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“Il progetto, se non
ci salva, ci consola.

[Design, if it does not save us, at least consoles us.]

ALBERTO SEASSARO
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Preface

One becomes an architect through education, learning, and the de-
cisive role played by the transmission of experience from those who
have already traveled certain paths. Likewise, there are figures who
are born architects, meaning those who answer to both nuances con-
tained in the term itself. Archi(apxn) indicates command or primacy,
such as chief or first; Tekton (téktwv) designates a builder, craftsman,
maker, or someone engaged in action and operative practice.

What everyone recognizes in Alberto Seassaro, hidden among the
eclectic and layered micro and macro-histories that mark his personal
story, is the rare ability to construct a trajectory aimed at delineating
the disciplinary autonomy of the field of design from the structurally
foundational and historically structuring realm of architecture. This
path reached its highest expression with the founding of the Faculty of
Design and, subsequently, with the promotion and introduction, within
the arduous magma of ministerial frameworks, of the Scientific Discipli-
nary Sector of Design: a development with far-reaching consequences
for academic careers and for the future of entire generations of de-
signers in the most contemporary senses that the term now evokes.
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Over the course of his academic career Alberto Seassaro enact-
ed the most meaningful gesture a professor can offer: placing at the
service of the community his intelligence, undeniable foresight, and
boundless talent and intuition.

If today the center of gravity of education and research in the world
of Milanese design possesses a universal reach - understood notin a
rhetorical or static sense but as dynamic, fluid, national, and interna-
tional - we owe this in large part to him: an intellectual moving between
consensus and dissent who, in /ooking far ahead, made of it a life phi-
losophy and, on that basis, contributed to the growth, by refiection,
of the Politecnico di Milano. His wide and diverse interests - devoted
to design and experimentation, to practice and research, to building
production, but also to art and craftsmanship, to future technologies,
coupled with an attraction to history - animated his work throughout
his life, directing him, some years later, toward new horizons, those of
design, which at that time were likely already taking shape.

Starting from his interests in technology and building production,
prefabrication, art, craftsmanship, and experimentation - passions
that led him to realize works in industrialized construction and interior
architecture and, between 1962 and 1969, to conduct theoretical and
applied research in form, in the visual arts, in industrial design, and in
architecture - his commitment progressively and decisively shifted to-
ward industrial design.

In this scenario he held numerous institutional roles, including
President of the five-year degree program in /ndustrial Design from
1994 to 2003; President of the POLI.design Consortium from 1999
to 2002; and Dean of the Faculty of Design from 2000 to 2010, the
first Faculty of Design in Italy, both chronologically and in scale. It
was precisely at the outset of this extraordinary growth - rare and
exceptional within the Italian academic landscape - that our paths
crossed, straddling the late 1980s and early 1990s. The setting for this
encounter: the spaces of the Department, technological in spirit, then
bearing the unforgettable name PPPE (an unpronounceable yet easily
memorized acronym for Programmazione, Progettazione e Produzione
Edilizia [Programming, Design, and Building Production)), later retitled
Di.Tec (Industrial Design and Architectural Technology), also intended
to give visibility and substance to the area of Design.
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This was a world progressively assuming an ever more significant
and strategic role within the University - one that figures such as Al-
berto helped to shape day by day. In those cramped yet extraordinar-
ily rich spaces - teeming with people, papers, notes, documents, ide-
as, and visions - the first national degree course in Design was born,
thanks to him. It was the first seed and fragment of what today consti-
tutes the Politecnico di Milano's Design System, a place of excellence
in teaching, research, and experimentation, an international model of
reference.

Precisely in a period such as the present, which underscores the
importance of contamination among bodies of knowledge and the evi-
dent heteronomous status that the worlds of architecture and design
claim and display, the figure of Alberto Seassaro is all the more current
and operationally modern. His thesis, focused on the project of form
and concerned with the synaesthesia of the arts, signaled a step be-
yond the more customary disciplines of design and composition, tell-
ing much about his interest in interdisciplinarity and the interrelation
of competences.

A student of Architecture already projected toward a sense of insti-
tution and eager to grasp its problems, Alberto was first and foremost
interested in the relationships between teaching and research, be-
tween Faculty and Department - then Institute - between research for
teaching and research for professional practice. These themes, deeply
nourished by the impulses of the student movement, would later reap-
pear, with greater vigor, in his roles as lecturer and, even more, as Dean.

Likewise, Seassaro as artist and professional reveals his chief qual-
ity: curiosity and a hunger for experimentation. His artistic training at
Brera, his encounters with the Milanese avant-gardes, his focus on
form and on the theme of light, his political engagement, also and pre-
cisely as an artist, all converged. On the professional front, his projects
are distinguished by having addressed the articulated scales of de-
sign: from furnishings to interiors to architecture.

At the heart of this colorful, multidirectional, eccentric picture
emerges the genesis of design as a discipline at Politecnico di Milano:
an embryo that, evolving, would spread throughout Italy. Fundamental
in this context was the role of Architectural Technology within the then
Faculty of Architecture, nourished by environments devoted to innova-
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tion and change. The entire technological area, the technical cultures,
and the Department of Technology played a primary role in the birth of
design. Alberto undoubtedly succeeded in stitching together his artis-
tic experience with his professional one, shared with Giuseppe Ciribini,
Marcello Grisotti, Raffaella Crespi, Giacomo Scarpini, and stimulated
at the Department of Programmazione, Progettazione e Produzione
Edilizia [Programming, Design, and Building Production] of the Po-
litecnico di Milano by central figures such as Marco Zanuso, Raffaella
Crespi, Achille Castiglioni, and later Tomas Maldonado, Ezio Manzini,
and Francesco Trabucco, each bringing vibrant experience to the field.

Equally unforgettable and strategic, for the success of the large-
scale program he had in mind, was the contribution of longstand-
ing friends of the Department who, through dialogue and often te-
nacious, passionate debate, contributed directly and indirectly to
the evolution and birth of a new discipline, the result of a fusion of
knowledge and competences that each personality brought to bear.
Antonio Scoccimarro, then Head of Department, Guido Nardi, Bianca
and Maria Bottero, Fabrizio Schiaffonati, Valerio Di Battista, Claudio
Molinari: all central figures in enabling the Department to open it-
self to this new undertaking and in positioning Alberto as the stand-
ard-bearer of that crusade.

Similarly, in other Italian Schools of Architecture, it would once
again be the technological component to nourish the first experienc-
es of design within the university, unfolding along the entire length of
the country.

The stages Alberto Seassaro lived through in conceiving and cre-
ating the multiform cultural platforms that saw him as a protagonist
in research and teaching culminated in his role as Dean of a Faculty
- today a School - that still bears, incisively, the imprint he formulated
and shaped. From these succinct traits Seassaro emerges as a demi-
urge who makes experimentation his operative instrument: an activity
straddling artistic, interior, and design projects, where the imagination
of inhabitable space becomes a system through coherent control of
the technological aspects of architecture.

His work in education and research interprets, through a specif-
ic approach, a civic and social role, valorizing his recognized capaci-
ty to embrace innovative contents of the art of design and translate
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them into institutional form. For this reason, and not for this alone, as
Pro-Rector Vicario - but even more as an architect who had the good
fortune to know him - | feel compelled to thank Alberto Seassaro for
what he managed to conceive and realize for the Politecnico di Milano
and for its steady evolution and international standing in the field of
design and the applied arts.

Therefore, on behalf of the Rectorate and its progressive and in-
stitutional spirit, | sense both the pleasure and the duty to extend to
him, Professor Emeritus and devotee of the discipline, a tribute for the
effort by which he anticipated themes, dynamics, and timings that are
undeniably current today: the alchemy and fusion of disciplines as an
antidote to the too-often exhibited self-referentiality of architecture
and design, opening the doors to a global and universal concept of the
applied arts in which Milanese design stands as a genuine world pio-
neer among innovation, tradition, and new horizons.

In this light, the features of Alberto Seassaro emerge as those of a
heteronomous intellectual, bearer of an idea situated between archi-
tecture and design: a dream of then, now transformed into a domain of
vivid resonance and contemporary relevance.

Emilio Faroldi

Department of Architecture, Built Environment and Construction
Engineering, Politecnico di Milano
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Polyhedric and Polytechnic

Alessandro Deserti
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

My first encounter with Alberto Seassaro coincided with one of those
moments when a group’s energy and capabilities exceed the sum of its
parts. | remember a smoky room, the kind that still existed in the 1990s,
in which a small cluster of people occupied the little space left free by
cupboards and tables on which stacks of documents were heaped,
sheets with notes and corrections, and diagrams crowded with boxes,
arrows, and connections. Earlier still, | recall an equally crammed base-
ment where, when | was still a student, | worked with him on mounting
an exhibition that later led to my thesis, for which Alberto Seassaro
was supervisor and which allowed me to begin to know him in a way
decidedly more intimate and profound than is usual in the relationship
between teacher and graduating students.

