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“Its brutal, you know?, terribly brutal, While the millions of most insignficant
species take thousands, sometimes mullions of years in disapearing, manufactured
products are brought out of earth in a couple of days, no one never grants then a
second opportunity.”

Michel Houellebecq: The Map and the Territory

“The universe (which others call the Library) is composed of an indefinite, perhaps
infinite, number of hexagonal galleries.”

Jorge Luis Borges: The Library of Babel
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Abstract

Italy: The New Domestic Landscape (ITNDL), the exhibition
of Italian Radical Design which took place at New York's Museum of
Modern Art (MoMa) was an ambitious and highly ambiguous show. At
a time when modernism was already being ostensibly criticized but still
before Postmodern movement in architecture, after the riots of May 68
but before 1973's oil crisis—which would bring postwar welfare estate to
an end—the show curated by the Argentinian architect Emilio Ambasz
contained a mixture of the vanishing, but still alive, dreams of the
past—mainly a belief in the life-improving and emancipating qualities
of technology—and seeds of a coming future—the environmentalist
movement, for example. Among its inherent contradictions stood out
the fact that the exhibition, sponsored by major Italian manufacturers,
would design the “death of design.”

By means of technology, space and material, the architects
commissioned for the Environments section of ITNDL sought to eliminate
the object: to prevent it from existing, from being visible or from having
meaningful attachments with its users/inhabitants. Objectlessness, if not
the only approach present in the show, was the one through which it

became recognized—especially as Superstudio’s Supersurface: A Life



Without Objects images became a mandatory architectural canon.

This thesis reviews the Environments section of ITNDL through
the lens of the object in order to understand, in the means used for its
repression, how an inhabitant is conveyed. The crisis of object-space,
object-commodity and object-time which surface from the analysis
become relevant to understand contemporary objectlessness—that of
the home-screen as a home-surrogate—,and the role of Italian utopias

in shaping it, as well as its failures.
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Introduction

This investigation was written as a part of Nicholas Stutzin's and
Max Nufiez' thesis workshop at the Pontificia Universidad Catdlica de
Chile, which took as its subject the exhibition Italy: The New Domestic
Landscape (ITNDL'")—a show of Italian Radical Design? directed by the
Argentinian architect Emilio Ambasz at New York’s Museum of Modern
Art (MoMa) in 1972. Students were asked to take the show as a departure
point for a research in which the implications of its designs became
relevant to our contemporary society. This thesis aims at a panoramic
review of the show in which environments and objects assemble a bigger
narrative—one of historical and contemporary relevance.

This thesis takes as its center the object, one of the central
elements in the discourse of the ltalian avant-garde, and investigates
the role given to it throughout six of the Environments comissioned (or

selected) for the show. Through this analysis, it aims not only to demistify

1 The exhibition was opened to the public on May 26, 1972, and remained on view until
September 11. Ambasz, Emilio (curator). Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, achieve-

ments and problems of Italian design (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1972)

2 Throughout this thesis, the term Radical Design will Always refer to the Italian production
(and not to that of external groups such as Archigram, Ant Farm, Cedric Price, Haus Ruck-

er.co, Hanns Hollein or Utopie).



some notions usually associated with the coherence of radical designers
as a group, but also to develop a notion of the object, and its relevance,
for contemporary architectural culture and politics.

The digitalization of recent decades, partly predicted by some
of the environments presented in the show, namely Superstudio’s
Supersurface and Ugo La Pietra’'s Unbalancing System, came with the
possibility of what is often defined as new-nomadism, not owning cars or
houses, not having workspace (blending it into one’s home) not having a
city or personal possessions, everything o demand... The emancipation
from objects came with its caveats, one that the retrofuturism of 1972
may help us to understand—and later act on, and sometimes against.

This investigation poses questions indirectly related to ITNDL.
The first one is about the consequences of objectlessness: How are the
aspects and rituals of our daily life affected by the absence of them?
The second one deals with objects as a tool for resistance: May single
objects, collections and accumulations change the way we experience
the fragility of our contemporary domestic realm?

With the light shed by the show’s environments, interpreted in its
form and discourse, this thesis is an attempt to define the meanings of

an object and what is an object, now.

11
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Il. The Object (of research): Italy: The New Domestic Landscape
Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, was one of the most ambitious and
at that time the most expensive exhibitions at New York's Museum of
Modern Art (MoMa). In a letter in19823 its production supervisor Fred
Coxen remembered the “exhibition as being the most difficult of his
career (...) It used the entire first floor (...) including the East Wing, the
Garden Wing, Sculpture Garden and Upper Terrace. We had to get
automobiles, campers, and trailers into the gallery”. Funded by a group
of blue-chip Italian manufacturers eager to get a hold of the American
public, Radical Designers were able to develop their most unmarketable
dreams. Emilio Ambasz, its curator would brag about the fact that he

was able to use the institutional support that MoMA provided to

get the architects to produce those environments for the simple

fact of vanity. The vanity of the manufacturers who were willing to

under-write everything so it would be presented at the Museum of

Modern Art*.

Industrial ~ technologies employed for single-production

environments, shipment of large-scale installations from Italy to New

3 Richard Oldenburg. “Letters from Members to the Director”. MoMa, no.21, (New York,
winter 1982), 2

4 Peter Collard. “Italy: The New Domestic Landscape”. Disegfio daily (November 28 2013),
https://www.disegnodaily.com/article/italy-the-new-domestic-landscape (access in august

3, 2020).



Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, objects section at MoMa’s sculpture garden.
Photograph by Leonardo LeGrand

York, printing of publications, making of films® and symbolic displays
were paid by those willing to sell consumer objects, and yet in the
headline of Ada Louise Huxtable’s New York Times critic one could read:

“Designing the Death of Design—But Stylishly®”. Ambasz's exhibition

5 “Not only is Supersurface’s structure—which was composed of an initial six-minute mon-
tage sequence followed by a brief segment with live actors—analogous to Carosello’s
separation of short film and sponsor’s message, the group used the funding from the New
Domestic Landscape commission to hire a firm that specialized in such television spots
to help shoot, assemble, and sound-synchronize the film”. Craig Buckley. Architecture,
Media and the Reinvention of Assembly 1956-1973 (doctorate thesis, Princeton University,
2013) 277.

6 Ada Louise Huxtable, “Designing the Death of Design—But Stylishly”, The New York
Times. June 4, 1972.

13



was structured in two sections: Objects and Environments. Its catalogue
also included a third section, which contained commissioned critical

texts.”

Y
Pierre Jeanneret chairs desi ned for Chand gald n the office of Ce ebrit:
I g

Kim Kardashian

7 The historical and critical articles were written by leading architecture and art critics and
historians such as Vittorio Gregotti, Manfredo Tafuri, Germano Celant, Leonardo Benevolo

and Giulio Carlo Argan. Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, 289-421.
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Objects

Taking place at MoMa’s sculpture garden the first section of
the show contained a selection of 180 objects of Italian design that
had been developed throughout the sixties. Displayed in a series of
wooden boxes with acrylic lids measuring approximately 1.80 x 1.80
x 5.00 meters, objects like Gaetano Pesce’s chair Up5, Ettore Sottsass
typewriter Valentina for Olivetti and Archizoom’s Superwave were
arranged under three categories.

Objects selected by their formal and technical means contained
products of all sort whose major contributions seemed to be an
exploration with new technologies detached from major political
arguments. Polyurethane, molded plywood, aluminum and fiberglass
chairs and tables; shelving systems, kitchen utensils, tvs and record
players.

The second Category, Objects Selected by their Sociocultural
implications, contained a more coherent argument, introduced by a
series of small and somewhat detached paragraphs®. Here were products
which, inspired by Pop Art and previewing what would later become

postmodernism, took external imagery and forms and transposed them

8 Ambasz, ltaly: The New Domestic Landscape, 94.

15



16

to domesticity—eliminating the modern idea of truth in design?. Gruppo
Strum’s Pratone, a polyurethane ‘sofa’ shaped like an out of scale patch
of grass, and Piero Gillardi's | Sassi (The Rocks), a series of seating
elements in the form and texture of stones, took ironical reference in
nature while Paolo Lomazzi's Joe Sofa, shaped like a baseball glove, and
Archizoom’s beds, used in images of popular culture.

Finally, Objects Selected by their Implications of more flexible
patterns of use and arrangement contained products that either by
being soft, articulate, modular or on wheels seemed to refuse taking
a solid place in the home'. Here were Joe Colombo’s Tube Chair and
Multichair, Mario Bellini's Chameleon: unlimited cushion system and
Bruno Munari's Abitacolo: habitable structure.

Ambasz's structure for the organization of objects was rather
unclear as for example it had selected some flexible and modular

furniture in Formal and Technical Means. His opening text for the

9 “Confronted with the erosion of the simplistic doctrine of functionalism, some designers
produce objects whose function is not evident from their form, and whose structural prop-
erties, in fact, contradict the behavior one would expect from that form. In such cases,
no longer does “form follow function” but, on the contrary, aggressively conceals it".

Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, 94.

10 “Complementing the psychological mechanisms that the family as an entity employs to
maintain its domination over its members, the present spatial layout and hierarchies of
the family environment are the primary physical devices to reinforce present family role

assignments”. Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, 144.



catalogue also presented a different set of categories which weren't
to be precisely mapped to the following sections. Ambasz claimed
the existence of “three prevalent attitudes toward design: the first
was conformist, the second is reformist, and the third is, rather,
one of contestation, attempting both inquiry and action.”” While
the first was non-ideological, understanding design as a “problem
solving activity”, the description of second outlined what appeared

to be an unsolvable (by design) problem':

The second, or reformist, attitude is motivated by a
profound concern for the designer’s role in a society that
fosters consumption as one means of inducing individual
happiness, thereby insuring social stability. Torn by the
dilemma of having been trained as creators of objects, and yet
being incapable of controlling either the significance or the
ultimate uses of these objects, they find themselves unable to
reconcile the conflicts between their social concerns and their
professional practices. They have thus developed a rhetorical
mode to cope with these contradictions. Convinced that
there can be no renovation of design until structural changes
have occurred in society, but not attempting to bring these
about themselves, they do not invent substantially new forms;
instead, they engage in a rhetorical operation of redesigning
conventional objects with new, ironic, and sometimes self-

11 Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, 19.

12 The insolvability of the object-making problematic—the role of the designer—
would be reinforced by some of the critical texts (final section of the catalogue which
to some extent was transposed to video-format in the exhibition itself. See: Manfre-
do Tafuri. Design and Technological Utopia. In: Ambasz, ltaly: The New Domestic
Landscape, 368.

17
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Bruno Munari
Abitacolo (1971)



Paolo Lomazzi, Donato D'Urbino and Jonathan De Pas
Joe Sofa (1971). Manufactured by Poltronova.

