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Exactly forty years ago, the academic year 1967/68 began, in our faculty, with the inaugural lesson of Ludovico Quaroni’s planning course in the Aula Magna of Valle Giulia. There was expectation in the air. In the previous years, a palpable disquiet had spread among the students, highly sensitive as always to the tectonic movements which, almost without warning, shook society at its foundations. The decade of the sixties had begun in Italy with the desire to proudly celebrate the affirmation of the Italian Miracle as well as the centenary of the country’s political unity, that troubled unity the necessity and the historical success of which we had questioned deeply at the beginning of the ‘40s. The Torinese event named “Italia ’61”, which today I no longer know whether to define with certainty as a national exposition of collective hopes or theatre of our provincial illusions, had in any case called together all those Italian architects who had counted in the reconstruction of the country, all the designers who with their creative thought and their designs had participated in giving shape to the multiple substances from which derived the miracle of our reconstruction: quarters, houses, modern company buildings  or buildings of the reborn public administration, churches, great shops, furniture, objects, all together along the banks of the Po. Giò Ponti, Franco Albini, the Castiglioni brothers, the BBPR Studio, Nizzoli, Carlo Scarpa, Zanuso, Luigi Nervi, and Ludovico Quaroni himself were all present to enrich this event with the exhibition of their work, or perhaps I should say with the presentation of the personal style with which they had carried out in that unforgettable post-war period, the role of the planner in the restoration of our public and private identity. ‘From the spoon to the city’ was the underlying thread which united in a single virtual community so many diverse designers, all educated directly or indirectly in the school of Bauhaus and the manfestos of Le Corbusier. Franco Albini showed the model of a full-size portion of the exterior facade of the Rinascente in Piazza Fiume in Roma, exalting, in this abstraction of the fragment, the contrast between the steel membrane and the waves of the walls of artificial stone as pure design research into the essence of the construction materials. Nearby was the scaffolding of one of his arduous modular bookcases which to me, then very young, seemed to represent, instead, a scale model of a possible infinite modular (obviously)urban wall, ready to welcome onto its steel shelves other objects, frames in which to concentrate domestic functions in as-yet unpredictable forms, the future figures of private space. Giò Ponti, almost mockingly, had designed and realised an unnerving, hugely long tunnel, almost a dragon, resting and curving between the giant columns of the building constructed by Luigi Nervi, as an audacious twentieth-century domestic sculpture might between the furniture and objects of a bourgeois salon. The same immense building by Luigi Nervi which hosted the greater part of the Exhibition, supported by an apparently infinite series of tall steel and concrete columns, seemed to my ingenuous student’s eyes like a giant magic box, a montage of mysterious bi-material membranes of vaguely Egyptian ascendancy to which Giò Ponti’s dragon was connected in an uninterrupted series of vertiginous passages of scale containing the pavilions of Zanuso, Quaroni and many others which in turn contained Castiglioni’s furniture, which in their turn exhibited on their shiny wooden shelves the replicas of Carlo Scarpa’s precious bronze hinges all architectural objects so rich in finesse and power that they could be taken individually as details of a rich whole or, vice versa, as reference universes of other details of infinite other particulars. In this avoidance of each architectural or design object of the scale and meaning of its own reality, in this possibility of exchanging all the designed and constructed forms and figures between the diverse dimensions, it seemed to me that the principle of design as the ordered activity of rational thought aiming to dominate the equally ordered sequence of reality (that is, the products) of which out world is composed with severely realistic method was consummated: from the spoon to the city. The years which followed, from 1961 until that academic year of ‘67/68 were, in fact, years of a progressive, slow, inexorable loss of certainty, years of latent change. Ludovico Quaroni, who had been the protagonist of attempts in the post-war period to restore and requalify the well-ordered and apparently humanitarian pre-fascist society, saw in the unexpected rising of the star of a new trend which intended to reconstruct the universe of architecture’s perennial principles an alarming signal for modernity and felt the urgent need to stop the delays and reveal the need to conceive the city no longer as an ordered sequence of well-hierarchized projects, appropriate in their diverse scales, but as a ‘continuum’ of functions, of spaces, of diverse uses, a continuum of mutable and interchangeable industrial objects available in every scale, in every dimension of reality with the aim of using the new intelligence and the new abilities of a multiform and innovative industry which already existed in the construction of a real new urban culture conceived as participation in the beauty and dignity of private and collective comfort on the part of the largest possible number of citizens. The inaugural lesson of that academic year was therefore marvellous: I remember it as a happy event, our young assistants' souls seemed to find the strength which comes to the uncertain, to the weakest sailors at the sight of a new and fascinating horizon, of the attainable profile of a world with which it is worth becoming falling in love. It was November 1967. A few months later, in March of ’68, everything would stop, as the image of life and nature seemed to freeze in the sudden, lacerating light of a flash of nocturnal lightning. Ludovico Quaroni’s utopian vision, shattered by events, was in any case able almost subterraneanly to nourish a slower, more difficult route, constantly followed with the weak and discreet means which academic reality could give us. Thus, the discipline of Design was born in our faculty in the Seventies, and beside it appeared the discipline of architectural technology. The first Diploma Courses in Design, and then Degree Courses, took form later and not without difficulty, here as in other Italian universities. Today we are at the threshold of the institution in Rome, in our University, Sapienza, of a Design Faculty, with the determined support of our Rector. Certainly, the road has been long, tiring and sometimes difficult, and, it should be said that the fact that Milan has been faster than Ludovico Quaroni’s university still galls somewhat. But we are aided and have always been supported by the vision of how the institutions of our school correspond extraordinarily to the conceptions and creations of architects and masters of design like Stefano Marzano, which to me who was young in those distant and decisive years seem to restore the certainty that the ‘continuum’ of accessible, sustainable and innovative beauty promised by the marvellous city of Ludovico Quaroni lives today in the city for which our new masters of Design work: a city open to an ever-growing number of citizens, in which the diffusion of ‘ever more immaterial entertainment, communication and information technology’ will render our antique, or perhaps only old, houses participants in the future with naturalness and with simplicity. For this reason let us thank Stefano Marzano and invite him to feel part of our School and of our own history. 
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