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Reality, In Theory
Giovanni Corbellini

In the mid-seventies, Robert Venturi pointed to Alvar 
Aalto as his main source of inspiration:1 one of the 

most influential critics of his generation, the author 
of at least two fundamental texts, declared to pay par-
ticular attention to an architect who, as Venturi him-
self highlights, “never wrote of architecture”.2  Twenty 
years later, this text is published again in Iconography 
and Electronics upon a Generic Architecture, a collection of 
essays in which the American author, at the height of 
his career, credits himself above all as a practicing ar-
chitect.3  The fact that Venturi distanced himself from 
a theoretical activity he clearly considered marginal 
by publishing one more book is indicative of a “complex 
and contradictory” condition, both with regard to his 
specific contribution, certainly more incisive in words 
than in bricks, and, more generally, to the cultural sit-
uation in which he operates. Something similar, for in-
stance, comes also out of a book by Hal Foster, signifi-
cantly titled The Return of the Real, which describes this 
situation from the point of view of the arts in the sec-
ond half of the last century, “when theoretical produc-
tion became as important as artistic production”4  but 
this critical approach was strongly intertwined with 
the conditions of reality and its interpretation, espe-
cially within the Duchampian neo avant-gardes, such 
as pop art. And the same, powerful attraction for the 
consistency of the real has recently fuelled the philo-
sophical debate as opposed to the postmodern “weak 

thought”5 and its interpretative vertigo. 
Venturi’s example, both in spite of and thanks to its 
inconsistencies, shows very clearly how a similar “re-
turn of the real” has crossed the architectural debate 
at the turn of the millennium, focusing on the pro-
fessional practice rather than on other disciplinary 
methods, even as a privileged place for research. The 
speculative proposals protagonists of the radical scene 
as well as the “autonomous” investigations on form, at 
the time responsible for tons of “paper architecture,” 
have gradually disappeared from the pages of major 
magazines. The latter have enhanced the role of im-
ages and, in parallel, reduced the space given to theo-
retical-critical6 texts,  as happened for example in our 
Casabella. The same 1996 in which Venturi and Foster 
published the above mentioned books hails the new 
editor in chief of the Milanese magazine and a shift 
in its approach.7  The fact that the protagonist of this 
turning point is a historian only confirms a growing 
“realist” tendency, although the disciplinary clerics’ 
fascination for construction often reveals a vision of 
architecture as a concluded and self-referential act, in 
which the built world is separated from the reasons, 
accidents and consequences of its realization.
However, this path from utopia to reality, from theo-
ry to action, more than by cultural evolution and its 
fluctuations seems to be determined by the radical-
ization of the market economy as the sole planetary 
system of production and exchange. The pragmatism 
to which architecture was driven, in the reality of the 
profession as well as in its disciplinary self-conscious-
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ness, entails nonetheless some unexpected loss of effi-
ciency. The ever increasing space granted to commer-
cial negotiations reduces simultaneously the space of 
planning. The environmental transformation is there-
fore subject to phenomena of deregulation, with the 
gradual withdrawal of the public hand accompanied 
by an overwhelming set of defensive laws, especially in 
countries like Italy where the cultural and profession-
al fabric is particularly weak. The complication of our 
practice makes it extremely difficult to manage the 
profession individually or in small groups: due to the 
incapacity to withstand competition and the liberali-
zation of fees, to cope with the insurance obligations 
and the constant updating of software licenses, to in-
tegrate in the design process the ever-growing, nec-
essary technical and legal expertise. The result is an 
anomalous fragmentation of the design control among 
different subjects and in its early stages, one that is 
driven by regulations and even recognized within 
our specific discipline. On the one hand, for example, 
measures such as the so-called Merloni Law transform 
the way from concept to completion in a relay race in 
which the different steps from preliminary to detailed 
design, and to construction supervision are entrust-
ed to different professionals. On the other hand, the 
same Institute of Architects has added other special-
ized categories (planners, landscape architects, herit-
age curators), recognizing from within the erosion of 
our coordinating role in the design process of the dif-
ferent forms of knowledge, times, scales and interests 
involved.
It happens therefore that the more architecture be-
comes realistic the harder reality restricts its ambition 
and delimits its action within the analytical, sectorial 
dimension typical of other disciplinary approaches in-

volved in the environmental transformation. Unlike 
the latter, architects have always supported their spe-
cific technical skills with the need to mediate between 
conflicting views, keeping together social responsibil-
ity and impulses of individual affirmation, not only 
their own.8 Each architectural project attempts a syn-
thesis between unstable and contingent, potentially 
conflicting plans: customer satisfaction, in economic, 
functional but also aesthetic and representative terms,9 

and collective protection of rights, health, safety and, 
particularly today, of landscape and environment.10 

