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/,eonardo Ricci-

1 s Involvement Enough? 

Dear Editor: Your comments aliuut 
Leonardo Ricci, and about his .. invuh e
ment" (AUGUST 1960 P/ A), are perti
nent. When ha anything worthwhile 
been done without unreserved commit
ment on the part of the doer? With this 
I am in total agreement; but the re
sults, in the pre ent case at least, sug
gest that involvement alone is not 
enough. What i wrong? 

Can it be that the direction of his 
involvement is wrong? I have long sus
pected that a preoccupation with paint
ing theory at the expense of a concern 
with building construction problems and 
human needs hinders good design. Has 
it not been the case throughout history 
that the closer the designer was to the 
spirit of his time and to the teclmical 
problems of building, the better was the 
work? Witness what evidence we have 
of prehistoric dwellings, medieval Ro
manesque and Gothic churches, Cots
wold cottages, wiss chalets, early Amer
ican architecture, plus anonymous barn 
and country hou es everywhere. 

With a few exceptions, whenever theo
ries of painting or archeology have in
truded themselves it would seem the 
architectural standard has declined. This 
preoccupation with painting may be one 
explanation of Ricci's work. While he 
says, "I think we must get away from 
the bizarre, the experimental, from the 
urge to be original at any cost . . ." 
his work seems to this distant observer 
to exhibit just that tendency. It looks 
typical of what is being done in so 
many parts of Europe and by "advanced" 
architects all over the world as Tom 
Creighton reported in his article. Tom 
also says, "No one can deny that he is a 
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creative person," and this may be, but 
how do his buildings differ from all the 
01 her mannered designs which try so 
ha rd to be "interesting"? 

l say that there is too much "interest
ing"' work being done and too little 
with that appealing human trait-modes
ty- so rare in most of us but o often 
found in the greatest men- Einstein, 
chweitzer, Gropius. or does mode ty 

preclude verve. Look at Maillart's 
bridges. the hill towns of Italy, the 

wi s hou es around Schwarzenburg, 
Albini's " fu seum of the Trea ury of 

t. Lawrence" in Genoa, Maybeck's work 
in Berkeley, and many other examples. 

How do we get away from this ten
dency? The best statement I know is 
that remarkable last chapter written by 
E. B. White for "The Elements of tyle." 
Let every young architect read it-sub
~ tituting the proper architectural words 
for grammatical terms-parti cularly the 
paragraph where the author has ju t 
said. " o idiom is taboo, no accent for
bidden; there simply is a better chance 
of doing well if the writer holds a steady 
cour e, enters the stream of English 
quietly and does not thrash about. 

"'But.' the student may ask, 'what 
if it comes natural to me to experiment 
rather than to conform? What if I am 
a pioneer or even a genius?' Answer: 
then be one. But do not forget that 
what may eem like pioneering may be 
merely evasion, or laziness-the disin
clination to submit to discipline. Writing 
good tandard Engli h is no cinch, and 
before you have managed it you will have 
encountered enough rough country to 
satisfy even the most adventurous spirit." 

How many of us u e the old materials 
properly. to say nothing of the new? 

FRED BA ETTI 
Seattle, Wash. 

Dear Editor: I read Fred Bassetti's 
letter and wish to comment further on 
your article. I like its emphasis on Ricci's 
pirit and energy rather than hi archi

tecture. This is obviously the point. This 
energy and enthusiasm about hi work. 
his conviction, comes closer to what is 
noble in a man and is perhaps therefore 
more capable of creating great architec
ture th&n the more humdrum eight-to· 
five architects of little conviction, those 
who are apt to drift with the usual archi
tectural-magazine bill of fare, and the 
cliche. 

I have little interest in what a maga
zine thinks of a man's work. Even in 
a publicity-conscious, publicity-guided. 
togetherne s-clotted society a magazine 
fulfilling its duty as reporter should call 
attention to work being done. attracted 

or guided by variety and seriousness 
(humor included), rather than modish
ne or monetary worth. Your article 
added a per pective which, like Ricci as 
a person, is refreshing. Grading his 
architecture from A to X either by you 
or by me doe not matter one good
goddam. Belter to remember tho e words 
of Rilke, "Works of art are of infinite 
loneline s, and with nothing to be o little 
reached as with criticism. Only love can 
grasp, hold and fairly judge them." 