19
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Objects Section
Photograph: Leonard Le Grand



Shipping containers/exhibition devices designed for the Objects Section.
Archive of the Museum of Modern Art.
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deprecatory sociocultural and aesthetic references. '

Contestation, the third approach, took the crisis in the impossible role
of designers from a less ironical standpoint. This attitude was twofold
since it described both designers who chose not to make objects,
dedicating themselves to pure political and philosophical activity, and
designers which from a “holistic” approach attempted to design objects
understood as “environmental ensembles” that would refuse the stable
uses of traditional home. Ambasz took clear preference to this active
and less ironical approach, seeing the others as being limited by the
excessive rhetoric.
Ambasz judgement of discourse seems ironic when observed against
the exhibition he had organized. ITNDL was considered by many to be
overdosed in discourse. As Felicity Scott points out in a chapter of her
book Architecture or Techno Utopia: Politics after Modernism:

That discourse—what Natalini referred to as information—was

in fact very much part of both the curatorial ambition and the

display leading one reviewer to note that the “Supershow” was

“uncomfortably didactic.” The exhibition was even structured
according to the discursive factions of the ltalian scene, and
substantial space was dedicated to audiovisual presentations
in an attempt to explicate their positions for the visitor.

(.)

13 Ambasz, ltaly: The New Domestic Landscape, 19.



The remarkable presence, even excessiveness, of discourse found
both throughout the catalog and in the exhibition itself was an
important component of the show. It was almost as if Ambasz
were (sic) curating the texts in the extensive audiovisual displays,
treating them like objects of exhibition and translating them into
fictive, often spectacularized images. ™

Luca Parise, 2014

Cozinha Lagosta (lobster kitchen)

14 Felicity Scott, Architecture or Techno Utopia (MIT Press: Chicago, 2009), 117.
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Design Program

The second section of the show would only reinforce the relevance
given to discourse in design. Here Ambasz commissioned leading Italian
designers with the task of designing environments for the New Domestic
Landscape. His design program (brief) contained both practical and
conceptual constraints. Designers were to restrict themselves to the
maximum dimensions of a square measuring twelve feet (4.80m) on
its sides and could occupy up to 3.50m in height'; all environments
had to be designed for the possibilities of mass-scale production. Two
possible family types were allowed by the program: a heterosexual
couple “(M/W)" or a heterosexual couple with a boy or girl “(M/W w
or m)”. Environments had to present artifacts able to enact both new
rituals demanded by contemporary society as well as more traditional
ones. Two dichotomies organized the spaces—private or public, fixed
or flexible (and it's possible intermediaries)'. A 23 inch television screen

was to be inserted in each of the environments and architects were to

15 All environments had to consider a mandatory 40cm plinth, a demand which clearly

discouraged more penetrable forms of installation and favored object-like interventions.

16 “Note: Bathroom functions will be assumed to be satisfied outside of the given ‘spatial
boundaries’ of the environment. They are, therefore, not to be designed nor included
in the general scheme. This rule can be broken only if the designer is convinced that its

K

inclusion is essential to his proposal.” Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, 141.



double as film directors making films in which the inhabitation of their
proposals would be enacted".

Beyond specifications, the brief also contained a a series of texts and
quotes meant to inspire the propositions'. Referenced texts were
arranged in three topics under the category of General Considerations:
A domestic Landscape as Urban Society, The Domestic Landscape as
Domestic Environment, The Domestic Landscape as Private Domain.
The first of those, containing excerpts from Henri Lefevbre and Albert
Moles could be summed up by the literary concept of Synecdoche—
where the word which refers to a part of the thing is simultaneously the
word that refers to the thing itself. Many of the environments would
engage with such illusion of scale, which gave relevance to the design
of parts'. The second was arranged around a quote by David Cooper's

The Death of the Family:

17 The works of Marshal McLuhan and media theory in general were clear inspirations for
Ambasz’s curatorial decisions regarding the extensive use of film, Scott however points out
that visitors, much like in nowadays exhibitions, struggled with a show which seemed to
demand continuous stop-and-watch, instead of liberating the actions of the public. Scott.
Architecture or Techno Utopia. MIT Press: Chicago. 2009.

18 The brief served as a script for commissioned architects but also as the rules of a competi-
tion for young designers—Gianantonio Mari, whose proposal is analyzed in chapter three,
was selected by it. Gruppo 9999, the other winner of the Young Designers Competition,
became a leading name of Radical Design up until 1976.

19 Synecdoche was also clear in Ambasz’s displays for the Objects section which, especially
when photographed from above, seemed like an out of scale Manhattan grid.

25
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the modern nuclear family is based on maintaining the
incompleteness of its individual members so that ‘mother,’ ‘father’
and ‘child’ have become relatively simple and unyielding roles. A
member assigned a role cannot [without revolt] be anything but
what that role dictates and what its concomitantly assigned space
allows.

The family-as-control argument extracted from Cooper’s excerpt, and to
which Ambasz had added a possibility of revolt, became of architectural
relevance since

Introducing changes into the present psychological structure of

the family, although of capital importance, may not be enough. If

we do not, at the same time, change the corresponding structure

of the physical environment to make it more adaptive, so that each

member may educate and learn from the other, assuming and

expressing all the roles that his own inventiveness may suggest,

little will really change, since family relations, and, by extension,

the physical organization of the house provide models for the
structure of many non-familial institutions.?

Therefore, it demanded from architects some kind or iconoclasm, or at
least a destabilization of its Firmitas. Such demand must be understood
in the context of Objects Selected by their Implications of more flexible
patterns of use and arrangement. It gave a political stance to the nature

of objects on wheels.

20 Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape. 144.



The third category was metaphysical, it was also the first time in the
catalogue where objects were described beyond their crisis of status and
value. The main critic here was to the modern movement, it proposed
that beyond the reductionist concept of function, objects were also
beacons for meaning, memory, and symbols—even to the extent of

animism. It also presented the concept of objects as intermediaries:

Man assigns values and functions to the objects that constitute the
nonhuman environment that surrounds him, endowing them with
the properties of intermediaries that may help him to reconcile the
confrontation between his fears and desires, and the constraints
imposed upon him by the natural, the human, and the nonhuman
environments.

