Allocutio presented to Roberto Capucci

Laurea Honoris Causa in Design

of  Prof. Lucio Valerio Barbera

Dean of the ‘Ludovico Quaroni’ First Faculty of Architecture

Sapienza University of Rome

In 1590 Hans Fugger, of the great Augustan family of bankers, commissioned from Pauwels Frank, known in the world of Renaissance Italy as Paolo Fiammingo, a large painting known by the title of Venetianische Trachtt, or Venetian Costumes. Andrew John Martin describes it thus: “The painting shows five almost life-sized female figures on a bridge without a parapet above a canal bordered by buildings. Despite the character of the city being somewhat generic, a gondola…and the costumes of two of the ladies allow us to identify it with certainty as Venice. The procession…is led by a woman wearing a dress of gold brocade, trimmed with lace and with a high white collar, two strings of pearls and one of gold. In her right hand she holds high a fan of black feathers… She is followed by a slightly older lady, dressed in an equally luxurious manner… with a smaller collar and one pearl necklace. At waist height, she holds a fan of black feathers. Behind her is a woman dressed in black, with a heavy veil…which covers her head and arms, leaving only her face and part of her neckline visible. Behind is a woman dressed more simply in a brown dress, laced over a pleated white blouse and a white apron. Her hair is tied with a heavy veil which falls down her back. In her hands she holds a rosary. The woman leading the cortege meets a female figure, who stands apart…who is wearing a dark, open-neck dress without ornamentation. Her head is wrapped in a heavy white veil which she holds with her hands before her face.” The woman in gold brocade is dressed as befitted a Venetian Gentlewoman on a public feast-day. The woman behind is the same noblewoman in her everyday clothes, for those days in which the appearance of strict, severe behaviour was called for. The third is certainly a young widow, wearing the modest clothes of mourning. The fourth seems to be wearing the costume prescribed for the Massère or maidservants of Venice. The veiled and solitary woman, who stands apart from the procession of honest women, could be a courtesan, veiled in conformity with the proscriptions for ‘Courtesans outside the house’. Ironically, however, some see it as the costume of the ‘Unmarried Brides’, the betrothed virgins kept waiting in social limbo, deprived of an identifying space as they were no longer associated with that of their family of origin and not yet with that of their new family. A few square metres painted with oils reminded the Augustan banker who had ordered the singular painting daily of the richness, of the variety of character of Venetian women, their diverse and clearly expressed identity, the care with which they fit in with their own portrait, their own biography, the well composed social hierarchy of the great city on the lagoon. One can also easily imagine the diverse rhythm of the movements of each, the diverse cadences of the phrases spoken between them, the diverse manners or even gracelessness with which each would address, according to their character, persons of the same, of a higher, or of a lower caste. And if one knows Venice well, one seems to hear the diverse accents of each, accents of caste, of wealth or even of diverse origins; perhaps the noblewoman would have spoken the most refined Venetian, or perhaps Padovan if the heiress of vast swathes of land; the maid would have spoken the accent of Torcello, from whence came, at the time, manservants and gondoliers. And yet it is the same woman. It does not take a penetrating gaze to recognise in their faces an anonymous model with a gaze which is indecipherable, not because it is mysterious but simply because it is absolutely neutral, held in perfect balance in the artificial absolute of a medial expression, to represent what we architects would call the ‘carrying type’, the ‘carrying type’ of the Renaissance woman, whose curves fill the shapes of her corsets well, who knows how to walk solemnly, with well-turned arms for her husband but also for mercenary love or humble work. Not a mannequin, but the essential morphology of a woman to whom only the complex clothes give a soul, write a biography and establish an identity, real or displayed, suffered or forcefully affirmed. In the same way, a procession of buildings overlooking the Canal Grande clothes in diverse identities a small procession of grand Venetian families, writes their biography, real or partial, gives a soul to the ‘carrying type’ of the Venetian house, stable in its forms which fill the architectural facade, comfortable with its environments which are used both for entertaining and for warehousing needs, both for the ostentation of opulence and virtue and for the secrecies of richness or private obscurities. The Palazzata di S.Samuele, which has come down to us in the same form as in the years in which Paolo Fiammingo painted the Venetian women, stands to the right of the surviving gothic palazzo of the ancient and tragic Erizzo family which, in the permanence of its pre-Renaissance garment, proudly displays its ancient biography, its glorious past. Immediately after on the left, instead, is the modern ostentation, the revolutionary classically-styled facade of Palazzo Contarini delle Figure, the coat of arms of a family aiming to emerge as dominant in a time in which the Seigniory seems to be becoming a princedom and the classical world is the fashion and banner of modernity and arrogance. Next is the first Mocenigo building, the so-called Casa Vecchia or ‘Old House’, in which the aging Mocenigo wrote a solidly modern yet unostentatious autobiography, almost in the style of the fifteenth century in the midst of the mannerist fury of the sixteenth. Then, Mocenigo again in the Casa Nuova, or ‘New House’, one great house formed from two twin buildings for two very rich brothers, the architectural clothing of which transmits the sense of a now-acquired Renaissance culture which slides across the ample facade without strong gestures, in the golden domesticity of a rich family the dimensions of whose buildings and the exhibition of whose family concord suffice to affirm their solidity, reserve and reliability. Finally, Palazzo Corner which, among the mannerist flowerings, ably allows the remains of an ancient Byzantine doorway on the ground floor, a coat of arms par excellence for the entire family, to breathe freely. And yet, it does not take a penetrating eye to recognise in all this diversity of character, ambition and social and cultural messages the presence of a single average Venetian house ‘carrying type’, collected around the superimposed rooms which rhythmically open the centre of the facade, here, on the Canal Grande, just as in the modest, tottering brick houses of the islands of the lagoon from whence families and gondoliers come. The architecture, like a resilient stone garment, gives a soul to the biological structure of the dwelling and has always, today and throughout history, joined its mission with the art we call fashion. We do not therefore know if ancestral architecture, that technique which - as Heidegger says - gives man shelter and for this reason interprets his needs, anxieties and the violent desire for meaning, is not fundamentally a garment. The ancients, who gave the same high significance to their primitive clothes as to their primitive houses, knew this well. Thus, as the Temple of Vesta, goddess of fire and the home, cannot but replicate over time, in the millennia across which antiquity runs, the form of the hut which is holy because it is ancestral, which melds with the shape of the hearth, round and therefore without possible orientation, therefore previous to any rational liturgical rituality, John the Baptist cannot but dress in animal skins and furs like the prophet Elia and a whole horde of prophets before him, sacred in the ancestral garments handed on to them from Adam, who had them from God before passing them on to Seth who gave them to Methuselah who gave them to Noah, and on and on until Moses who gave them to Aaron the Levite. And in this common sacred role of architecture and the art of dressing we, men and women deprived of the slow time of meditation, can find an answer to our questions about the current phenomena which sweep away in a single creative crucible that which we thought was clearly separate and distinct from centuries of rationalism and specialisation: architecture, art and fashion. Perhaps the real meaning of our times, which seem in their many great metamorphoses almost a dramatic new ancestral epoch, is hidden here. Roberto Capucci, therefore, who denies his art to the shop and to consumption, and exalts the ancestral nature of the female form in the absolute of the artistic form, seems a brother to those architects who took the construction of the Doric temple away from the woodsman’s axe and the carpenter’s workshop and exalted in the absolute of the artistic form the ancestral nature of the form of the house.  
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