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Beyond the massive door left ajar, a portly gentleman in tortoise-shell
glasses sat facing a pile of drawings in the middle of a spacious room. Five
or six people stood clustered around him with tense expressions on their
faces, transfixed by the movements of the pencil held loosely in his left
hand. The gentleman was busily revising the drawings, quietly mumbling
as if in dialogue with himself. Several students stood outside the door
quietly watching the goings on inside. It was examination day in Carlo
Scarpa’s design course at the Architectural Institute of Venice University.

I was there, impetuously bursting in on this tension-filled scene, think-
ing of nothing but how I was finally going to meet this distinguished
gentleman.

At the time, in 1975, Scarpa may have been known as a ‘maestro’
inside the university but even in Europe his name was known only to a
few. It was only in his later years, or rather after his death, that he
achieved widespread social acclaim. Thinking about how famous he has
become today, I can’t help feeling a bit world-weary. History sometimes
plays nasty tricks.

Of course I have to admit that I myself had never even heard Scarpa’s
name before I left Japan. I went to Venice very ill-prepared, but when
I asked who would be the best person to study under, I was surprised to
find that everyone I spoke to recommended Scarpa. I decided I must get
to know him and place myself under his tutelage. So when the opportunity
finally arose, I steeled my nerves and went straight to meet him. I still
wonder what he saw in me, but on our first meeting he said to me, “You
don’t need to go to school. If you want to do architecture, why don’t you
come to my studio?” For the next three years I was privileged to work
under him and learn design on the ground.

Here I would like to draw on my own memories of Scarpa to begin
to sketch the conditions of his life—the time which served as a backdrop
for his architecture, for his experiences as a creative artist and his inter-
actions with others in the creative process. I believe such an account is all
the more necessary because Scarpa contrasts so sharply with the other
greats of modern architecture—a contrast which has let to number of

misunderstandings and distortions of his work.

Scarpa and His Craftsmen

A twenty-year-old Carlo Scarpa graduated from the Royal Academy
of Fine Arts of Venice in 1926. Immediately thereafter he became the
assistant to Professor Cirilli of the Architectural Institute of Venice

University. His research interests grew and expanded from the Liberty

style to the Secession. He was particularly fascinated by Josef Hoffman
and his interests reached from the Near East to China, and finally to
Japan.

He was not, however, lucky enough to be able to put his ideas into
practice.

In Italy, in those days as today, it is virtually impossible for young
architects to get work. With no other options, Scarpa began to work in
the field of glass design—a special field in which craftsmen exercised
a powerful influence.

In the world of glass making, design and production are inseparable.
Of course, designs are prepared in advance, but they are only the begin-
ning. The ultimate results are determined through a process of give-and-
take between craftsman and designer in the short interval before the
molten glass cools to take its final shape. Design and production proceed
simultaneously such that all decisions must be made instantaneously. As a
result, in order for the designer to implement his various techniques, he
must work together with many crafismen and have a firm sense of their
skills and methods.

It was through this work that Scarpa learned how to relate to crafts-
men. Later, when he began to be involved in architectural design, he was
to maintain that strong relationship. Architecture for Scarpa was not
something that he designed for craftsmen to implement, but something to
be created together, in close cooperation with the craftsmen. In fact, those
craftsmen who worked with Scarpa all recall him fondly as ‘a great com-
panion who worked alongside us.’

Scarpa was not a morning person, and it was always early evening
before he would appear at the workshop. Typically the crafismen would
be cleaning up for the day by this time, but when Scarpa came they would
eagerly return to their work and often go until late at night. But no matter
how late they worked, and no matter how much his projects tended to go
beyond schedule, the craftsmen were always thrilled to work with him.

Eighteen years after Scarpa’s death the foreman of the Anfodillo
woodworking company shyly opens his tool box to show me a yellowed
magazine clipping with Scarpa’s picture pasted inside the lid. Another
craftsman happily recounts how Scarpa christened the man’s son Tobia
after Scarpa’s own son. There was something unimaginably intimate and
profound about Scarpa’s relations with these craftsmen.