The artifacts, spaces, and ceremonies of the private domain can thus
be seen, on the one hand, as directly determined by physiological
needs (for example, food), but, on the other hand, they can be
seen as icons whose symbolic contents are, in part, intrinsic to
them and, in part, culturally assigned as layers of semantic change.
These assigned levels of meaning proceed from different sources.
One of the sources is social and comes from values and meanings
extracted from the outside. The other is private and stems from
experiences and ideas that we recover from our individual memory.

A radical design operation would, thus, imply not so much
returning to the protohistorical and functional reasons for the
artifact’s existence and stripping it bare of any social and private
meanings it may have been assigned, but, rather, becoming
conscious of this meaning-accrual process and designing the
domestic environment in such an adaptive way that it may satisfy
the requirements for the enactment of any play, regardless of its

27
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origin — whether Proustian or Strindbergian. '

This demand for ‘conscious objects’ against the modernist proto-
historical house-without-traces?? was implicit also in the suggested
readings, a series of texts sent along with the design program which
were only listed in the catalogue. Worth of notice, among the suggested
readings was a project—Martin Pawnley's Time House—which attempted
to subvert untraceable modernism by data-gathering. With its plan
shaped like a clock, Time House consisted of an underground storage, a
ground floor living space and a rotating crane with cameras and sensors
at ceiling height, so that the inhabitation of the home could be tracked
and stored.

The final piece of Ambasz's content-obsessive design program was
Manhattan: Capital of the Twentieth Century, a text previously published
at Perspecta® but reproduced in its integrity for program and catalogue.
Referencing in its title Benjamin's Arcades Project (Paris: Capital of the
XIX Century) the text understood the Manhattan grid as a network

beyond any physical organization of space:

21 Ambasz, ltaly: The New Domestic Landscape. 145.
22 Beatriz Colomina, X-Ray architecture (Lars Muller Publishers, 2019).

23 Emilio Ambasz, “Manhattan: Capital of the Twentieth Century”. Perspecta, 13/14 (1971),
362.



Madelon Vriesendorp, Rem Koolhaas City of the Captive Globe (1972).

Manhattan, unencumbered by permanent memory, and more
interested in becoming than in being, can be seen as the city
of that second technological revolution brought about by
the development of processes for producing and controlling
information rather than just energy.

Manhattan is, in essence, a network. If beheld as an infrastructure
for the processing and exchange of matter, energy, and
information, Manhattan may be seen either as the overwrought
roof of a subterranean grid of subway tunnels and train stations,
automobile passages, postal tubes, sewage chambers, water and
gas pipes, power wires, telephone, telegraph, television, and
computer lines; or, conversely, as the datum plane of an aerial
lattice of walking paths, automobile routes, flight patterns, wireless
impulses, institutional liaisons, and ideological webs. In any of
these roles, the points of Manhattan’s network have repeatedly
been charged, on and off, with different meanings. Entire systems
and isolated elements have been connected to, and processed
by, these networks, only to be later removed and replaced by new
ones.

29
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Were we willing, for the sake of argument, to suspend
disbelief, forget coordinates, and imagine that all present
constructions had been completely removed, Manhattan’s
infrastructure would emerge — in all the complexity of its physical
organization, the capacity of its input-output mechanism, and the
versatility of its control devices — as the most representative urban
artifact of our culture.

Once having freed it in this manner from its current limitations,

we might, to further this transfer operation, remove Manhattan’s

infrastructure from its present context and place it, for example, in

the center of San Francisco Bay, on the plains of Africa, among the

chateaux of the Loire Valley, along the Wall of China.... %
The primacy of the network (or grid, or field?®) over its objects was not
ironic for Ambasz though subsequent paragraphs would indeed consider
the need of objects?®, architectural icons, it was the pure organization of
space which rendered Manhattan free—City of Open Presents. By the
non-hierarchical grid, “the fragments rescued from tradition are placed
on the same level in ever-changing juxtapositions, in order to yield new
meanings and thereby render other modes of access to their recondite
qualities”.

The connection between Manhattan: Capital of the Twentieth Century

24 Ambasz, Italy: The New Domestic Landscape. 145.

25 Stan Allen, “Field Conditions: the digital turn in architecture”, Architectural Design
(1997), 62-79.

26 "But an infrastructure, though necessary, is not sufficient to make a city. The next step,
then, is for us all to undertake the postulation of its possible superstructures.” Ambasz,

Italy: The New Domestic Landscape. 147.



and what would later become Delirious New York?”, Rem Koolhaas' own
retroactive manifesto is evident. Madelon Vriesendorp’s drawings for City
of the Captive Globe, which could easily illustrate both texts dates were
made in 1972. The differences between texts should also be noticed:
while Koolhaas' book considers the possibility of congestion within the
objects—the architecture of Downtown Athletic Club becomes a city in
synecdoche—for Ambasz's text architecture, and objects, are kept as
that to be organized. If there is no hierarchy between them, there is one

between them and the hierarchical principle itself.

Collage by Silvia Garcia Camps

27 Rem Koolhaas. Delirious New York (New York: The Monacelli Press, 1978).
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Environments

The influence exerted by the Design Program on the actual
environments of ITNDL is obvious. Out of the fourteen environment
propositions, seven were engaged with movement either by being
cars, trailers, or by the design of rolling furniture on wheels, five were
an assemble of parts according to a grid or field of some sort, those
which may be understood as ‘firm’ environments seemed to derive its
firmness from absence rather than presence. Such influence may also
be interpreted backwards—Ambasz had written the design program as
a consequence of issues already taking place in previous movements
of the avant-garde?®. The obsession with fields, assembly and movable
constructions was also a sixties tendency in architecture beyond Italy—

the Metabolists in Japan for example?. Yet beyond furniture with

28 William Menking evidences such interpretation: “In fact this definition already sounds
like a Superstudio project, as if Ambasz is merely providing cover for the group to do a
major installation in the museum”. Willam Menking, Peter Lang, Superstudio: Life Without
Objects (Skira, 2013), 53.