Perhaps Italian design could have a mythology of the basement
justas Silicon Valley has that of the garage, because | later remember
another basement, in a condominium in Via D’Ovidio that the Politec-
nico di Milano had rented to cope with the shortage of space, which
represented the very first, tiny expansion of the project we subse-
quently called Design System of Politecnico di Milano: the POLI.design
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Consortium, the Faculty (now School) of Design, and the Department
of Design. Having been there from the beginning, | am certain that the
overall scheme was not preordained and that we operated within an
emergent model, seizing every opportunity and exploiting all available
resources rather than formulating a strategic plan that foresaw the
construction of all the system’s components. Yet what was then Alber-
to Seassaro’s vision, an intuition to be cultivated, has today become a
solid presence, grown to the point of becoming one of the three souls
of Politecnico di Milano and internationally recognized.

This growth was grounded in Alberto Seassaro’s contagious direc-
tion, in his ability to hold together people with diverse and complemen-
tary competences and temperaments, but also in the grind of proce-
dures, of equilibria and boundaries to be renegotiated continuously.
When | think back to those early years, endless working days come to
mind, in which up to a certain point | took part while simultaneously
pursuing professional practice and leading a double working life that
absorbed many of my weekends and holiday periods. | recall, for ex-
ample, the many times we climbed over the gates to enter Politecnico
di Milano on the weekend, or a summer spent with Flaviano Celaschi
drafting a major development plan for laboratory teaching and the
supporting infrastructures that had to be delivered at the beginning
of September, which perhaps trained me for the deadlines of Europe-
anresearch projects that would arrive years later, always scheduled at
the beginning of September. It is an experience that has taken on a he-
roic dimension in the memories of almost all the members of the group,
which perhaps today would deserve a critical rereading in the light of a
necessary balance between professional and private life.

It was not a linear path, free of errors, second thoughts, setbacks,
and recoveries. When Alberto Seassaro decided to take on the chal-
lenge of building the educational pathways in design at Politecnico di
Milano, resources were extremely scarce. Alberto Seassaro was able
to recognize and bring together differences and complementarities,
gathering colleagues, engaging diverse competences and disposi-
tions, opening internal and external dialogues, finding the resources
needed to enlarge the group, and working tenaciously on the con-
struction and then the consolidation, also in formal terms, of the sys-
tem’s various components. Along this path, inspiring and uneven as all
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great challenges are, Alberto Seassaro managed to hold together vi-
sions and constraints, imagination and rules, the urgency of innovation
and the patience of the institution.

His polyhedric nature has always struck me. His interests, which
the contributions in this volume portray in their variety and complexity
and which ranged from architecture to lighting design; from the ex-
ploration of form poised between art, architecture, and design, to the
technology of building components; through to the relationship be-
tween the construction industry and the building supply chains, func-
tioned as hinges capable of opening dialogues and creating connec-
tions. This disposition toward transversality made the Design System
intrinsically open and relational, sustaining its vitality over time and
welding the founder's multifacetedness to the polytechnic character
of the project.

His distinguishing trait, what, in my view, made him most interest-
ing, was his fertile contradictions. Alberto Seassaro was, at the same
time, an anarchist, a visionary, and a man of institutions. The anar-
chist who refuses frames that are too tight and opens passages; the
visionary who recognizes opportunities and trajectories for imagining
the new and reimagining what already exists; the institutional man
who accepts the responsibility to give stable form to novelties, so that
they may endure beyond individuals and cycles, without, however, re-
linquishing the drive toward the new. In this sense, Alberto Seassaro
was multifaceted but also profoundly polytechnic: not only a leading
figure of aninstitution, but the engine of a project that, perhaps for the
first time, truly integrated the different components of knowledge that
characterize Politecnico di Milano. From this perspective, the Design
System is the result of an orchestration capable of holding together
diverse elements according to a principle of dynamic coherence: ed-
ucation, research, technology transfer, relations with the productive
and cultural fabric, internationalization.

The wager, by no means a foregone one, was that design could
be cultivated as an academic discipline without losing its project-ori-
ented vocation and its capacity to engage the world. | do not know
whether we have succeeded: design is a young discipline and the
challenge demands sustained commitment. Yet | believe that the
pbest answer, thirty years on, is the one we can read in the numbers,
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in the reputation, in the projects, and in the people who have grown
within this community and who today are part of it.

This publication, curated with sensitivity by Antonella Penati, Ag-
nese Rebaglio, and Paola Bertola, conveys the figure of Alberto Se-
assaro in all his richness and complexity through a plurality of voices
and formats. From critical profiles to the quasi-biography, from inter-
views to cameos, from documents to thematic reconstructions, it of-
fers a framework consistent with the person and with the project to
which he contributed in a decisive way. It is neither a hagiographic ac-
count nor a celebration of what was accomplished, but rather a critical
reappraisal of a trajectory, in which to reflect on the choices made, on
the goals achieved, and also on the challenges encountered and the
ways in which they were addressed, so as to look to future prospects
with renewed energy and capacity for innovation.

The opening sections, devoted to the heteronomous intellectual
and to the fertile relationship between architecture and design, frame
his cultural posture and capture the core of the formation and evolu-
tion of his thought. The pages on where it all began take the reader
back to the Politecnico di Milano of experimentation, with that blend of
vision and pragmatism that made it possible to reach unforeseen re-
sults. The interview with Ugo La Pietra and the cameos, including the
recollections by Giancarlo Consonni, Bianca Bottero, and Luigi Bista-
gnino, add emotional depth and lateral perspectives.

The section devoted to Alberto Seassaro’s artistic and design ex-
periments after his graduation and before the full unfolding of his ac-
ademic career, featuring contributions by Antonella Penati, who high-
lights the artistic practice that shaped his training, and by Giovanni
Baule, who identifies in his visual notations Seassaro’s most distinctive
mode of expression, together with essays such as Doing Everything,
Doing It Artfully (C.vo) by Beppe Finessi and /magining the Living Space
Between Experimentation and System (C.vo) by Giampiero Bosoni,
sheds clear light on the hallmark of his presence on boundaries and at
intersections. It is a thread we then find again, in the folds of techno-
logical culture, in the premises to the birth of the Design System: the
social role of education and research, the capacity to catalyze ener-
gies and ideas, as recalled by Fabrizio Schiaffonati and Luciano Cres-
pi, and the vivid images of Cristina Tonelli's penguin and bats, which
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render the human dimension and the tenacity required to manage an
institutional construction site in the making.

Building the institution to open up to emerging content is perhaps
the core of Alberto Seassaro’s legacy. Building institutions is, in fact, a
cultural project: it means translating innovative contents into shared
and durable forms, giving learning and research processes structures
capable of supporting complexity and future developments. In the
contributions in this section - from reflections on teaching for design
to the documents and testimonies of transformation, through to the
in-depth examinations of visual notations, cultural heritage, and light-
ing design (Each Student is in their own Way a Master) - one recogniz-
es away of thinking that sees bricolage as the path to creating resilient
systems. It is a theme that | later, somewhat by chance, encountered
againinresearch on social innovation, where bricolage, as an approach
tied to structural resource scarcity, has been widely investigated.

Looking today at the Design System - at its international reach, at
the quality of its research, at the breadth of its educational offering,
at its strong relation to social, economic, and cultural developments -
| recognize Alberto Seassaro’s capacity to look to the future and the
cathedral thinking that invites one to imagine undertakings larger than
the time span of those who initiate them, and that enables the produc-
tion of exceptions, ensuring that systems remain alive, attuned to the
new, capable of learning and evolving.

On behalf of the community that constitutes the Design System, |
would like to thank all those who contributed to this volume. The edi-
tors’ merithas been to give a choral shape to memory, without smooth-
ing its edges and by restoring its contradictions as well, so that it may
pbecome a legacy rather than a repertory. To those who will read, |
therefore wish that these pages prove not only a tribute to a funda-
mental figure, but also a call to action: to design while holding together
the vision needed to imagine the future and the tenacity required to
achieve concrete results. It is, ultimately, what Alberto Seassaro asked
us to continue to do.
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Almost a Biography

Antonella Penati, Agnese Rebaglio, Paola Bertola
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

Design at Politecnico di Milano

The reality of Italian design and the history of its relationship with in-
dustry constitute at once both an exception and an exemplary case.
Unlike most European countries engaged - during the postwar recon-
struction - in fostering a science of design intended to meet the needs
of an expanding industry, in Italy the first modernization of the country
took place through a cufture of design. This path followed the original
and far from naive direction of inventing new typologies that emerged
already mature (Castelnuovo, 1989); of technological and linguistic
transfer between different and even distant product sectors; of fertile
flows moving from the war industry to the domestic furniture industry.
Atrajectory that never found its gravitational center in methodological
certainty but rather in cultivated intuition, in a spontaneity not aligned
with schools of thought, in authorial experimentation, in a strategic vi-
sion that transcends the object.