DONALD \I. FROTlllNGll ~\I. JI!. 
~ eattle, Wa .. h. 

Dear Editor: Leonardo Ricci in his 
"involvement" follows man's most pro
ductive tradition. His concern with the 
whole of life compels admiration. 

It is easy to carp and criti cize. While 
I am not attracted to portions of Mr. 
Ricci's architectural philosophy and even 
less to the results, I certainly affirm 
with you his right to say and do as he 
believes. From your article it is clear 
that he would be a stimulating and vital 
individual to know. 

When you get down to the meat of 
any architectural matter- the buildings
there i again demor»trated the weak
nesse of the split painter-architect per
sonality. 

I mu t add the empathy "involved" in 
sliding down the Bellandi handrail does 
mack of brutality. I realize I am laying 

myself wide open on this one! As for 
pre entation, I have always found lack
ing those articles which illu trate pre
dominantly the exterior of thing and 
which ignore or give minimum shift to 
interior and plans. In Ricci's story you 
show thirteen exterior photograph to 
three interior photographs (two of these 
quite small) and no plans whatsoever. 
This method of presenting architecture 
is by no means exclusive with your 
magazine, but it is one to which I do 
not subscribe (shattering word for any 
publication! ). 

ALFRED BROW:"\1:"\G P \HKEH . FAIA 
\I iami. Fla. 

We had the same anxieties about sliding 
down the B11llandi handrail, but Ricci 
points out that a slide down that balus
trade might lead to a sorry end at the 
bottom of the cliff . For the more prac
tical purpose of climbing the stairs, he 
tells us , the projecting uprights afford 
nn excellent grip. Ed. 

In Milano- "Horne and School" 

The current Milan Triennale, which fol
lows (o r attempts to follow) the theme 
of "The Home and the S chool." has at-
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tracted much criticism. Principal exhibits 
are a house erected by Alcoa and a 
British prefabricated school. In the fol
lowing letter Professor John G. Grace 
of Tulane University, who has spent the 
past year abroad studying schools, gives 
us his impressions of the exposition. 

Dear Editor: It is pretty much to be 
expected that old Triennale hands will 
find umber 12, aL-eady dubbed a "flop" 
in local circles, a bit of a di appoint· 
menl. It is only fair to state that it 
mu l have taken courage on the part of 
the committee to turn its back on a sure 
thing and deliberately strive to turn the 
allention of the public to the solution 
of more ha ic social problems. 

The previous "fair type" Triennales, 
housed in pavilions which put the de· 
lightful gardens of the Parco empiano 
to good use, emphasized national trends, 
interior design, furniture, etc. Thi year 
lhe Italians, with only two important ex· 
ceptions, confined them elves and their 
guests entirely to the remodeled interior 
of the Fascist neo-classical Palazzo dell' 
Arte. The only two buildings actually 
erected , the British school and the U.S. 
home. both making use of prefab systems 
of construction , by their very nature 
come clo er than most exhibit to offer
ing clear-cut interpretation of this year's 
th eme. 

The former, completely landscaped and 
furni hed down to the last item for open
ing day. has created something of a 
sen ation. In a country where cost of 
construction and speed of erection could 
play an important part in the implemen
tation of any chool building program, it 
is no accident that this exhibit has 
stolen the show. It is to be hoped that 
the Alcoa home (not completed at this 
writing) will be as confidently as ertive. 
Unfortunately, where the British ele
mentary chool is literally typical of 
many already built and in u e today. 
the benefits of industrial production as 
realized through prefabrication of modu-
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lar. components and mass purcha ing re
mam largely theoretical as far as the 
American home-buyer is concerned. Is it 
perhap accidentally symbolic that where . 
as the s ::hool whose in situ (job-poured) 
floor-cum-foundation slab re ts firmly on 
the ground (no matter what contortions 
the ground may be ubject to , such a 
subsidence due to mining, earthquakes, 
e tc.), the U. . home, pre ently perched 
on wobbly concrete piers, has lo have 
the ground shoveled in around it. 