29 Rem Koolhaas, Hans Ulrich Olbrist, Project Japan: Metabolism Talks (Taschen, 2011).
The narrative assembled in the book claims that Metabolist architecture (megastructures
frequently floating above pre-existing cities) derived from the pre-war dream of conquer-
ing china, and frustrated by the Japanese defeat. Architects which had graduated on the
dream of urbanism, designing new cities, confined to a small-island already filled with
buildings. The Italiand Radicals concern with the home may to some extent be an ana-

logue of the frustrated Japanese dream, since both nations lost the war.
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Italy: The New Domestic Landscape
catalogue cover (1972)

the objects-cutouts were held by a layer

of tracin paper but remained mobile if you
moved the book—suggesting a relantionship
between objects and architecture



Alberto Rosseli

Environment

“The intrinsic mobility of the house-object
that is transported from one place to another
suggests that the object in fact depends on
two conditions, movement and repose, with
their differing requirements. Since movement
is governed by the circumstances intrinsic to
transport, such as road conditions and safety,
it demands a small, compact form. Repose
means living, and thus a maximum expansion
and extension of the potential space available
for life and technological requirements.”
pp.-182
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Marco Zanuso and Richard Sapper’s Environment



Mario Belini
Kar-a-Sutra
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Tendencies on environments of ITNDL

DESIGN AS POSTULATION

DESIGN AS
COMMENTARY

COUNTERDESIGN
AS POSTULATION

YOUNG DESIGNERS

Gae Aulenti
Ettore Sottsass

Joe Colombo

Alberto Rosseli

Marco Zanuso and Richard Sapper

Mario Bellini

Ugo La Pietra
Archizoom
Superstudio
Gruppo Strum

Enzo Mari

Gianantonio Mari

Gruppo 9999



OBJECTS FIELD MOVES REFUSAL

X X X

X X X




40

or carried on wheels another design trope became evident on the
environments section. The object crisis of status and stability, already
mentioned throughout the objects section as well as in the design
program, was now tackled through dematerialization: the non-object, or
that which would allow the object not to exist.

Gaetano Pesce's Habitat from the Age of Great Contaminations
portrayed a dystopic future where humans lived in the objectlessness
in plastic caves. Ettore Sottsass designed living modules which he
claimed to be so ugly as to become forgotten, Superstudio presented a
surface of provision which would render objects—and any use of three-
dimensionality—unnecessary while Ugo La Pietra proposed a system of
digital interfaces through which the home would be everywhere (and
nowhere). More pragmatic in their developments, Gianantonio Mari
presented a series of white closets in which non-used elements were
rendered invisible (either as a continuous wall or as a floor) and Joe
Colombo a central unit of curved plastic walls to which nothing could be
added or subtracted. Archizoom designed an empty square room. Out
of the twelve commissioned environments, two had refused the design
program completely: Gruppo Strum, who had invested the money into
making a series of publications about Utopia, The Struggle for Housing

and The Mediatory City, And Enzo Mari, who wrote instead a critical



article for the catalogue®.

The Headline from Ada Louise Huxtable's review illustrates the
manner in which ITNDL has mostly been interpreted by architectural
media and history. Designing the Death of design, though Huxtable was
at the time critic of it, is nowadays often the praised definition of a kind

of avant-garde which is no longer to be seen—the most hardcore of

countercapitalisms.

Yoko Ono: Half Room (1 967)

30 “Ultimately, the only correct undertaking for ‘artists’ is that of language research — that is,
critical examination of the communications systems now in use, and critical acts affecting
the ways in which man’s primary needs (rather than ideologies as such) are conveyed —
and almost always manipulated.” Enzo Mari, untitled chapter, in Italy: The New Domestic
Landscape (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1972), 264.
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1. Radicals without Myth

In June 2014 a debate entitled “Whatever happened to the Avant
Garde®'" took place at the headquarters of Arup associates. As the first
of speakers Catharine Rossi, a specialist on sixties and seventies Radical
Design, stated her position the crowd majorly composed by architecture
students of leading universities worldwide felt nervous. Her answer to
the headline question in the case of Italians was for her quite simple:

“They grew up (...) they got old, they got jobs, they built

things, taught things, published things, and by today

they've either forgotten their early radicalism, got forgotten

in histories of radicalism, got mythologized or engaged in

some self-mythologizing, or all of those things at once”.

Rossi was a profound believer of avant-garde methodologies,
she had dedicated a life-time career to it, yet she thought that
counterdesigners most relevant contribution for people interested in
engaging with utopia and radical thinking of some sort was the raising of

“some difficult questions on the possibilities of what |

would very tentatively dare to call an authentic avant-
garde, one that doesn't just, or even at all, experiments

31 "Whatever Happened to the Avant-Garde” was held at the headquarters of Arup Associ-
ates as part of a workshop on architectural criticism organized by the Architectural Revew
and the Future Cities institute. The video of this debate is available at: https://vimeo.
com/105987208



with new technologies (...) but one that like early twentieth

century modernists, like futurists, like the seventies Italians,

resists the exploitation and alienation of capitalism, act in
opposition to mainstream values, and attempt to bring

a positive change not just within this cloistered realm of

architecture, but more generally in society too.”