I hasten to add, however, that I disagree with those who argue that
Scarpa’s architecture was somehow ‘craftsman-like’ as a result of his close

connections with the craftsman’s culture. He was not one to accept un-
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critically the techniques of the craftsmen, to rely exclusively on their
highly developed skills, thus losing his integrity and reducing architecture
to the level of a craft. For Scarpa the craftsman’s skill was but one part
of the foundation on which he cultivated his unique imagination. Indeed,
he made ample use of the craftsman’s techniques to make his own imagi-
nation a reality.

The first themes that Scarpa explored in glass were inspired by
modern abstract paintings, but eventually he moved away from that,
towards the traditional Murano motifs, going on to the Oriental, and
incorporating elements unique to the Venetian-Byzantine. In this way he
finally arrived at his own characteristic form of expression.

Scarpa’s glass designs are based on the blown glass technique tradi-
tionally practiced on the Murano Island. But his completed works are
clearly distinct from their traditional sources. Their surfaces are reminis-
cent of the shape, texture, and feel of ceramics or lacquerware, while on
the inside they use combinations of translucent and transparent glass. The
delicate light and colors they emit are immediately evocative of the the
landscape of Venice, the city of water. As the midday sun yields to the
evening dusk in Venice, the quality of the light changes from a crisp
clarity, to a radiant translucence, and finally into unmuddled opacity. As

it becomes more and more opaque, the colors become more vital. It was

this uniquely Venetian symphony of light and color that Scarpa repro-
duced in his glass works, but he was also able to incorporate the same
techniques and sensibilities into his later architectural works as well.

In 1951 Frank Lloyd Wright, for whom Scarpa had enormous respect,
visited the Murano Island and purchased Scarpa’s works, unaware
of the designer’s name. Scarpa continued to produce works of the kind
which attracted Wright for more than twenty years—a period in which
his architectural projects were limited to the 1936 renovation of the Ca’
Foscari building for the University of Venice.

Whenever one encounters Scarpa’s architecture one is struck not only
by the fantastic spaces, but also by the palpable presence of the craftsmen
who helped to realize them. Among the craftsmen with whom Scarpa
collaborated he enjoyed a particularly close relationship with the De Luigi
family of Decoratore (craftsmen who specialize in the finishing of interior
walls and ceilings). Three generations of the De Luigi family worked on
Scarpa’s projects. The family has a one hundred and fifty year history as
decoratore, working chiefly on the restoration and repair of Venice’s
traditional architecture. They possess the skills necessary to repair just
about anything.

Together with these craftsmen skilled in traditional techniques, Scarpa
challenged himself to forge new possibilities. One innovation particularly
deserving of note was Scarpa’s original method of substituting crushed
marble for the sand normally employed for the traditional Stucco Vene-
ziana, and shaping it with a trowel. This method was already employed in
the time of Palladio and is also known as Marmorino. This technique was

an indispensable part of the creation of Scarpa’s architectural spaces. By
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historian and critic Bruno Zevi came to the university and began to
expound the theory of ‘organic architecture’, spreading the ideas of Frank
Lloyd Wright throughout Europe. Scarpa claimed that he felt as if he had
been struck by a bolt of lightning the first time Zevi introduced him to
Wright’s work. It was certainly an electrifying encounter. In 1948 the
University was officially accredited as a University of Architecture and it
began to attract the finest of ltaly’s architects such as Franco Albini,
Ignazio Gardella, and Giancarlo De Carlo. All of these architects came
together under Samond’s leadership to fulfill their goal of creating a
center for architectural education that would surpass the Bauhaus. By the
beginning of the 1960’s it had already begun to acquire a reputation for
having gone beyond the Bauhaus. Even today the majority of Italian
architects active on a world level are either graduates of this institution or
are currently members of its teaching faculty.