The big question is how su cess [ul 
the current Triennale as a whol e is in 
developing and exploring the theme it 
ha set itseH. Certainly the architects 
for the remodeling and planning of the 
exhibit space have been skillful in de
vising an "itinerary" full of intere t and 
contrast in volume and lighting. Raising 
the whole floor of the main exhibition 
to the level of the existing window sill s 
enables the vi itor to walk round and 
peer downwards into the various apart
ments and cla rooms, which have been 
furnished according to location- whether 
designed for the country, the uburbs, 
or more central areas within the city 
itself. 

Ju t how succe Iul these exhibits are 
in themselves as progenitors for an ideal 
environment is open lo que tion. Aboul 
all one can ay is that th e nearer one 
got to the center and the more money 
(for some rea on) one had to pend, the 
more ghastly did the furni hings become. 

As for the vast di splay of architectural 
drawings com prising a per on al show of 
eight Italian architects on a rotational 
basis, none but lhe mo t avid student is 
likely to devote the hour necessary to 
di scO\·er who did what and separate 
what has been done from what b "pro
jected" 

Of the various countrie participating 
with ground floor exhibits the more posi
tive contributions were mad e by Mexico. 
Belgium, weden , Denmark, and witzer· 
land. Most of the other exhibitors merely 
nodded in the general directi on of either 
the home or the school without apparent· 
ly being aware of anything beyond or 
in betv. een. 

For those who demand nothing more 
from a Triennale but mor~ of the sa me
only different- this one may seem to be 
a flop. But the fact seem to be that 
Italians are "Triennale-minded;" boys 
eem to bring their girl-friends as a 

matter o[ habit. Perhaps the Triennale 
is one way to make people aware that 
the shaping of an environment demands 
more than pretty furniture. It mu st be 
seen in the wid er context which link 
town planning at one end of the scal e 
with interior de ign at the other. Thi 

may be said to be a good start m a 
positive new direction. 

JOH:\ CHA CE 
Wimbledon, England 

Intuitive Design-Another Advocate 

Dear Editor: After many years of "sus· 
penarching'"- designing axially- tressed 
structures-it was a source of great co n
solation to me to see that these ame 
concepts were so correctly understood 
by the students at Columbia niversity, 
as evidenced in their de igns for an 
lndu trial Display Pavilion (Aucu T 1960 
PI A) . And, a 11 the more o since. as 
guest critic, the writer refrained from 
offering architectural suggestion and 
only assi ted the students in clarifying 
structural princi pies. 

Concerning the motives impelling in · 
tuitive tructural design. Professor Zuk 
in the same iss ue has contributed an 
illuminating companion discu sion based 
on a profound philoso phical comprehen
sion of these motive . 

As a " down-to-earth" constru ctor. I 
would like to re-emphasize that there 
must be a clear under Landing o[ the 
phy ical law governing tructural be
havior in order to create designs of archi
tectural validity. That no training in 
higher mathematics is required to attain 
such knowledge has been stre sed in a 
previous discus ion (FEBRUARY 1960 
P / A). Of parti cular intere tis the sec· 
tion of Profes or Zuk's discu ion on 
" The Forces o[ tru cture," as it throws 
light on the behavior of a homogeneous· 
section beam stressed beyond its elastic 
limits-in a phase beginning at the first 
appearance of crack s and concluding at 
total collapse ( DECE MBER 1957 P / A). 
Within thi pha e. ever increa ing forces 
- beyond the ultimate elastic strength 
that the material is supposed to provide 
- appear to be needed in the continuou s
ly reducing ectional areas. so that when 
they are combined with maller and 
small er arm they can still produce a 
balancing re isting moment permittin g 
the beam to be still in service during 
thi s phase. A imilarity between the 
concluding equation synthesizing statics 
in thi s phase. Pl = cd 2 • and Ein Le in '~ 

equation for energy, E = mc2 , would 
suggest that a trength of nuclear order 
i developed during the concluding stage 
of the beam's life. Professor Zuk' ref
erence to the electromagetic force gov· 
erning strength of materials, however. 
may lead to the correct approach to this 
problem. Communication regarding the 
writer·s shortcomings in hi attempt to 
contribute a solution to thi problem 
would be welcome. 

PAUL CHELAZZ I 
ew York, ~.Y. 

OCTOBER 1960 P/ A 