One of the many problems pointed out by Rossi was that of
money: Radicals were only able to engage in their non-built projects
either because they came from privileged backgrounds or because they
indulged in activities that supported them (Superstudio designing banks
serves as an example). In other texts® (which were read for this thesis)
she also developed an argument on how the destruction of traditional
families was enabled by very much traditional ones (almost no women
were part this avant-garde, and the long-duration travels of Global Tools
Collective®® often relied on someone taking care of the kids). In her
closure, she argued for new utopias which should not hope to be as
universalizing as those of seventies Italians—she also hoped for utopias
leading toward action.

Radical Design has been ubiquitously, and often uncritically,

accepted in contemporary architectural culture. Drawn explicitly for

32 Catharine Rossi, Alex Coles. The Italian Avant-Garde 1968-1976 (EP Volume 1 MIT Press:
Chicago, 2013).

33 An excessively optimistic publication on the works of Global Tools Collective was assem-
bled for Radical Pedagogies, the project led by Beatriz Colomina. Valerio Borgonuovo,
Silvia Franscechini, Global Tools 1973-1975 (Salt: Instambul, 2015).
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mass circulation and publishing and having media often as its final goal
it is hardly shocking that the colorful axonometrics and perspectives of
Superstudio, Ettore Sottsass, Archizoom and alike find fertile ground in
a world of Pinterest and Instagram®. Beyond images, the ambiguous
utopias from the sixties Florentine and Milanese architects became
trendy for an academia in the pursue to make arguments without
building® at a moment where the agency of architects for political
discourse is diminished.

Though critics to the late Italian avant-garde exist, they are notably
few. If modernist utopias have since the sixties gone under a great deal
of demystification®, compelling criticism becomes much harder in
the face of the Radicals cynicism, which seemed to contain the critic
within the project itself—remaining at an ambiguous state. Peter Lang's

book Superstudio: Life Without Objects, as well as his review exhibition

34 Beatriz Colomina, Clip Stamp Fold: The Radical Architecture of Small Magazines (Actar,
2011).

35 Much of the criticism directed towards Alejandro Aravena’s Venice Bienalle in 2016 had a
background complement to paper architecture (its preferable to remove yourself from the
system than to report from an increasingly impossible front). See: Francisco Diaz. Patolo-
gias Contemporéneas (Ediciones ARQ: Santiago, 2019).

36 For Phantom: Mies as rendered society, Andrés Jacque developed an exhibition on the
underground basement of the Mies Van der Rohe’s Barcelona Pavilion—the show brought
to fore the machinery, maintenance equipment, surrogate parts and networks that were
constantly hidden in order to enable the rationalist utopia of transparency above. Andrés
Jaque, Phantom: Mies as Rendered Society (Barcelona, 2013).



Environments and Counter-environments: Italy the New Domestic
Landscape (1972) present Counterdesigners as desirable role-models
for our current society.

A slightly more critical approach to the avant-garde was presented
in the recent exhibition Home Futures: living in yesterday’s tomorrow,
curated by Eszter Steierhoffer at London design’s museum in between
the years of 2018 and 2019%. The show presented twentieth century’s
forward-looking utopias of domestic space. Its objective was not only to
understand the inexistent futures in which we could be living but also
how those dreams had shaped—not always for the best—the future in
which we currently are. Its catalogue, whose structure merged Ambasz
publication for ITNDL divided into objects and critical articles with Rem
Koolhaas' Elements of Architecture—dedicating particular sections to
the evolution of domestic elements throughout time. A nostalgic section
on the Screw for example traced the many futuristic views related to
open-sourceness*—it argued that “the screw seems to have fallen out

of favor since it disrupts our current images of the object as a coherent

37 Peter Lang, William Menking. Superstudio: Life Without Objects. (Skira: Torino, 2003).
Peter Lang, Luca Molinari, Mark Wasiuta. Environments and Counter Environments. “Italy:
The New Domestic Landscape,” MoMA, 1972 (GSAPP: New York, 2013).

38 Eszter Steierhoffer. Home Futures: Living in Yesterday’s Tomorrow (Design Museum: Lon-
don, 2018).

39 Yona Friedman and Ken Isaacs for Example.
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and perfect whole”. The computers and phones designed by Jonathan
Ive at Apple but also the projects presented for ITNDL by Joe Colombo,
Superstudio, Gianantonio Mari and Gaetano Pesce, serve as examples
of such desire for unity.

Edwin Heathcote's* review of Home Futures for the financial times
considered that the failures of the radical project outnumbered greatly
its possible contributions for any relevant architecture today. Starting
from a chronicle of Archigram’s book launch at the AA— “students sat
on the floor; a psychedelic slideshow of images played on the screen;
and it all ended with crushed expectations as the architects sent people
out to buy their new £95 book rather than engaging in conversation
or debate”— Heathcote soon arrived at what, for him, was a radical
realization.

...for all the playful charm of their visions, they had simply been

wrong —off-the scale wrong. For theirs was a toxic utopia. They

called for a throwaway architecture, a plastic fantastic, a response to

consumerism and planned obsolescence. Why couldn’t buildings

be made in factories like cars and bought from catalogues? Why

couldn't cities walk or houses inflate and move around? When you

got bored of your house, why couldn’t you just throw it away and

buy a new one in a much nicer colour? The cost of such freedoms
is painfully apparent now.

