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The academic ceremony in which we are here today taking part stands out for its singular nature: Peter Eisenman is an architect laureate, among the greatest architectural theorists, trained to the highest academic level; he is a passionate teacher and a recognised maestro of contemporary culture. The degree in architecture which this University is now to confer upon him is not, therefore, an institutional recognition crowning an excellent career outside of academia: it is rather the recognition of the exceptional, profound consonance of his thought and his methods with the principles which feed our School’s most vital root, principles to which he seems constantly to call us back with his intellectual challenge and with his inexhaustible critical ability to violate, with his design, seemingly defined norms and to reveal in each apparent truth the hidden truth which is prisoner within it. Master of a demanding school of thought, with his body of work he therefore calls the School of Architecture, our School, back to the intellectual statute of its highest tradition.

Recently, in response to the question ‘For which of your works would you like to be remembered in history?’, he, the grand architect and the creator of memorable projects, stated, ‘In a hundred years I want to be remembered for my ideas,’ adding, ‘I do not build icons: my job is a constant process of discovery.’  Once questions of style have been rejected, the fullness of architecture as a critical process which does not incarnate symbols but generates new meanings emerges. He speaks and works, however, as a teacher. In his words and his projects, he seems always to directly address the new generations, the young. Planning is not an exercise in style: a piece of work cannot be copied. One can only teach a way of thinking, and the rest will be done by each one of us. This is the first evident consonance with the most vital tradition of our school: we, who were shaped in the sometimes scorching dialectics against the satisfied stability of the modern style with the support of masters like Ludovico Quaroni and Bruno Zevi, today, when the speed of metamorphoses of taste and the greed of communication offer mass-produced formal models which spread like wildfire and just as quickly perish, feel the force and the precision of Peter Eisenman’s teaching as values of our own culture, as testimonials of resistance to the production of images created only to be consumed.

Do not forget, he says, that this is not a new story. The great architects of the past, those stable figures to whom I ever return, are in their places. It is I, the modern architect, who moves in a constant renewal, in a constant re-reading, in perennial reinvention. History, therefore, as the field, the horizon and the nutriment of that which we do; but, above all, as the landscape of our modernity, territory for the development of our conceptions, workshop of the modelling and remodelling of our theoretical structures: this is a second consonance with the identity of our school. Who, in fact, can forget the work and thought of Manfredo Tafuri, graduate of our Faculty and too-soon-vanished friend, precocious, careful and acute critic of the young Eisenman, to whom Eisenman himself openly pays respect? What amnesia can cancel the fact that the highest and bitterest debate of our school was precisely that between our younger selves and our Maestri over the relationship between history and architecture, all, of us, however, agreeing upon considering history as the generator of critical effectiveness? How not to consider as members of the same species, even though of ferociously opposed cultural ethnicities, Leonardo Benevolo, Manfredo Tafuri himself, Bruno Zevi and even Saverio Muratori who from distant roles and positions all brought history to converge and be involved in the field of their challenges on modernity: how not to put with them Peter Eisenman, who even as he plans the movement’s imprint on the ductile material of his architecture speaks to his students of Palladio and Borromini, of Carlo Rainaldi and Schinkel and Le Corbusier, because ‘…if they know nothing of them, how can they conceive architecture?’

Of his project for the City of Culture in Santiago de Compostela in Galicia, he said: my idea was that of superimposing a Cartesian grid on the preexistent organic, medieval grid and to wrap and deform both with a topological grid which is projected into space. In this way, the earth becomes figure and the figures burst out from the earth. Buildings cannot be isolated: they form part of a single idea of the landscape. Elsewhere he continues: my only method for designing is that of everywhere considering the cultural, physical and archaeological stratifications, and not simply the superficial context and the construction programme. Rather than try to realise a particular type of building I prefer to face a particular type of problem: that of designing, under great physical and functional constraints, for difficult locations of great importance for their surroundings. This, then, is his message: the landscape as form of and reason for architecture, the interpretation of place as matrix of the design process, complex geometry as generator of form, as form itself. Here the consonance with Eisenman is profound but also, for us, painful. Thanks once again to Ludovico Quaroni, in the years immediately following the Second World War, the Roman school, through the search for a non-stylistic approach to planning, began research into the landscape as a living storehouse of tectonic force and traces, where the architecture without architects, that of the organic and medieval tradition, was truly built by figures which burst out from the ground, neither isolatable nor separable from the identity of the landscape. Often, studying Peter Eisenman’s designs and projects, I have asked where that itinerary would have taken us today if the explosion of the ideologies of the seventies had not given such a violent turn to architectural research in our country. But today we know that it is time to once again pick up those threads, which were never actually broken, and that is what we are doing. For this reason, therefore, Peter Eisenman seems to supply to our renewed commitment to research not simply a consonance but a point of reference, and the occasion to launch ourselves into the creative and intellectual competition with that School pride which is indispensable in confirming our identity.

I will stop here, Chancellor, Colleagues, Students. It only remains for me to thank Peter Eisenman for being here with us to celebrate today, in his person, Architecture.

Lucio Valerio Barbera
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