior) great views of the spaces you have just
teft, framed by the simple lines of walls, arches,
pillars.

Even it by chance, it is rare for an encounter with a
building designed by Mario Botta not to arouse pro-
found sensations and emotions in every one of us.
And it is perhaps in questioning ourseives about
these sensations that we arrive at a fuller under-
standing of the complexity of an apparently simple
sign, of an order of composition whose origins seem
to lie in the very materials which compose it.

From a distance, the geometrical lines which cleanly
separate the primary volumes silhouetting the out-
line of the building against the background of the
striking natural landscape advise us of a presence
which is both unexpected and at the same time
seemingly rooted in its setting since time immemo-
rial, defying time and the contagion of an ever clum-
sier and more provisional humanisation of the ter-
rain.

The extraordinary attention Mario Botta devotes to
the place itself each time he sets out to site a new
house on the land, in an action measured and
inspired by the wisdom of the ancient inhabitants of
these fands, is not alone sufficient explanation for
this sense of constancy.

The atavistic roots of a determined opposition to
nature which has always characterised all human
action express themselves in this sense, marking
their presence with materials which reject any com-
promised mimesis or resigned acceptance of the
ordinary rules of possession, made stili more evident
in the use of primary forms: the cube, the cylinder,
the isoscele triangle.

Forms through which it is possible to give shape to
the «archaic character of the new» that represents
the outcome of a linguistic synthesis Mario Botta
has Perfected in Projects for more than forty build-
ings in the course of thirty years.

An investigative study which sends its roots deeper
into the history of architecture, reinterpreting forms

13
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and slements drawn from the rural tradition along-
side archetypes and signs laid down in the temporal
scale of architectonic culture, leading us to recog-
nise in each of his buildings, as he himself reminds
us, «the past itself, the great past, the memory of
the departed, of atavistic forces, of magical myster-
ies which go back beyond the night of time.»

In this way, the theme of the private house becomes
the occasion for a reconsideration of the values of
dwelling, from its ancient origins to its impoverish-
ment at the hands of our civilisation.

Each one of the houses built by Mario Botta con-
tains the elements of this recreation; in each one the
elemental spaces are recomposed according to an
associative scheme which repeats the simplicity
and order of traditional constructions. A house which
consolidates itself as a fixed residence, as a refuge
in which architecture «defends, calms, lasts», in
opposition to the identification of some other type of
residence such as that of the villa which identifies
itselt only as the locus for the representation of a
social condition.

With the addition of external filtering spaces the
condition of fatal separation between interior and
exterior is modified, and a new functional character
for the complex as a whole proposed.

The great openings, protected and set back, as well
as the little windows and slits which interrupt the
continuity of walls, become privileged vantage points
from which to observe the surrounding countryside,
and introduce their presence into the interior in the
measure that they are essential to the condition

of habitability.

This drawing of relationships is further reinforced by
the great skylights on the roof, and by their continu-
ity, which often sections the building longitudinally,
offering it not only light, but the presence of natural
events such as rain, snow or hail.

Delicate mouldings which connect solid and still
compact parts. Like the crack of a half-open sea-
shell, the architecture of these buildings seems to
want to signal the birth of a new human being for
whom the need for a shelter, for a refuge, has given
way to a spirit of renewed confidence and openness
with regard to the external worid.

Architectures solidly anchored in the soil of the
Ticino in the singularity of these places where the
lengthening shadows traced across the landscape
by the mountains make the light here something
precious and indispensabile to life.

An architecture generated by this landscape, much
as it has been interpreted by many others, and,
nonetheless, an architecture which seems to cross
beyond its frontier to take on a symbolic quality,

a symbol of a new condition of dwelling.
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Parish priest’s house in Genestrerio
Project 1962. Construction 1963
Adviser: Tita Carloni

In appearance, the pitched roof and the extreme
simplicity of the physiognomy would seem to betray
the origins of this project, dated as Mario Botta’s
first piece of work. In reality, the mature principles
and choices which emerge as constants in his later
work are already asserting themselves here.

The setting back of the windowpanes allows us to
appreciate the thickness of the walls, which cast
their shadows into the interiors of the window
embrasures.

At the same time, the volume of the fireplace in the
living room is set apart, being constructed ahead

of the rest of its surroundings to create a blind but-
tress capable of influencing and modifying the fore-
shortening of the landscape from inside the house.
There is a curious play of decompositions at work
here in the form of a determined opposition to tradi-
tional means and methods which is at the same
time reflected in the church to the rear, as if trying to
demonstrate the need to rediscover certain elements
embedded in the local culture and tradition of con-
struction which now seem to have lost their signific-
ance once and for all.




Stabio it X ) FA N B B
1965 Fi&it 1967 FBMA

EMEGRFRNDTER - 7% Rue
de sevres I TEZEFET LD AW E8I{ER
M, AMPAAXZE T Le Corbusier 8
"B Wik, BEEFL, ZERESHE—F
i, EREA-EXPHTERSTH, 7
BB BT ZERIBEFRSEFOES
K8, 0: BEENNFEELNHD, §F4E
X FX L B HRG T B AN B KSEE G
REMERNERTIEEEBRE, EMRLL
MEABRESENRE, FEASHMABEFE
AERFREM, BARRBATREZIEES
KA o I 69 B & LA Lol B L F0iR AR #
5%, BEXtEBIRRT —PBEOHAR
DIRF, HFERLBN BT RR ke,
XTMEBAHH T ZRAM KN, RRETIEEHR
TERHM X,

Private house in Stabio
Project 1965. Construction 1967

Described as a <homage» to Le Corbusier following
the months spent by the young Mario Botta in the
studio in the Rue de Sevres, in reality this piece of
work presents itself more as an attempt at taking
some of the master's major compositional themes in
order to convert them into objects to be studied

and recreated in much of his subsequent work: the
development of the house on several planes, the
substantial setting back of the windows in relation to
the outer skin of the building in these early
schemes, becoming more pronounced in his later
work, an organisation of the interiors in which the
quality of visible interconnection is prevalent,
through the use of double height spaces with corri-
dors projecting into them. The overall result,
although not yet closed off by the more regular ster-
eometric forms and volumes to be found in Botta's
later work, nevertheless shows us a remarkable
compositional order marked by the two exposed
concrete walls which, in addition to defining the
building’s dimensions, are at the same time its struc-
tural support.
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