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Introduction to the first
edition

| like this series of books because, some
years ago, | discovered the collected work of
Mies van der Rohe in one of them, and saw
especially clearly in that modest little volume
the importance of his work. For that reason, |
wanted this book to have the same format,
with almost the same number of pages and
the same type of layout, and it seems to me
fitting that | should have a piace in a collec-
tion which is ennobled by Mies’ name. Com-
paring oneself with the greats is one way of
recognising them; | believe | have very few
«masters», not simply because | feel there
have been very few, which would be some-
what arbitrary, but because | have studied
and followed those few steadfastly, without
ever letting myself be distracted by useless
people or things, in the belief that progress in
art and science depends on such continuity
and constancy, which are the only means

of achieving renewal. Unhappy are those who
decide to set off on their own, or ignore their
elders, surrendering themselves to false fas-
hions. Of the greats of the modern era | have
learned much from Mies van der Rohe, from
Adolf Loos and from Heinrich Tessenow, not
to mention my own contemporaries, since
that would take me too far.

From the first | have learnt that the peculiar is
only creation when it comes from the applica-
tion of the mind to the clarity of the result,
thus defending us against any kind of false-
ness of the self. From the second | have
learnt to flee from, or at least to fear, the
deceit which hides within even that we felt to
be near perfect, because fraud does not only
lie in ornamentation but also in routine, and in
that which pleases us without improving us.
From the third | have learnt that the profes-
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sion belongs to the domain of reason, and
can be carried out by a number of means
such as irony or by simplifying down to the
fundamental, to arrive at the ultimate thres-
hold of the inexpressable.

As is always the case, all these theories tend
to say the same thing, and in this sense
these architects are in direct contact with the
thinkers of the past, who in each of the arts
and sciences sought after truth, the only basis
for technique and for beauty.

To accomplish this, they used different methods
in their architecture. | have always been
interested in the transformation through art

of the meaning of a word or phrase into some
other meaning, the translation the Greeks
called metaphor and which Quintillian singled
out as the most beautiful of all «tropes»
(...tropus est verbi vel sermonis a propria
significatione, in aliam cum virtute mutatio).
Among architects, the great Palladio empio-
yed this translation with consummate unders-
tanding, transporting the elements of architec-
ture from one function to another, expanding
and varying the fundamental parts of his buil-
dings by means of simple displacements and
substituting their inherent meanings for other,
alternative meanings. In this way, through

his work Greek architecture was reconstruc-
ted, first in Venice and later all over the world,
and the translation was not a mental cons-
truct but the living history of human beings,
and we find it once again both in cultured
constructions and in those which seem uncul-
tured.

I am not going to talk here about my projects,
because this does not seem to me to be eit-
her the occasion or the place for that: | will
simply say that | am glad to see them publis-
hed in this way, simply and without interrup-
tions, so different from the kinds of presenta-
tion we have become accustomed to, in
which colour, format and text are so redundant.
| would add that from the purism of the Monu-
ment in Cuneo, motionless in its concrete

and stone, to the shrilly eye-catching pennant
for the Venice travelling theatre, | can see

a constancy which is clearly and necessarily
sensitive to the vicissitudes, times, and perso-
nal and historical obsessions which surround
us and reflect themselves in our architecture
as human vicissitude.
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1 might, finally, complain that many of my pro-
jects remain unbuilt and that some construc-
tions have been only temporary: however,

in the first instance | would say that in this |
am in the same position as the greats of
architecture, and in the second instance that
human work is temporary, whether it be des-
troyed by the whims and arbitrariness of poli-
ticians or whether with time it becomes part of
nature, and that we love those columns and
arches which have reverted to limestone, the
abandoned and transfigured buildings, the
mutilated monuments.

Indeed, of the fragments of ancient architec-
ture that remain, they are nowhere so intelligi-
ble to us as there, in the sun and the wind
that pounds the Greek coast.

Aldo Rossi
February 1980
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Note

Many of these schemes, as is apparent from
the list of projects, were produced in collabo-
ration with various different people. These
have never been «travelling companions», yet
their names, in view of the very nature of my
architecture, have never failed to give a mea-
ning all its own to each scheme. Nonetheless,
it is impossible for me to mention all of them
here —how many there have been, how
much time we spent together and in which
places— since that would mean giving an
extremely long list. | cannot, however, avoid
mentioning Luca Meda and Gian Ugo Polese-
llo, with whom | started out on my career as
an architect, and from whom, with their diffe-
rent personalities, | have learnt so much.
Then there is José Charters and José da
Nobrega, with whom at one stage we were
about to undertake an immense construction
for the Portuguese people in Lisbon and
Setubal; Fabio Reinhart, my friend and com-
panion during my years at the Zurich Poly-
technic, and the best among the new archi-
tects. Without doubt, Gianni Braghieri who,
first as a student of mine at the Milan Poly-
technic and stili today, has always worked
with me; this quite unique contact has cer-
tainly had significance of more than one kind,
even if sometimes contradictory, in certain

of our projects.