40 Edwin Heathcote, “A Wrong Turn on the Way to Tomorrow”. Financial Times, December
29, 2018. Heathcote also authored an article in Home Futures catalogue: Lock, a critical

short-story on our lack of control over the smart-house.
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The most radical thing to do today would be to begin to forget

these seductive images and instead insist on the re-use and

adaptation of existing structures. Of course, this is not a solution

that sits easily with the profession of architecture and its need

to make statements. Perhaps that’s exactly why some architects

retreat into these technoutopias by designing settlements on Mars

rather than concentrating on the far more difficult solutions for a

damaged planet.
Heathcote's and Rossi's arguments mustn't be considered as
representations of the totality of Radical Design. As the object of this
research—the environments of [taly: The New Domestic Landscape—
reveals, radicals, like most movements taking place between the riots of
may-68 and the oil-crash of 1973, were not a coherent whole. Beyond
plastic utopias and cynicism Radical Italians also engaged with the rise
of ecology or ideals related to craft. Nevertheless, they place a rightful

atmosphere of caution which a research on seventies Italians must take

into account.



IV. Problems with the Negation of Objects

The ltalian Avant Garde known as Radical-Design (or Counter-Design
or Radical-Architecture) existed from the late sixties to the early
seventies, among their main and most continuous concerns was the
“crisis of the object*”: an understanding, inspired by Marxist and
structuralist theories, of the object as the means by which status-quo
was held together (either in terms of wealth-signaling or by reproducing
traditional family values)*. As Mcluhan's understanding of media, where
the medium was considered to be more relevant than the message,
the object-crisis claimed that the production of objects, no matter
how conscious, could only feed the capitalist cycle of inequality and
obsolescence. Beyond radicals, the object-crisis lied at the source of
a wide range of new artistic formats and movements which attempted
to become uncollectable: minimalism, site-specific, participatory art*,

performance...

41 Filiberto Mena. “A Design for new Behaviors”. The New Domestic Landscape. 405-414

42 The wealth signaling of objects and architecture is evident in Robert Venturi and Denise
Scott brown exhibition Signs of Life, Symbols of the American City (Washington: Renwick
Gallery, 1976)

43 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (Verso:
New York, 2012).
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Radicals engaged with the domestic field (understood as the source
of traditional values and status) in order to change it, the manner in
which this was managed, changed over the years. As the historian
Catherine Rossi points out*, between late sixties and early seventies
the practice of counterdesigners changed radically—ITNDL, in 1972,
lied in such tension. Up until the show, even groups such as Archizoom
and Superstudio regularly engaged with known manufacturers of mass-
produced objects (Poltronova, Fiat and Olivetti for example); their
products sought to criticize the value given to the noble materials
of traditional Italian Design, La dolce Vita, in the use of, supposedly
democratic but also ugly, plastic. They sought to destabilize family values
in the appropriation of nature and Pop or by the design of objects which
refused to take a stable position. After the show however, Radicals were
driven by the refusal to engage in the making of objects, dedicating
themselves instead to performance and pedagogy based activities
as well as paper-architecture®®. Through both of its phases and by all

formats, Radicals attempted to dissociate objects from their attached

44 Catharine Rossi (2016). Lecture at the Speculative and Critical Design Summer School.
Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NsEWfSgLLMU&t=3197s

45 Present throughout both seasons of the movement was the design and management
of Discos. See Catherine Rossi (curator),Radical Disco: Architecture and Nightlife in Italy,
1965 - 1975 (London, ICA, 2015).



meanings and, at least to some extent, from meaning altogether, in a
sense they've managed it. Through their designs, they've helped to
shape a generation disconnected from objects.

The relevance for this investigation stems partly from current observations
on contemporary role of objects, one which seems to have shifted
since the sixties. In her book The Sum of Small Things: A theory of The
Aspirational Class. Elisabeth Currid-Halkett described the movement of
status in our contemporary society, from objects to other issues. The
rise of sportswear among CEO’s (who dress the same as an average
person), the diminishing ownership of cars and the rise of Airbnb’s (at
least up until the pandemic) sign to a dematerialization of the world.
Spotify, Rappi and Mary Kondo tell us that to be rich is being able not
to own and to live on the move—the reduction of the house to an ever
smaller number of things transformed the home-screen into a home-
surrogate*— through digital nomadism. Unimpressively, the message
behind Halkett's book is not that we live in utopia, but precisely that any
kind of social mobility, let alone equality, became virtually impossible.
Inconspicuous consumption: education, food, experiences (tourism),

and time* are the new means trough which we socially group—social

46 Steierhoffer. Home Futures: Living in Yesterday's Tomorrow.

47 Understood as the hiring of people to develop chores such as driving, cleaning...
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media allowed for us to show them to others just like we would have
done with a Rolex.

The rising digital-status mentioned in Curry-Halkett's book, enabled and
dreamed in the Italian laboratory, has some by-products. First is the rise
of disposable objects in a world where the values before associated to it
(including emotional ones) cease to exhist; second is blurring of private
space (since the public is filled with intimacies), finally digital-nomadism
dissolves work into life drowning the latter into a state of total anguish
(burnout). That the countercapitalism of ITNDL, by dissolving objects,
durability, firmitas and boundaries seems to have played an active role
in the current manner through which capitalism is experienced is rarely
noticed by current reviews of both the avant-garde and the show. This

investigation attempts at a detailed description of such role.

ITNDL was an exhibition in tension. Just like Renzo Piano’s and Richard
Rodger's project for Beaubourg (1969) which conflated modernism,
postmodernism, megastructure and brutalism in a single building, the
environments of the show were ambiguous and frequently contradictive.
By arranging environments from the ‘total objectlessness’ of
Supersurface to the domestic collection of Gae Aulenti this thesis aims

to portray the differences of degree and quality in the way designers



chose to deal with a similar crisis. The sum of their choices (arranged in a
gradient rather than in the pro-counter taxonomy of Ambasz) enable us
to construct a framework to understand relationships of object-designer
object-inhabitant and object-society, in the show as well as beyond it.
The decision not to analyze, for the scope of this investigation, the
trailer-like environments (Belini, Zanuso and Sapper, Rosselli) comes
from the focus (on objects) as well as by their diminished contemporary
relevance, in my perception. Refusals (Mari and Strum) were also kept
out by obvious reasons. Finally, environments with similar approaches
(from the sole perspective of this investigation) were kept on the same
chapter (Aulenti and 9999, G. Mari and Joe Colombo, Superstudio and
Ugo La Pietra), however, chapters always lend focus towards one of the
environments.