The interpretation of the friction between private and 
public needs gives the opportunity to make room for 
experimentation, looking for the innovative solutions 
that the discipline considers as an indispensable ethi-
cal function of the architectural project. When the lat-
ter is able to set new paradigms, it takes prominent 
positions in historical reconstructions even regardless 
of its successful realization. Many “rationalist” mas-
terpieces have resulted in buildings of dubious habita-
bility, for inherent conceptual flaws or unwary execu-
tions. So much so that, according to Mark Wigley, “the 
sign of technical incompetence becomes the sign of 
artistic brilliance”,11 and both were claimed as the two 
sides of the coin of quality in architecture: “If the roof 
doesn’t leak”, declared Frank Lloyd Wright “the archi-
tect hasn’t been creative enough.”12 Of course there are 
also examples of “signature” technical problems nowa-
days, from the infiltration of the villa Lemoine13 to the 
cracks of the Guangzhou Opera House,14  until Viñoly’s 
“burning glass” in London.15 However, apart from the 
disappointing performance of various “sustainable” 
buildings, the ideological link between experimenta-
tion and failure that characterized the heroic phase of 
the modern seems to be getting feebler. In comparison 
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with Wright’s leaking rooftops, to which the architect 
gave a key role in symbolic terms, more recent func-
tional failures appear more as side effects of excessive 
complication than signs of a research one should be 
proud of.
It is also true that the growing mistrust of architec-
ture towards the processes of its implementation can 
be read as a result of a kind of “original sin” of the dis-
cipline. The modern architect’s identity is in fact based 
on overcoming the shared responsibility and the sub-
stantial uncertainty of the medieval construction: ac-
cording to Leon Battista Alberti and for us, the heirs of 
his authorial vision, a building must be an exact copy 
of the architect’s project.16 This determinist idea is 
also reflected by the law, for which built results cannot 
be different form the projects approved. So much so 
that the place and time in which the project negotiates 
more closely with the reality of its materialization also 
represent a threat to its integrity, something to which 
a strenuous resistance must be opposed. The archi-
tect should learn from the process, but the experience 
gained will be available only on subsequent projects, 
producing a structural gap between the incidents and 
the opportunities offered by the building site and their 
interpretation.17 The volatility of contemporary tech-
nical offer, with continuous variations of the available 
materials and their characteristics, requires however 
that the project deals with an increasing need for rapid 
adjustments, even and especially in the construction 
phases. However, such need is limited by a number of 
adverse reactions (cultural, regulations etc.) that, in 
fact, have progressively reduced the margin available 
to the architect to provide the appropriate modifica-
tions. The strategies we need in order to create this 
margin, to extend it and exploit it intelligently, become 

therefore more and more sophisticated.
Recent innovations, whether they are consistent with 
technological developments or mere formal experi-
ments, generally provoke a widespread suspicion, oc-
casionally exacerbated by technical faults but clearly 
present even when everything works as planned. The 
proliferation of regulatory constraints that affect the 
profession is also indicative of a kind of immune re-
sponse of society towards the mutagenic ethics of ar-
chitects. Designers, apart from rare occasions of great 
scope, run their practice within strictly controlled 
tracks by codes that seek to hold together indications of 
hygiene, privacy, energy and structural performance 
with the type - morphological - material - aesthetic 
continuity that still represents the dominant ideology 
of the current cultural debate (even of large sectors of 
our discipline), of political negotiation and planning.18  
The internal contradictions in each of these aspects 
are even more evident in their interaction, so much so 
that buildings pedantically abiding by the norms end 
up betraying deeply their sense and, above all, partic-
ipating in increasingly widespread picturesque mas-
querades.19 Technology, which in itself has no ethical 
intention, plays a decisive role in accelerating this sit-
uation by providing materials and finishes that prom-
ise to hold together cost, performance and nostalgia. 
The current, exasperated stratification of walls, in 
addition to analytically ensure compliance with the 
most diverse requirements, reflects the fragmentation 
of the design process we have mentioned above, with 
architects addressed to take care of surfaces and walls 
to progressively increase their thickness.
It is not easy to regain control over the “black section”20 

of the buildings and produce architectural innovation 
starting from construction techniques, apart from rel-
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atively simple and limited situations. Equally difficult 
is to propose an experimental research locked up in 
the role of decoration specialists in which the contem-
porary reality forces us. In order to get reacquainted 
with this same reality and pursue a progressive func-
tion it seems then necessary to practice a certain de-
tachment from reality itself. In other words, it is vital 
for us to interpose a critical distance from tools, objects 
and procedures of environmental transformation and 
derive from the concreteness of our limits the space 
for imagining a new reality.
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