1
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Foreword to the first edition

In the last few years, much has been written
about Aldo Rossi. All of his projects have
been published, appearing not only in the
specialist reviews, but even in the national
press, in Italy and elsewhere. This is due not
to fashion, but rather to a renewed interest

in a figure who has devoted the best of him-
self to our culture. His book Architecture in
the City, published in 1966, constituted for the
newer generation of architects —at that time
in something of an impasse in terms of archi-
tectural culture, lacking in professionalism

as a result of the influence of the international
style and a highly developed functionalism—
the unique point of reference for the redisco-
very, study and analysis of the city.

That moment saw the beginning of a move-
ment, in numerous schools of Architecture,
not only in Europe but also in America, whose
object was to study and research into the
work and writings of Aldo Rossi; models
which were to find themselves extensively
copied and imitated.

Aldo Rossi, in the course of an interview on
the occasion of an exhibition of his drawings
and projects, commented: «My best pupils, in
the sense of the development of certain of
the principles | have formulated, are to a
great extent young architects the world over,
in Europe, America and Japan. The previous
generation has carried forward and consolida-
ted one aspect of my researches, and their
juniors have developed some of my projects,
without experiencing any kind of complex in
imitating them.

In reality, architectural forms are elaborated
over time and come to be the common heri-
tage of all architecture, as in any other
science or technique. The handing down of
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knowledge is quite commonplace, particularly
in the field of architecture. An architect such
as Palladio makes possible the maximum
creativity within the framework of references
not only within the discipline of architecture,
but also locally and personally. The English
Palladians did not transform Palladio’s villa,
but rather repeated it, adapting it to a different
context».

Aldo Rossi’s architecture has always been
outstanding for its extreme rigour and for the
simplicity in its composition; a rigour and sim-
plicity which should not be seen as being
merely schematic. If we analyse one of the
projects throughout the course of its evolu-
tion, from idea to first sketch, from there to
the construction drawings, the model and
finally to its actual construction, we can see
how the architecture always responds, or
situates itself in scale and in the relationship
of volumes, even in darkness and solitude.
For Aldo Rossi the drawing is never an end in
itself, it is always architecture, because it
reflects a condition, a moment of his own life,
of reality. The continual redesigning of the
set elements: the portico, the gallery, the
cube, the cone, the columns, which are com-
posed and superimposed until they form real,
everyday elements; at the moment of their
descent, when they choose the locus in which
they should manifest themselves, and even
in that for which they were not conceived, is
when they are transformed into architecture.
The competition for the monument to the
Resistance in Cuneo is perhaps the first, the
most emblematic, piece of work; one of those
works which, like the first films of certain
directors —Marco Bellocchio’s (/ pugni in
tasca, 1965) comes to mind— express
through the simple, natural qualities of the
story, and at the same time of life, the density
which the artist tries to squeeze out of his
inner world through the medium of his work.
Nevertheless, the classical elements of archi-
tecture —a cube, a stairway, its representa-
tion in section, the line of a shadow— evoke
here a feeling of vitality and absorption which
few architectures have been capable of
giving.

The desire to express one’s own world by
means of the order and orderliness of the ele-
ments of architecture, in the design of a

15
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house for the dead such as the new cemetery
in Modena, which already at the project stage
had begun to manifest itself as a real form,
as it still does today, represents itself as a
civil, lay architecture, as an architecture of the
living. The cadence of the volumes, the full
and the empty, their rhythm, is maintained
irrespective of their function, since it is the
architecture which manifests itself here. The
absence of typological differentiation in the
cemetery, which might very easily go from
being a house of the dead to being an apart-
ment building, seems to me to be one of the
clearest and most obvious elements in this
body of work.

The third piece of work which | consider to be
most significant, and which at the same time
takes on the totality of Aldo Rossi’'s work,

is the student's residence in Chieti. The
cabina dell’Elba element, which in certain
drawings is composed, or divided, broken up,
changed, or superimposed, is not merely an
architectural element, but something which
expresses chilhood, love, and therefore life.
The approach to this architecture which meta-
morphoses into individual or communal
rooms, and later into theatre, is yet further
confirmation that architecture is an inventive,
autobiographical fact, even although its ele-
ments cannot be invented, but are only and
always a reference to all that is made in time.

Gianni Braghieri, February 1980