The industrial system itself, composed above all of small and medi-
um-sized enterprises, represented at the same time both an exception
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and an exemplary case. Devoid of the rigid organizational structures so
characteristic of large American and European companies (Chandler,
1994), Italian small and very small firms implemented a flexible policy
of free collaboration with the system of design, never integrated into
the logics of the enterprise and therefore free in the almost-artistic
expression of carrying out cultural crusades (A. Branzi, 2011a, p. 4) and
of tracing unprecedented paths by experimenting with hypotheses
destined to leave a mark and to become, in many cases, the manifesto
of a way of practicing design.

Compared to the historic experiences of the Bauhaus and Ulm
in Germany and the university and technical institutes developed
worldwide - first in industrialized European countries and North
America, thenin emerging and more recently developed contexts - in
[taly design, despite the worldwide success achieved since the 1960s
by its designers and their products, for a long time could not rely on
a system of university-level education and research. Until the early
1990s, in fact, university training drew upon individual courses within
the Faculties of Architecture, while outside of them proliferated pri-
vate institutions that compensated for this gap with targeted educa-
tional offerings.

As Andrea Branzi reminds us, «in the landscape of Italian design
there have always been both designers trained in Architecture and
self-taught figures such as Bruno Munari, Enzo Mari, Denis Santachi-
ara, Joe Colombo» (Branzi, 2011b, p. 4), capable of using design «not to
change the real world but that of ideas» (Branzi, 2011b, p. 5).

When, in the early 1990s, Politecnico di Milano decided to grant
the teaching of Design its own path, autonomous from Architecture, it
had to reckon with this important cultural legacy produced directly by
manufacturing and instilled in the design of its products, without the
mediation of a dedicated educational system.

Much of the history of the construction of this major system of ed-
ucation and research in design is owed to Alberto Seassaro. It is about
him, and about this construction that engaged a community for almost
two decades, that we now set out to write, placing at the center of this
account the inseparable human and cultural intertwining between Al-
berto Seassaro and Politecnico di Milano.
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Preamble

Arduous, certainly difficult, is the task of writing about Alberto Se-
assaro, because of the multifaceted nature of his design production,
almost programmatically devoid of easily drawn boundaries; almost
programmatically directed toward producing exceptions, as Beppe
Finessi writes in his fine contribution on Design Philology digital plat-
form; almost programmatically devoted to looking more at what still
remained to be done than at what had already been achieved, to the
point of discouraging any attempt at cataloging or ordering what had
been realized. To archive one’s own experiences as exemplary and wor-
thy of being remembered does not belong to the somewhat dissipa-
tive disposition of someone who, when faced with the choice between
gathering fragments of his own past and looking toward the future, al-
ways opted to move forward.

The ambition to collect achievements and professional successes,
typical of those who punctiliously update their curriculum profile, was
far from an attitude that was always first critical of oneself even before
being critical of others.

A single great exception to the proliferation of exceptions that
marked his intense life: that of his role as Dean of the Faculty of De-
sign. A role that absorbed him during the mature phase of his career
and into which he poured such energy that those who knew him at the
time tended to conflate that role with his entire existence.

Personal determination, the ability to grasp shared ideas and con-
tents, to give meaning to a unified project, to govern a process of le-
gitimization - these created the conditions for the construction, at
Politecnico di Milano, of a Faculty of Design of international stature. It
was the early 1990s.

In this story, Alberto Seassaro entered almost by chance, drawn
more by the insistence of colleagues than by personal conviction. De-
spite this initial reluctance, within this long and complex process of
institutional construction, he would play the role of protagonist, ab-
sorbed into this endeavor in every effort of his design activity.

Both stage and secondary actor in this narrative was Politecnico di
Milano, a University of design, until that time an institution for the train-
ing of engineers and architects.
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As we write this book, it has been just over a year since the Design
Philology platform has been online, reconstructing «the historical
traces of the development and institutionalization of the teaching
and research in design at Politecnico di Milano and, more broadly, at
the academic level» (Bertola, Rebaglio, 2024, pp. 217-218).

The platform recounts

[..] the process of collective reconstruction of the identity traits
and cultural roots of the Department [of Design, ed.] and more
broadly of the Design System of Politecnico and of its reference
community». The Design Philology project, celebrating the 30th
anniversary of the establishment of the first degree course in
Industrial Design - the starting point of the entire Design System
of Politecnico di Milano - is structured «as a project of codification
and reconstruction of the historical memory of the Design System,
as a tool for clarifying its identity traits and on which to ground
new strategic perspectives. (Bertola, Rebaglio, 2024, p. 216)

Beyond describing the main stages that led to the construction of
the Design System at Politecnico di Milano, the project also includes a
section dedicated to the celebration of the Maestri, namely, those fig-
ures who, with their thought, ideas, refiections, and cultural positions,
nourished the process of constructing the values and principles that
animated the School of Design from its birth throughout its evolution:
Attilio Marcolli, Raffaella Crespi, Francesco Trabucco, Ezio Manzini,
Andrea Branzi, and many others testify to the cultural pluralism that
marks the entire institutional project.

The remembrance of the Maestri cannot but begin here, precisely
with Alberto Seassaro, the craftsman-man (an appellation borrowed
from Richard Sennett’s celebrated definition), the designing intelli-
gence of an entire system, of which he was not only the ideator and
architect but also embroiderer-weaver, goldsmith-engraver, black-
smith-maintainer. Like Sennett’s craftsman, Alberto Seassaro, in addi-
tion to his personal visionary capacity, invested in this project all his
passion, dedication, and personal commitment (Sennett, 20089, p. 28).

Sennett also reminds us that «the Greek word we translate as
craftsman is demiourgos, a composite term combining the idea of pub-
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lic (demios: belonging to the people) and of production (ergon: work)»
(Sennett, 2009, p. 29). A term that, we believe, would have appealed to
Seassaro the man of the people, for the way he liked to present him-
self and for his ease in establishing relations at every level, and also
to Seassaro the industrious man, capturing in that word his commit-
ment, inventive talent, and constructive skills. Craftsmen, as Sennett
reminds us, are those who know how to use both head and hand, idea
and technique, to achieve an end; those who, in other words, possess
the capacity to design and the ability to devise both conceptual and
material instruments to give body to ideas. An activity that, for Sennett,
drawing on Plato, is always characterized by the «aspiration to quali-
ty» (Sennett, 2009, p. 31), by acting under the impulse of improvement
without settling for <modest results» (Sennett, 2009, p. 31). In this spir-
it of the craftsman-demiurge we find that of Alberto Seassaro, a Dean
endowed with personal qualities, including the craft astuteness typical
of the artisan, placed at the disposal of a community to give design a
home. A challenge not simple to face, for in the case of design we are
confronted not only with a discipline worthy of teaching and of auton-
omous paths of research, but also with an emerging phenomenon of
[talian culture whose achievements are celebrated as the splendor of
animaginative synthesis that, even beyond our country, has become a
model of invention. We shall return to some of these refiections in the
paragraph The Demiurge.

Collective Biographies

[tis incumbent, in this introductory section, to offer a brief note on the
theme of biographies (a theme that, in this case as well, will be taken
up later) as a specific narrative genre which, distinct from autobiogra-
phies, makes it epistemologically necessary to distinguish among the
literary, journalistic, and historical forms, given the risk of lapsing into
anecdote of limited cognitive import.

Biography, as a historiographical genre, poses first and foremost the
problem of the authoritativeness of sources and the correctness of their
use. Thisissueis all the more pertinent to a philological, document-based
inquiry such as the one initiated with the Design Philology project.
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Studies on the subject, however, teach us that

the boundary between what is history and what is not has a neutral
zone of its own, where the distinction becomes difficult, where dif-
ferences increasingly blur: where history approaches the narrative
genre and literature acquires certain historiographical connota-
tions, both in the verification of facts and, above all, in the capac-
ity to interpret their deeper reasons. [..] And at times literature,
thanks to fewer constraints of documentation and therefore to the
greater freedom it enjoys, succeeds in clarifying certain aspects
of the past and above all the motivations of human actions better
than historiography. [...] (Pignatelli, 1999, pp. 299 and 301)

The aim here is not to claim that the biographical recollection we pro-
pose lacks documentary foundations. Quite the contrary. Rather, we
intend to privilege the category of understanding over those of inter-
pretation, of proof, and of documentary control (Rebeschini, 2006, p.
435), which are more proper to a historical approach than to the ap-
proach, more typical of the social sciences, that we shall privilege here.