Scarpa maintained a peculiar status within this institution. He was not
recognized as an architect by most of those associated with the university,
for whom he was just another ‘professore’. Nonetheless, it was he who was
entrusted with projects for refurbishing and rebuilding the university
itself. He was a maestro without recognition. This state of affairs does

seem to have upset Scarpa, but all he could do was focus on his creative

‘work. Pictures of Scarpa at this time show a thin, frail man with a soft and

delicate look in his eyes—a man who seems far removed from the
dramatic presence one associates with Scarpa the maestro. When I spoke
of this dramatic change with Scarpa’s son Tobia, he said, “My father was
just too poor for too long.” Both in social and economic terms, Scarpa was
always fighting in the midst of misfortune.

As an educator it must be said that Scarpa was not the ideal teacher
for all of his students. For those students with a good sense of design,
however poor their other academic credentials, there could be no teacher
better than Scarpa. But even if they managed to understand what he was
saying, most students found it difficult to keep up with him. Beginning in
the 1960’s more and more students entered the university and it became
difficult for Scarpa to continue to implement his pedagogical method. But
despite the challenge, he persevered without changing it in the least.

In 1968 it was the Architectural Institute of Venice University which
saw the first manifestations of the wave of student uprisings which had
begun in Paris. In the midst of the resultant turmoil Scarpa took over from
Samona as chancellor of the University, but the situation only worsened.
Scarpa was essentially an aloof artist without any political or managerial
skills. He would throw himself into the midst of groups of agitated

The Italian Pavilion at the Venice Biennale grounds.




students, suddenly blow a whistle to quiet them down and then try and
have a dialogue.

The student uprisings gave a great boost to the forces of communism
and socialism within Italy, making the university an uncomfortable place
for a maestro like Scarpa as control went more and more to those with
political clout. But even after the other maestros had left the university,
Scarpa still remained.

Scarpa’s design classes became limited to a very small number of
students. Students could only get Scarpa’s signature and graduate if they
had completed their diploma design in his studio. Everything was carried
out according to Scarpa’s design method and the projects would last for
more than a year. During this time the students would be directly exposed
to Scarpa at work. But only three or four of the 1500 students in each
graduating class were blessed with this extraordinary opportunity.

Scarpa’s monthly lectures, however, were attended by more than three
hundred students. Other faculty, from full professors to teaching assis-
tants, would sit behind the podium facing the students. But since Scarpa
was given to putting them on the spot by asking them questions in front of
the students, there was always a nervous tension in the air as they listened
to his lectures. But still they listened, never knowing when the lecture
‘would end. Often the security guard would have to ask Scarpa to stop so
he could lock up the building. But sometimes Scarpa would adamantly
reply that this was his university and continue his lecture into the night.
The blackboard was covered with sheets of drawing paper on which
Scarpa drew sketch after sketch in charcoal. As the sheets filled with
sketches his assistants would replace them with new ones without erasing
the old. Such were the lectures of the last architect to be called maestro.
As I remember his impassioned approach to architecture and his way of
narrating and explaining it I can’t escape the impression that Scarpa was
trying to convey how essential it is for an architect to remain un-moved by

the trends of the time and to maintain the utmost consistency in his work.

The Echo of Beauty

Looking back on Scarpa’s accomplishments, many people are sur-
prised to find how much of his career was devoted to the more than thirty
exhibition installations that he designed. It is uncommon for architects to
work on exhibitions, and even less common for them to consider such
projects as part of their oeuvre. For most architects, exhibition installa-
tions are secondary at best. But this was not the case for Scarpa. Scarpa

put an enormous amount of energy into his exhibition installations.

Indeed, it would be no exaggeration to say that they informed the essence
of every space he created.