The process for uncovering ‘objects’ within the objectlessness of ITNDL's
environments proceeds from formal, material and discursive analysis of
the proposed spaces: the texts written by authors for the catalogue, as
well as the processes of inhabitation portrayed in videos (where those
were found) are considered as an integral part of the proposed spaces.
Some conclusions will also take place in the images of show being visited
(from MoMa'’s archive) and by the superposition of the environments in

the broader context of the architects’ careers.
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Avrchitectural and societal developments taking place prior and following
the show inevitably inform the environments to be analyzed. From the
contemporary crisis of garbage, which renders a new meaning for plastic,
to the previous feud with objects within the modern movement. Too
broad to fit in any of the central chapters, these external perceptions,
were kept as a series of objects within the architecture of the thesis,
readers are to interpret them in any direction.

The, for the most part, negative review of the ITNDL enables a new
manner of perceiving the show and its relevance, one that dwells
on objects and their ability to surface identity and memory, to track
metabolisms, to develop (by absence) anguish, and to control (as
infrastructure); to resist modernist and contemporary asceticism in the
form of mess. This thesis aims at developing a toolkit for understanding

and operating with contemporary domestic architecture.
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Images presented for Supersurface
Superstudio. Italy: The New Domestic Landscape (1972) pp241-251
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Infrastructure

Supersurface and the invisible object

The ‘environment’ presented by the group of Florentine architects
Superstudio’ became undoubtedly the most canonical part of [TNDL.
Later reviews, whether on Casabella or on non-Italian magazines, happily
turned their spotlights to the beautiful collection of collages whose eye-
catching instagramability was evident much before the existence of
clicks or Instagram?; moreover, by its use of the network at a moment
when the internet was still taking its first steps Supersurface became
a sign of a world to come, one driving both academic and practical
returns.

Unlike other environments for the show, which seemed to
demand its discursive counterpart®, The images of Supersurface were
easy to read; the project appears to be straightforward: by means of a

technological surface (which is also a grid), humanity is provided with

1 Adolfo Natalini, Cristiano Toraldo di Francia, Gian Piero Frassineli, Alessandro and Rober-

to Magro and Alessandro Poli

2 The ability to enter the discourse through beautiful minimalism would later, also define

the works of Pier Vittorio Aurelli's Dogma.

3 See the chapter on Archizoom (5)



ideal amounts of “air, water, heat, video, audio, nutrition, nature,
light, and even memory “... the grid renders three-dimensional
expressions of life (architecture and design objects among them)
obsolete. Speculation on land-values and the city are also brought
to an end (since “every place is like every other place”). Humans in
this kind of provisioned Superstate would, by the end of inequality
and work, lead more fulfilling lives. Objects and their meanings, at
first sight, are eliminated from the project in all its possible forms,
Supersurface installs the definitive layer of obsolescence: that in

which one ‘object’'—the grid— replaces all the others.
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Images presented for Supersurface
Superstudio. Italy: The New Domestic Landscape (1972) pp241-251
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Grid

The grid of Supersurface must be understood in connection
with Manhattan: Capital of the Twentieth Century, Ambasz's text for
the design program of ITNDL, but also against the background of
Superstudio previous works. If at Superarchitettura (1966), the founding
exhibition for both Superstudio and Italian radical design at large, the
interest in being outright ugly—through an obscene use of color and
curved forms—was seen at the ideal means to criticize value, already in
1969 at the exhibition Architektur und Freiheit (architecture and liberty)
we see the first expressions of the canonical Superstudio aesthetic: a
gridded totem with archetypal passages (rectangular openings) and
electronic devices.

The obsession with grids would mark most of Superstudio’s
developments up until ITNDL. The grid, an apex of neutrality, provided
spaces without the possibility of attachment (between bourgeois,
inhabitants and the domestic environment) yet it also allowed to criticize
the previous avant-garde—modernism. In the interpretation of Catharine

Rossi, Superstudio’s turning of everything into a grid undermined the



rationality of the grid itself—as it was used by Mies, for example®. Finally,
grids were also perfect synecdoche devices, allowing the group to make
the same statement throughout scales.

Misura (1972), a series of furnitured composed of a plastic
laminate grid, and Continuous Monument, a proposition for a model
of total urbanization, lay at the edges (in scale) of Superstudio’s grid-
use. At Continuous Monument, a glasslike office building of immense
proportions (at a scale of natural features like mountains) extends across
the planet. The sheer scale serves to eliminate the modern relationship
between interior and fagade, ventilation, promenade... It also eliminates
the symbolic nature as a set of references.® The iconoclasm of its
images would still be dwarfed by those of Supersurface. In the most
knowledgeable image of Continuous Monument, Manhattan island
is engulfed, yet respected, by the massive architecture-urbanization:
perforations on the structure indicate not only spaces for portuary

activities but also the preservation of ‘valuable buildings’. The scheme

4 We must of course notice the very clear difference between Superstudio’s criticism of
the modern movement and the one of Alice and Peter Smithson or Aldo Van Eyck which
were focused on agency. The grid remains a useful, even if ironic, resource for preventing

agency throughout their work.

5 Kevin Lynch, The Image of the City (Chicago: MIT Press, 1960).
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