Moreover, the editors are not professional historians and, above all,
their genuine interest is to unravel, in the telling, the rich interweaving
between the story of a single individual and the story of the socio-cul-
tural structures in which he was immersed; that is, they are interested
in tracing the signs of the contribution the individual left to the mi-
cro-social system into which he was inserted and, conversely, in order
to understand «what the dialectic between the person and his context
has been» (Pignatelli, 1999, p. 302).

Such an attitude toward biographical reconstruction is especially
apt when it proves difficult, and perhaps even inopportune, to isolate
the peculiarities of the contribution of a single figure, however prom-
inent, with respect to a system of collective actions to which the de-
scriptive field is broadened.

For that matter, this stance also makes sense when one refers to
biography as a historiographical genre. Even in this case, in fact, «the
use of the category of individual as the entity to which to anchor his-
toriographical reconstruction» (Rebeschini, 2006, p. 231) becomes a
critical element, and the lens of microhistories becomes the one capa-
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ble of «observing individual components within an institutional space»
(Rebeschini, 2006, p. 235).

It is increasingly common, moreover, that «biographical interest in
the strict sense proves secondary because itis dissolved into the con-
text in which the how and the why are deemed significant» the how
and the why (Pozzi, 1999, p. 290) that led a prominent subject to be-
come the problem-setter and problem-solver of central issues within
his institutional mifieu.

Even in the biographies of scientists, entrepreneurs, and innova-
tors, individual action is interwoven with the system of interests and
with the infrastructures that become part and support of their agency;
thus the celebration of autonomous, individual ingenuity does not, by
itself, suffice to explain histories of invention and progress - no more
than talent alone suffices for artists (Spagnolo, 2010). In the case of
Alberto Seassaro, moreover, it becomes difficult even to define a role
that can be rendered historiographically: what, in terms of collective
memory, does the story of a Dean of Faculty represent and what does
it tell us? What sort of figure do we face? A figure of the institutions?
An academic? An intellectual? A bureaucrat? A politician? A man of
design and innovation? Perhaps even an artist, given the flashes of
insight that accompanied his action? «A great player of solitaire who
always manages to finish the game», as Andrea Branzi once defined
him in the pages of Interni (Branzi, 2020, unpaginated). Perhaps all
these meanings together. And, very likely, in Alberto Seassaro’s case it
is also limiting to reduce his work to that of a Dean of Faculty, since be-
fore to preside over an institution, he created it, transformed it, made
it evolve - indeed, in certain respects, even invented it - when no one
would have imagined development on the scale we know today: that of
a major international system for education in design.

The few biographical data, deliberately reduced to the essential,
that we list below outline an academic career not unlike that of many
university figures who, in their mature years, come to occupy manage-
rial roles within the university system:

» Alberto Seassaro was born in Milan in July 1939.

« He graduated in Architecture from Politecnico di Milano in April

1964.
« Associate Professor in Architectural Technology in 1980 and
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Extraordinary Professor in 1990, at the Faculty of Architecture
of Politecnico di Milano; holder of the chair in Technology and
Economics of Production and, from 1985, Full Professor of In-
dustrial Design.

President of the Technological Track Council of the Degree
Course in Architecture at Politecnico di Milano from 1981 to
1989.

President of the first Degree Course in Industrial Design at Po-
litecnico di Milano from 1995 to 2003.

Founder and Dean of the Faculty of Design from 2000 to 2010.
Founder and President of the POLI.design Consortium from
1999 to 2002.

+  Founder of the In.D.A.Co Department (Industrial Design, Arts,
and Communication), today the Department of Design.

« Founder and President of the National Conference of Deans of
Design Faculties (CPD) from 1999 to 2010.

«  Founder and President of the Italian Design Society (Sl.design)
and of its antecedent associative forms (AUDI) of faculty and
researchers of the Scientific Disciplinary Sector of Industrial
Design from 2005 to 2010.

+  Emeritus Professor of Politecnico di Milano since 2013.

Data which, rescued from the aridity of the curriculum list, present
Alberto Seassaro as the first President of the first Degree Course in
Industrial Design at Politecnico di Milano, where he then founded and
presided over the first Faculty of Design in Italy and the first design
consortium, POLI.design, and brought into being the first Department
of Design (the In.D.A.Co Department, Department of Industrial Design,
Arts, and Communication). This work of building a research and educa-
tion system starts from Politecnico di Milano but then spreads at the
national level, where Seassaro labored to promote the development of
design within Italian universities, fostering the establishment of Bach-
elor's and Master's Degree Courses at various university sites.

From this action on a national scale, he went on to found and coor-
dinate the Conferenza nazionale dei Presidi di Design [National Con-
ference of Deans of Design] and the Societa /taliana del Design [Ital-
ian Design Society], promoting the diffusion of design culture even
beyond the strictly academic system, enabling it both to contaminate

34 INTRODUCTION



9. Cesare Stevan,
Professore Emerito del
Politecnico di Milano.
Document -

and to be contaminated by the wider world of project culture - already
highly active in Milan in particular, thanks to the rich presence of asso-
ciations and cultural institutions, sector journals, fairs, exhibitions, and
events. A process of cross-fertilization that reached the vibrant eco-
system of project professions suspended between industry and craft;
between the intellectual sphere and production; between art, science,

Some Notes on Method

When, as curators of this text, we sat around the table to draft the
outline of Alberto Seassaro’'s biography, we were well aware that the
most evident trait of his profile coincided with his academic life and in
particular with his vital role as promoter first and Dean later of what,
according to many, represented - after the creation of the Faculty of
Architecture in 1934 - the most innovative event in the history of Po-
litecnico di Milano: the establishment of the Faculty of Design at the
Milanese university ox.

Rl

[t was equally clear to us that linking this important institution-
al achievement to the figure of its founder carried the risk of falling into
the celebratory-agiographic rhetoric typical of narratives that dwell on
the biographical and personal qualities of a single protagonist, as is
often the case in those entirely «internal» histories (Ferguson, 1974)
that sacrifice, in the name of one individual, the collective dimension
underlying the development of a major institution. While it is undenia-
ble that Alberto Seassaro played the principal role in the establishment
of the Italian Design System, in spreading from Politecnico di Milano to
all Italian universities the teaching of design as an autonomous educa-
tional path, it is equally undeniable that attributing to one person alone
the merits of what, for over a decade, was a widespread laboratory of
didactic experimentation in this discipline risks relegating the history
we are beginning to recount to a limited perspective.

This concern, combined with our deep adherence to the new «bi-
ographical statutes» and «social biographies» of the nouvelle histoire
(Le Goff, 1980), led us to write a text in which the personal biography
is always immersed in its context of development and, indeed, finds in
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Figure 1.

On the back cover of the Student Guide for the
academic year 1999-2000, the first Board of the Degree
Course in/ndustrial Design. From top left: Ezio Manzini,
Francesco Mauri, Arturo DellAcqua Bellavitis, Attilio
Marcolli, Medardo Chiapponi. Front row, from left:
Alberto Cigada, Giovanni Anceschi, Gabriella Belotti,
Alberto Seassaro, Francesco Trabucco.

1. Politecnico di Milano, sede di Milano Bovisa,
campus Durando.
Document -
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POLITECNICO DI MILANO
1l FACOLTA DI ARCHITETTURA — BOVISA

Prot. N. 602

ca  Rettore del Politecnico
Adriano De Maio
epe. Cesare Stevan

Pier Luigi Della Vigna

Caro Adriano,

in risposta alla tua (del 23 giugno) di commento alla mia informativa sull’o.d.g. del nostro

prossimo Consiglio di Facolta (il primo!) t preciso;

- he la Facolta pud fare solo proposte circa la nostra denominazione, ma poiché il Senato

i & gi pitt volte espresso nel corso dei suoi lavori (ad esempio da parte di Stevan e di Della
Vigna)in de, PP he anche i docenti della Facolta riuniti
nel loro organo deliberante possano esprimersi

Quindi, in attesa di un prossimo formale passaggio alla configurazione delle “Facolt tematiche”,

la (importante) questione comunicativa, come ti avevo gid proposto, potrebbe essere cosi risolta:

a) adottando in tutti gli atti formali con il MURST, la inazi “Ill Facolta di Architettura
con sede Milano Bovisa” (come dal decreto ministeriale);

) adottando nelle comunicazioni inteme relative agli atti istituzionali di Ateneo, (ad esempio, in
questi giomi, nel calendario accademico), la denominazione “III Facolta di
Architettura/Design”;

) adottando nelle comunicazioni esterne (alla citta, alla stampa, nella pubblicistica ¢ nelle
comunicazioni socicli in Italia, ma soprattutto all‘Estero, nonché nel linguaggio parlato, sulla
carta dal lettera, etc...) la dizione di “Facolti del Design (111 Facolta di Architettura)”, dizione
adeguata per le esigenze e dal punto di vista scientifico-

disciplinare dei suoi contenuti formativi.