Each time Scarpa embarked on an exhibition installation he took the
opportunity to carry out new experiments in architecture. It was in the
facade of the Italian Pavilion of the Biennale that Scarpa first tried out
what was to become his trademark zigzag design motif. Scarpa’s archi-
tectural spaces are composed of the panels that you would find in an
exhibition space, entirely separate from the frame or the structure. But
they are not just flat surfaces. They are carved with Scarpa’s own exqui-
site sculptor’s chisel. Carving out an architectural space requires the use
of two implements: the axe and the sculptor’s chisel. But some architects
rely exclusively on the axe, even for the finest details. For Scarpa, the axe
was only for the rough work of the initial stages. Once he entered the next
stage he switched to a more exacting chisel to bring his work to perfection.
There were times when this kept his projects from ever being completed.
But Scarpa put all his energies into working with the chisel, as far as time
would allow.

In 1948 the Venice Biennale was re-opened. Scarpa designed the
exhibition space for Paul Klee. After that he went on to design many more
installations, each time researching and experimenting with new methods
of display. For Scarpa this also provided him with the opportunity to meet
great artists.

Any architect who has taken on the job of arranging the works of an
artist in a single space is faced with the difficult task of determining just
how much he should assert himself in the design of the layout. Scarpa
once said to me, “Not every piece in an exhibition will be great. It is my
job to bring those pieces into line with those of higher quality.” This meant
determining an suitable order of display and creating a continuous drama
to unfold as the visitor walks through the exhibition from beginning to
end—a drama that would be appropriate for each artist. Scarpa identified
the best aspect of each work and highlighted it to increase its appeal for
the visitor. The frames, the pedestals, the lighting, and the panels—all
required the utmost attention. Perfect works of art do not require any help
from their installation, but there were times when Scarpa could not resist
adding his own touches—giving rise to scandals over the architect’s ex-
cessive self-assertion.

In the Paul Klee exhibition, the frames were not confined within the
panels, but were one with the works of art, and entire composition be-
came part of Klee’s work. Scarpa depicted many of Klee’s methods and
motifs in marbles arranged on the floor and the walls.
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Hiroyuki Toyoda with Carlo Scarpakin 1978.

In the exhibition ‘Ancient Chinese Art’ most of the works were hang-
ing scrolls, and this required some inventiveness in the installation. If
they were simply hung on the wall they might swing back and forth and it
would be impossible to protect them from damage. But it seemed too
conventional to enclose them in showcases. So Scarpa hung each of them
on a panel, covered only the length that would swing with glass, and
placed them on rectangular steel frames—enclosing only the painted
section in glass. Both of these methods were based on an analogy with the
idea of displaying a framed painting on an easel.

With every new exhibition, Scarpa came up with a new method of
display. By the 1950s he was recognized as the leader in the field and had
been entrusted with the installation of the main exhibition rooms of the
Uffizi Museum. In time museums all over Italy had converted to the
Scarpiana style.

It was, however, only in his later years that all of this work truly came
to its fruition. It seems to have taken many long years before the unique
style that he had developed together with the craftsmen came to its full
maturity. But once it did, the result was a bountiful, truly architectural
space which in its manipulation of light, its diversity of layout techniques
and its way of creating sequences had become much more than a simple
exhibition space.

In fact there were instances in which the work Scarpa put into his
exhibition installations was preserved in permanent form. One such
example was the Canova Museum, for which Scarpa designed both the
building and the installation. The works on display are Canova’s white
plaster casts. The architecture appears extremely simple: nothing but
white walls with openings where necessary to let in the light. But this
simple design does wonders for the works on display. In Scarpa’s space
Canova’s statues come alive as if by magic. Another example is the
Castelvecchio Museum in Verona. There is not much on display at this
museum but the path one follows on entering the structure is superbly
designed to create a seamless drama, leaving an indelible impression on
the visitor. Both of these museums and the items on display within them
have become museums to Scarpa himself.

The attempt to describe Scarpa’s works in words can only end in
banality. There is no substitute for directly engaging his works with an
uncluttered mind and an open heart. Only then can they truly be enjoyed
and appreciated. For me, at least, this is the only way to reach the essence

of Scarpa’s architecture—to begin to hear his poetry.