Queste sono le proposte che porterd ai colleghi in consiglio perché possano “democraticamente™
esprimersi.

Sar poi il Senato a disporre, accogliendo o meno (in toto o in parte) le proposte del Consiglio

quando potré (non sonoal corrente del calendario accademico, ma penso che potrete sempre
trovare una qualche molecola del vostro tempo per esprimervi nel merito)

Grazie, ciao

Alberto Seassaro

Via Durando 38/a, 20158 Miano - fel. 02.23995961 - fax. 02.23995977 - mail: di@mail polmi.t*

POLITECNICO DI MILANO
Il FACOLTA DI ARCHITETTURA - DESIGN *

PIANO DI SVILUPPO

della

III Facolta di Architettura - Design
ANNO 2001

Delibera del Consiglio di Facolta del 13 ottobre 2000

il Preside

Milano,
27 ottobre 2000 Prof. Alberto Seassaro

2. Alberto Seassaro, Lettera al Rettore
Adriano De Maio sulla denominazione della lll
Facolta di Architettura-Bovisa.

Document-

3. Piano di sviluppo della lll Facolta di
Architettura-Design, anno 2001.
Document -

4. Alberto Seassaro, appunti per la
denominazione del Dipartimento INDACO.
Document -
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clpld

conferenza nazionale dei presidi

delle facolta di design
e dei presidenti di corso di studi
delle classi di disegno industriale e design

5. Logo conferenza nazionale dei Presidi delle
Facolta del design. Progetto Mario Piazza.
Document -
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6. Fotografia di Alberto Seassaro con il Rettore Giulio Ballio.
Document -

7. Fotografia di Alberto Seassaro, Cesare Figure 2.
Stevan e Antonio Scoccimarro. Meeting of the Italian Design Society (SID). From left:
Document - Medardo Chiapponi, Patrizia Ranzo, Massimo Ruffilli,

Alberto Seassaro, Antonella Penati.
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8. Fotografia con Alberto Seassaro, Benedetta Spadolini, Gillo
Dorfies, Vico Magistretti, Vanni Pasca.
Document -
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the context itself the cultural and political humus capable of shaping
Alberto Seassaro's interests and passions, as well as his constant ori-
entation toward the Institution as the end to which he aspired.

In this sense, the biographical premises themselves, here read
in close connection with events, people, and facts, become an open
space of narration, allowing us not to exhaust the account entirely
within the figure of Alberto Seassaro.

Politecnico di Milano is both place and secondary actor, and fol-
lowing Seassaro’s trajectory means at the same time following the rich
history of the Milanese university where he graduated, built the great-
er part of his career, and held a significant role in determining its evolu-
tion toward its contemporary form.

As historians know, the starting point of a story is always important.
The close bond between Alberto Seassaro and Politecnico di Milano
establishes, in essence, the entry threshold to our narrative, which
does not begin on March 16, 1995, the date on which Seassaro was of-
ficially elected President of the Degree Program in /ndustrial Design,
but rather during his university studies.

Alberto Seassaro graduated on April 14, 1964, the very day when, by
extraordinary coincidence, his second daughter was born, significantly
named Ulla Laurea Seassaro.

The years of Alberto Seassaro as a student were turbulent years for
the Faculty of Architecture. Years well recounted by Raffaele Pugliese,
Francesca Serrazanetti, and Cristina Bergo in a book with the em-
blematic title Sperimentazione o dellarchitettura Politecnica. Origini
e sviluppi della cultura moderna dellarchitettura nella ricerca e nella
didattica al Politecnico di Milano [Experimentation or of Polytechnic
Architecture. Origins and Developments of Modern Architectural Cul-
ture in Research and Teaching at Politecnico di Milano] (2013), which
collects many documents and grey materials depicting the events that
marked, in those years, the teaching of design and the true turning
point represented by the creation of University Institutes, later to be-
come Departments, establishing the need to build disciplinary knowl-
edge nourished by research aimed at teaching. These intense student
years constituted an invaluable reservoir of experience and left a deep
mark on Seassaro’s subsequent cultural trajectory, shaping his inter-
est and aptitude for engaging in institutional transformation process-
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es and in the relationship between cultural content and organizational
forms. As an example, one might cite the inseparable link between re-
search and teaching that Seassaro-Dean always placed at the fore-
front, to the point of considering design teaching as a distinctive form
of investigation capable of nurturing and enriching the more canoni-
cal modes of academic research. The entire structure of his approach
to the management of design education carried with it this idea, with
deep roots reaching back to his own training.

An additional critical knot that has oriented the writing, especially
in the part concerning the years of the long rise of design at Politecni-
co di Milano and in Italy the years of the Presidency of the Faculty of
Design and of the - Presidency of the Associazione Italiana del Design
[Iltalian Design Association] - is the still too recent character of the
events, where the short temporal distance makes it difficult to lend the
facts historical perspective. Being personally involved in the construc-
tion of this institutional history, and having worked side by side with
Alberto Seassaro, can likewise be read as a critical element liable to in-
fluence the way of recounting and interpreting events that are intrinsi-
cally political in nature and for which it is right to seek an objective and
impartial vantage point, distinguishing between facts and objective
data, and between opinions and interpretations. Proximity of perspec-
tive also carries the further risk of unduly emphasizing, in a misleading
way, both the positive and the negative aspects of a story that we do
not wish, let us reiterate, to render through an epic lens.

Precisely to avoid simplifications or generalizations of contentious
elements, as curators we have preferred, in the part of the biographical
account closely connected with his role as Dean, more subject to dif-
fering points of view, to rely on a documentary repertory that presents
the history plainly, leaving to the authors who have written the contri-
butions in this section of the text the opportunity to grasp identifying
traits of Alberto Seassaro’s complex figure. These are authorial stand-
points not called upon to explain, in political terms, what happened in
those years of intense institutional work, but rather to characterize
the narrative by discerning distinctive qualities more closely tied to the
person than to the office he held.

Afinal note derives once more from the nouvelle histoire, which urg-
es us to attend to the retrobottega della storia [backstage of the sto-
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ry], to everything that happens behind the scenes. This vantage point
makes it easier to identify, in the specific contextual circumstances,
not only individual events but also the constraints, opportunities, and
demands of different actors, as typically occurs within complex organ-
izations, as well as the occasions offered by regulatory changes and
institutional needs, which are significant in prompting strategic shifts
and adaptations.

Stories that take as their privileged vantage point the concrete
unfolding of everyday activities make it almost natural, among other
things, to take distance from narrative frameworks made up of ac-
counts of progressive successes and triumphs, from a way of telling
events as a linear, obstacle-free process.

Multiple decisions taken daily at every level, interwoven with events
in the institutional, social, and regulatory spheres, bring to the forefront
the complexity of the context and the plurality and richness of the fac-
tors and actors that contributed to this important academic history.

In adherence to Design Philology project, the philological recon-
struction, organized around texts and testimonies, lends itself well
to supporting this narrative approach, which recounts, materializing
them in documentary artifacts of various kinds, the different passages
in the process of designing an immaterial object: the birth of an insti-
tutional organization devoted to teaching and research in a field that is
new to the Italian educational landscape.

As anticipated in the preface, at the time this volume is being com-
posed, Design Philology platform has already been online for more
than a year. Within it, in fact, the history of the birth and development
of the Design System is already present, with a great wealth of mate-
rials. This text takes shape, as far as possible, in a hypertextual form
that refers, whenever deemed appropriate, to documentary in-depth
materials available on the online platform, where the presence of Al-
berto Seassaro hovers strongly everywhere, even when his name is not
explicitly cited in the various narrative passages.
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Alberto Seassaro. The Demiurge

Demiurge is the attribute chosen to describe the role played by Alberto
Seassaro in the years of the founding of the Design System at Politec-
nico di Milano and of the diffusion of design across the network of nu-
merous Italian university campuses. For those who knew him, however,
the nature proper to the demiurge more generally describes his way
of positioning himself before projects both of elementary scale and of
complex nature.

We have used the term demiurge in this contribution on Alberto Se-
assaro not to extol divine qualities but deliberately in contrast to the
term artefice [maker], in an anti-rhetorical sense. Not the creator who
gives life, brings forth, and thus generates, but the one who is able to
take pre-existing elements of a given context, produced by others,
and, by conferring order upon them, create value and impart meaning.

If Cesare Stevan - Dean of the Faculty of Architecture - and Tomas
Maldonado - a leading figure in design education, with a long career
at major international schools - were the two true makers who cre-
ated the political and institutional conditions for the birth of this new
educational reality at Politecnico di Milano, Alberto Seassaro was, by
contrast, the skilled weaver of human, institutional, and conceptual re-
lations who took this reality by the hand in its initial phase and brought
it to completion, to the systemic state we know today. Possessed of a
deep knowledge of institutional mechanisms, he immediately proved
able to use the dynamics and logics of a complex organization such as
Politecnico to introduce continual innovations.

The figure of the demiurge, as is well known, is central in Plato’s 7i-
maeus. The demiurge emerges precisely in contrast to the god of cre-
ation, the artifex [maker], and represents one who is able to transform
the available material, shaping it and giving it form according to neces-
sity (Reale, p. 28).

The documents of this history make it clear that even the Design
- then Disegno industriale - full professors most inclined to found a
course of study autonomous from Architecture, toward which there
were initially no great expectations, all showed a certain reluctance
to proceed with the launch of a specialized teaching path, believing
that, in that particular historical moment, Architecture did not possess
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the necessary competencies (Penati, Rebaglio, 2024). The disruptive
strength of Alberto Seassaro's action lies precisely in taking what the
system had at its disposal, in terms of human resources, knowledge,
equipment, spaces, organizational habits, and, through minute work of
adaptation, micro-transformations, and tactics, designing a strategic
action of unimaginable scope, building consensus around a political
project that, from being individual, immediately became collective.
Seassaro also possessed the patience of the demiurge: none of
the synonyms that can be used to objectify the ability to put things
in order with determination, almost stubbornly, step by step, were for-
eign to his way of working: «to put in order; to settle/adjust; to arrange;
to distribute; to align; to catalogue; to classify; to fix/adjust; to regu-
late; to regulate (formally); to set right; to organize/sort out; to codify;
to standardize; to coordinate; to prepare; to prearrange; to make ar-
rangements; to give an order/orders; to command; to decree; to pre-

10

Note 1.
Link-

scribe»; even to «impose» when necessary 1v.

And finally, like every demiurge who «sets measure to
things» (Reale, p. 18), according to ends that remain to most inscru-
table until the results of the action have taken shape, Alberto Se-
assaro had the intelligence to steer a long process, not without ob-
stacles, employing the art of persuasion. Skilled at weaving political
relationships at various levels, he knew how to move among currents
and countercurrents, seeking to bring innovation without altering in-
ternal equilibria, recomposing conflicts, governing divergent options
among numerous actors and social and institutional stakeholders;
meeting the expectations of interest groups; taking on the arduous
task of modifying organizational and institutional arrangements and
forms by weaving strategically oriented links, studying quid pro quos
and counterbalances, especially in the years of la grande bouffe, when
many were feasting while keeping their hands free of managerial and
political responsibilities. As a shrewd strategist, every move was con-
ceived to facilitate the insertion of clusters of innovation (of themes,
of methods, of tools, of infrastructures) within a system entrenched in
the historic domains of Engineering and Architecture, and rich in polit-
ical appetites.

But beyond being a refined innovator who often knew how to move
cautiously by following a policy of incremental innovation, when nec-
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essary he also assumed the uncomfortable role of an agent provoca-
teur who triggers innovation, at times with disconcerting intuition, at
times with vehemence, exploiting the system’s contradictions and not
always finding an easy reception.

One quality, however, always accompanied him: the ability to navi-
gate the meanders of the organization and to identify what, with Lang-
don Winner, we can define as «flexible character» of a long-standing
politico-cultural system such as Politecnico di Milano, knowing how to
leverage them to the advantage of the common cause and thus finding
legitimation for continuous evolution (Winner, 1985, pp. 28-40).

Always poised between the drive to design and innovate and a
sense of measure in assessing contextual conditions with their con-
straints and timings, the strength of Alberto Seassaro lay in his open-
ness to dialectical engagement - constant and at times even rough,
yet always open.

This way, over the span of a decade, the initial system of education
ininaustrial design transfers to the realm of research and thenreverber-
ates through socio-cultural and economic-professional systems, pen-
etrating and infusing the Milanese design system with new lifeblood,
before expanding first at the national level and then internationally.

It is a slow yet progressive motion, punctuated by moments of ac-
celeration, that builds, around new scientific interests, new social re-
lationships, professional ties, and economic investments, the reality of
a socio-technical system - that of design - with its institutional arti-
facts, with new expectations, new widespread interests, and a materi-
al base that asserts itself by the force of its very evidence.

Inthe last years of his long tenure, a lively critical debate developed
around the figure of Alberto Seassaro, between those who regard-
ed him as the father of a far-reaching cultural project and those who
criticized the hegemonic role of someone exercising unchecked deci-
sion-making power over many aspects of academic life. It was the most
difficult phase, politically, in the life of the community.

Today, more than a decade after his departure from the system,
the fruits that matured thanks to his work still endure in all their vitali-
ty, allowing us a reconciled view of his actions and helping to return, in
shared form, an identity resolved as a figure who enjoyed indisputable
authority and considerable prestige within the community.
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History will never be able to tell us what the existence of this sys-
tem would have been like, or what form it would have taken, without the
work of a patient and tireless demiurge.

The steps to arrive at the Facolta del Design [Faculty of Design]
are complex [...]. Minister Ruberti [...] shared and supported the
project, placing it within statutory legality. [..] Tomas Maldona-
do supported me throughout the process [...]. Angelo Cortesi,
then president of ADI [Associazione per il Disegno Industriale],
worked to establish a connection between education and pro-
fessional outcomes. What followed is better known: my fraternal
friendship with Alberto Seassaro and his talent fueled the growth
and development of the initiative as no one else could have

done. We held nothing back and thus laid solid roots for interna-
tional recognition in a place of undeniable prestige. Today the
Facolta del Design stands in the Olympus it deserves.

(Cesare Stevan, 11 April 2024) 2v.

Structure of the Text

As stated in the introductory paragraphs, the text aims to highlight the
close bond between Alberto Seassaro and Politecnico di Milano. It is,
in fact, the cultural climate of the great Milanese university, and in par-
ticular of the Faculty of Architecture, that influenced his choices and
his thinking from the 1960s onward, when Alberto Seassaro entered
Politecnico as a student.

The book indeed opens with a chapter, edited by Antonella Penati,
devoted to the years of study and thus to training in the culture of de-
sign, at the Faculty of Architecture of Politecnico di Milano, where Alber-
to Seassaro enrolled in 1959. While studying, he taught and worked as a
renderer in leading architecture firms, immediately showing the profile
of a person of irrepressible industriousness, both by inquisitive, experi-
mental temperament and by economic necessity. Being deeply engaged
in professional activity did not distract him from political commitment
within the university, then the stage for the first student demands that
would open, within a few years, an extraordinary season of reforms.
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10. Seassaro. | morfemi.
Presentati da Ettore
Sottsass Jr.
Document -

These were the years that shaped his thinking and his institutional
action up to his most significant political episode, namely his election
as Dean of the Faculty of Design at the same Politecnico that had seen
him as a student.

After graduating, Alberto Seassaro began a frenetic design activity
atevery scale: from furnishing objects to the interiors of private homes
and exhibition spaces, to participation in various competitions for the
construction of buildings, alongside an artistic production that would
see him present in several solo and group exhibitions.

This section of the volume hosts writings by Beppe Finessi, Giam-
piero Bosoni, and Antonella Penati, who comment on the design and
artistic activity of a newly graduated Seassaro, in the fullness of youth
and with «the strength and happiness of all the body’s cells working
well», as Ettore Sottsass put it in his presentation contained in the
% catalogue of the exhibition / Morfemi held at Studio 2B in
it Bergamo 1on. What emerges is the profile of an engaged artist,
involved in anti-militarist claims and in favor of conscientious objection,
and of a designer inclined to experimentation in the use of materials, in
modular composition, and in a language that intertwines structural el-
ements with exhibition elements. These traits are recognizable in the
intense design work, with Ugo La Pietra (interviewed here by Agnese
Rebaglio), at Montedison, where for several years Alberto Seassaro
was responsible for coordinating the Study Center on heavy prefab-
rication processes with Silicalcite, in which, with youthful ingenuous
faith, he placed the hope of a democratic building culture.

Includedin this section is Giovanni Baule's contribution, which high-
lights the consistently design-oriented nature of Alberto Seassaro's
thinking, expressed predominantly through a verbo-visual language.

Despite the fact that his professional activity was intense immedi-
ately after graduation, he never left the University. In 1964 and 1965 he
held two Ministry Scholarships, which led him to deepen the research
themes initiated with his thesis, aimed at constituting the first nucle-
us of the nascent Library of the /stituto di Composizione [Institute
of Architectural Composition] of the Faculty of Architecture, with a
section dedicated to studies and cultures of form. At the same time
he began to assist various professors in teaching: first as Assistente
volontario [voluntary assistant], later as Collaboratore alla didattica
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[teaching collaborator], and finally as Assistente incaricato [appoint-
ed assistant] in courses taught by Ludovico Belgiojoso, Cesare Blasi,
and Giuseppe Ciribini, both at Politecnico di Milano and at Politecnico
di Torino, and finally at the University of Abruzzo. Over this long expe-
rience, which led him to the associate professorship in 1980 and to the
full professorship in 1990, he never failed to contribute culturally and
politically to the process of transformative tension that marked the
1970s and 1980s in the Faculty of Architecture. Testimony to this are
the design themes proposed to students in his teaching activity and
his membership in research groups on housing and the forms of dwell-
ing, where the closeness of his design interests to the problems of a
rapidly changing social context is evident.

This is the phase in which Seassaro honed and matured his ability
to involve, in teaching and research, groups, institutions, and move-
ments active in the territory, in order to immerse design exercises and
research in the concreteness of reality.

These passages are outlined in the section /n the folds of tech-
nological culture: premises for the birth of the Design System, where
Antonella Penati, Fabrizio Schiaffonati, Luciano Crespi, and Cristi-
na Tonelli help to contextualize, within the furrow of a technological
culture, the mature period of Alberto Seassaro that precedes that of
builder of the Design System. A technological culture that unites the
birth experiences of this disciplinary sector - young across the various
universities of the Italian landscape.

These years can be considered as preparation for the subsequent
roles he would hold at Politecnico di Milano where he became increas-
ingly involved in building parts of the institutional system. On the re-
search front, for example, we see him engaged in the creation of the
CNR National Research Group Produzione Edilizia; on the teaching
front, by contrast, in the design and coordination of the Indirizzo di Tec-
nologia dellarchitettura [ Architectural Technology track].

As anticipated in the preface, the concluding section of the text,
Building the institution to open up to emerging content, adopts a dif-
ferent narrative style. The birth of the Design System and the story
of its tenacious builder use, as primary sources, Seassaro’s own writ-
ings, institutional documents, and communication materials, privileg-
ing a documentary narration. In particular, our choice has deliberate-
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ly sought to bring to the forefront the back-room activity of a Dean,
represented, for example, by more-than-daily epistolary exchanges
interwoven with various institutional interlocutors, inside and outside
the University, to obtain funding, to encourage actions of political sup-
port, to request cultural mediation, to expand the impact and diffusion
of design, to promote associations, to verify technical data useful for
launching classrooms, laboratories, and workspaces, etc.

Among these exchanges we have selected above all those that re-
veal not only the builder’s tenacity, political foresight, and capacity to
sensitize the Institution’s leadership, but also Alberto Seassaro’s per-
sonal traits, his way of being, ironic, provocative, but also affectionate,
playful, sly. These documents are accompanied by tributes from col-
leagues (Paola Bertola, Luisa Collina, Flaviano Celaschi, Eleonora Lupo,
Antonella Penati, Paolo Tinelli, Raffaella Trocchianesi), which add to
the more institutional and formal narration Seassaro’s manner of posi-
tioning himself with respect to problems; his way of working as a team
while always personally tackling the preliminary investigative phase
of the issue; his constant awareness of the political and structural
features of the institution in which he moved, and of the themes and
cultural interests dearest to him; his quips, which are also the quintes-
sence of what, over time, has been termed the seassarian spirit.
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1. Here Where It All Began.
Politecnico di Milano in the
Spirit of Experimentation

Antonella Penati
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

1.1 Politecnico di Milano in the Spirit of
Experimentation

[tis April14,1964. Two ambitious young students, with a thousand plans
for the future, graduate at the Faculty of Architecture at Politecnico di
Milano. On the title page of the thesis there is no trace of a supervisor.
The protest movement underway, of which the two graduands are ac-
tive participants, includes, among other demands, the student’s total
autonomy in choosing the contents, methods, and modes of present-
ing the thesis, which coincides with the discussion of several projects
submitted during the course of study.

The subject of the dissertation departs from more conventional
compositionalthemes, andthewayitis presentedisunusual.ltis, infact,
anexhibition that stages and accompanies the discussion of La ricerca
morfologica. Proposta di lavoro per gli Istituti di ricerca scientifica della
Facolta di Architettura [Morphological Research. A Working Proposal
for the Scientific Research Institutes of the Faculty of Architecture].

ALBERTO SEASSARO. THE DEMIURGE 53



The Degree Committee, chaired by Piero Portaluppi, proclaims the
graduates with 100/100 cum laude, and for the thesis work the Asso-
ciazione Allievi del Politecnico [Association of Alumni of Politecnico]
awards them the gold medal 1v. The two young graduands are named
Ugo La Pietra and Alberto Seassaro.

The former would become a globetrotter of design think- S E

Laurea diUgo La Pietra
e Alberto Seassaro, La

ing; the latter, a globetrotter of innovative thinking on univer-
sity structures for education and research. To him we owe the

Ricerca Morfologica.
founding of Italy’s first and most important Faculty of Design, Document -
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today among thelargestdesignschoolsinthe world; the creation of the
first Italian Department of Design; the establishment of the first univer-
sity consortium for post-graduate training in design; and the birth of
the firstltalian network for research and education in the field of design.
Born in Milan in 1939, Alberto Seassaro enrolled in 1959 at the Faculty
of Architecture at Politecnico di Milano, after qualifying to teach in up-
per-secondary schools in Disegno Geometrico [Geometrical Drawing]
and in Disegno e storia dell arte [Drawing and History of Art].

Already the father of his daughter Cristiana, he is a working stu-
dent: thanks to the support of the Dean's secretary, moved by his
condition as a young parent, he is allowed to submit classroom assign-
ments in advance, completing them as quickly as possible so he can
leave the university and rush to work. From 1959 to 1964, in fact, he
teaches Drawing and History of Art at Istituto Leonardo da Vinciand at
Istituto Cremona di Milano, and Arti grafiche applicate [ Applied Graphic
Arts] at Scuola Umanitaria where he is invited by Sergio Coradeschi,
his instructor in Drawing and Survey at Politecnico di Milano, to whom
he would remain bound over time by esteem, friendship, and gratitude.
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Figure 1. He also works as a draftsman in the office of the architect

Among the projects followed as an
assistant draftsman at the Morisi
office were avilla built in Piedmont  freelance co-designer, in leading Milanese architecture stu-
in 1961-62 (Arch. Roberto Morisi).

Roberto Morisi and, first as a renderer/visualizer, later as a

dios (BBPR, Vigano, Zanuso, Frattini, Latis,
etc.) and Italian ones (Luigi Moretti in Rome,
Marcello D'Olivo in Udine, Carlo Cocchia in
Naples). It is to Roberto Morisi that Seassaro
credits his formation in project culture and
his apprenticeship in professional practice.
Alberto Seassaro enrolled in the Faculty of
Architecture at the end of the 1950s, having
earned the Diploma Artistico [Art School Di-
plomal] by inclination and cultural passion and
the Diploma Scientifico [Scientific School Di-
ploma] to please his father.

His father, Carlo Seassaro, an electrical
engineer, hoping to instill in his son his own
passion for science and technology, prodded him with notions that, he
hoped, would nourish a technical-scientific vocation and steer him to-
ward studies in engineering. Already in primary school, on the way from
home to school, he would quiz him on the definitions of impedance, re-
sistance, and reactance. For each of these definitions he had devised
rhyming jingles, to train young Alberto’s memory. It would also happen
that, in his spare time, he took him along to the Ginori manufacturing
plants, where he was responsible for what we would today call quality
control of ceramic electrotechnical insulators.

But Alberto Seassaro’s eyes, and his curiosity, were drawn rather to
the drawings by Gio Ponti and Giovanni Gariboldi that dominated the
office corridors, and to the early-production pottery which, in the work-
shops, became scrap material among which he spent his afternoons.
From his father, and from his travel stories (for work his father traveled
frequently, and in those years intercontinental journeys were rare), he
also inherited a love for distant lands, a curiosity toward the foreigner,
toward customs and practices that spoke of a cultural diversity that
always fascinated him. Also an inheritance from his father was an inter-
estin geographical maps, objects of great fascination for Alberto, from
which he would surely derive his well-known inclination toward visual
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synthesis, toward reconstructing complex facts and events in visual
form.His fatheralso passedonaninterestin collecting objects, starting
with the souvenir objects that animated his travel tales upon returning
home. Anyone who knew Alberto Seassaro and his domestic spaces
knows his playful obsession with collections: objects that did not need
the cachet of luxury but had to be authentic, popular, even modest,
tied to their customary uses in everyday life. Not by chance his first
interest turned to objects of cooking, those from which it is easiest to
trace back to a people’s food traditions and thus to its popular culture.
Between science, technology, and art, then, his education and inter-
ests, enriched by a genuine passion for history, geography, ethnology,
and anthropology, would find their natural culmination in studies in
architecture.

His interest in technological aspects, in the control of form, and
equally in people’s ways of living is present in many projects undertak-
enasastudent, inanideal cultural partnership with Ugo La Pietra, sev-
eral of which were presented by the faculty in publications on teaching

(Cesare Blasi, 1962) 2x: Casa a torre in Viale Scarampo [Tow- e

er House on Viale Scarampo], where he engages with Piero &=
Bottoni's QT8 model neighborhood and the idea of a self-sufficient

district; Scuola elementare a Rozzano [Primary School in Rozzano],
where he surveys the typology of learning spaces; a historiographic
investigation of rural settlements in the Lower Lombard Plain, where
he conducts a philological analysis of the development of the ancient
hamlets and farmsteads that characterize it, marked by the building ty-
pology of enclosed courtyards; and a group of dwellings for agricultural
laborers, properties intended for residential use yet to be considered
functional to agricultural activity. A thematic cross-section that shows
complete adherence to the problems of a context defined by econom-
ic challenges and the housing needs of a society, and a country, in the
midst of transformation 3v 4v 5v 6n. The obsession with form on the
one hand, and the civil and social substance of designing on the other,
gradually take shape over the course of his studies and inform the gaze
with which he approaches the themes he tackles in his student work.
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Un'esperienza didattica,
in Comunita, n.100.
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3. Alberto Seassaro, Progetto di una casa- 4. Alberto Seassaro, Scuola elementare a
torre in Viale Scarampo. K Rozzano.
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5. Alberto Seassaro, Architettura spontanea 6. Alberto Seassaro, Progetto di un gruppo di
nella Val Brembana. case per salariati agricoli.
Document - Document -
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1.2 The Faculty of Architecture and Its
Special History

Politecnico di Milano and its Faculty of Architecture were the 7. ADI, Compasso d'oro
alla carriera, Politecnico
di Milano.

tion and project-making; the point of departure and cultural Document -

cradle where it all began; an elective locus of experimenta-

milieu from which Alberto Seassaro would =
never stray, beginning and ending his career N
right here, honored as Professor Emeritus at
Politecnico di Milano and with the Compasso
doro alla carriera [Compasso d'Oro for Life-
time Achievement] awarded to the University
precisely for the birth and consolidation of
the Design System 7w .

Tracing the stages of his education and his
story within the university institution is also a
way to read, in filigree, that «special history»
(R. Pugliese, 2013, p. 9) of the Faculty of Ar-
chitecture. That special history begins in 1963

with the first occupation - with Alberto Se-

Ac 8. ADI, Motivazioni per

. ] 2 2 (B
assaro a student nearing graduation - continues with the years e )
Cnee il conferimento del

of didactic experimentation, the outcome of students’ claiming Compasso d'oro alla
spaces of autonomy - with Alberto Seassaro a volunteer as- :Aa”rarf;a al Politecnico di
sistant - and reaches the birth of Departments (the 1980s), an Document -

evolution of the pre-existing

%y, POLITECNICO
DI MILANO

research Institutes, with Al-

berto Seassaro a young as- Politecnico di Milano
] 1l design nelle universita italiane ha avuto un significativo sviluppo negli ultimi
sociate prOfeSSOr; to tOUCh, vent’anni. A questo ha contribuito in modo particolare il Politecnico di Milano
che ha saputo istituire sopra le proprie storiche radici (si pensi al legame tra I'ateneo
. e alcune figure straordinarie della storia del design quali Gio Ponti, Franco
at the start Of the 19908, its Albini, Achille Castiglioni e Marco Zanuso) il primo corso di laurea in Disegno
industriale e successivamente, a partire dal 2002, la Facolta del Design, oggi denominata
. . . . Scuola del Design. Cid & avvenuto per I'impegno di molti, tra cui ci piace
h|ghest pOInt W|th the aI’tICU- ricordare Tomas Maldonado e Alberto Seassaro, primo preside della Facolta

del Design. Il design al Politecnico di Milano & oggi un sistema integrato di competenze

. : che opera, tra formazione e ricerca, attraverso le proprie strutture quali
|atIOh Of the Slﬂg|e FaCUlty Of il Dipartimento INDACO (Disegno Industriale, Arti, Comunicazione e Moda),
a cui fanno riferimento il Dottorato di Ricerca di Design e il Sistema dei Laboratori,
H H e il Consorzio POLI.design. Punto di incontro di culture diverse, in forte
ArChlteCture |nto Several Fac_ dialogo con il mondo professionale e imprenditoriale e con i principali centri
internazionali di ricerca e formazione, il design al Politecnico ha svolto un ruolo
1 o i i fondamentale nella creazione a Milano di una comunita scientifica di riferimento.
ulties: Architettura |, Architet-

tura Il and Architettura Il - or
Facolta del Design [Faculty of Design]. It is the birth and development of
the latter of which Alberto Seassaro would be the principal protagonist.
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Nothing that came afterward can be understood if one neglects
to examine the context in which Alberto Seassaro was formed and the
imprinting - in the extended sense the term imprinting has assumed
beyond psychology and ethology (Lorentz, 1967) - cultural as well as
political, capable of shaping his subsequent institutional action. It is
as if Seassaro’s remaining within Politecnico could be read as a long,
continuous act of occupying an institutional space in which he saw re-
flected all the contradictions of society, yet to which he also ascribed
all the potential proper to an incubating place and to an agent of trans-
formation capable of penetrating cultural systems in depth and renew-
ing them (Siliato, 2020) 9y 10N 11y,

He is in the fourth year of his studies when, at the Faculty of Ar-
chitecture, the season of major student demands begins, culminating
in the occupations of 1963 and then 1967. Active participation in the
renewal claims advanced by the students would profoundly mark the
content of his research and teaching activities and his institution-
al commitment in the years that followed. These are years under the
banner of experimentation; of drastic revision in the organization of
teaching activities; of moving beyond disciplinary areas toward the
idea of didattica come ricerca [teaching as research]; of reflection on
possible methodological alternatives in design teaching to address
emerging problems; of a new political awareness capable of placing at
the center of education the social needs and requirements long kept
too distant from an elite university more inclined to pass down stat-
ic bodies of knowledge detached from transformations in the cultural
and social context; of the «new role of architecture in the processes of
transformation of the city and the territory» (Pugliese, 2013, pp. 9-10).
Experimentation is the key word that would shape the dynamics of
renewal at the Faculty of Architecture, in a moment not free of harsh
clashes and contradictions.

[...] Experimentation: a word that, starting in 1964, spread through
the student assemblies of the Faculty of Architecture in Milan

and, from 1967, took shape as concrete proposals for reorganizing
teaching; in 1968 the Faculty Council officially requested approval

of a ministerial experimentation. (Vannini, 2009, p. 39)
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LA FACOLTA’ DI ARCHITETTURA
E' OCCUPATA DAGLI STUDENTI DA GIOVEDI'

Dopo una lunga agitazione rimasta senza
riconoscimenti da parte delle autorita accade-
miche, abbiamo occupato la facolta.

Ci stiamo battendo per essere resi respon-
sabili della nostra formazione.

Loftiamo per un ordinamento universitario
democratico, contro una struttura rigidamente
autoritaria.

I nostri professori oggi non sono disposti a
condividere con altri il potere direzionale del-
la didattica e della ricerca. L'attvale struttura
da agli studenti solo doveri, nessun diritte.

Tutte le componenti del mondo universita-
rio devono partecipare responsabilmente alla
direzione degli istifuti. Studenti, assistenti e
professori al governo dell'universita garanti-
scono la sua funzione di centro di elaborazio-
ne culturale autonoma e responsabile di fronte
alle esigenze della societa.

L'ordinamento democratico degli istituti uni-
versitari & il primo memento per la trasforma-
zione dello nostra universita.

Gli studenti occupanti

AT O TS

10. Manifesto di Anarchik, Stato, Chiesa,
Esercito, Polizia, Scuola, Atelier Libre °70.
Document—

9. Manifesto degli studenti occupanti.
Document -

~ RADIOGRAFIA DI UNA FAC

1 futuro di architettura
comincia con le ricerche

ntervista al preside della facolta, professor Paolo Portoghesi - « In questi anni é stato incenerito il
olo demiurgico dell’architetto » - « No » agli sfoghi formalistici nei progetti di laurea - Il grave pro-
blema delle mille « matricole » di quest’anno: mancano docenti e attreszature - Un intervento di Achilli

11./l futuro di Architettura comincia con le ricerche. Estratto
dell'intervista a Paolo Portoghesi.
Document-

ElpEsE
it
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[...] the experimentalist instance constitutes the defining trait of
the complex vicissitudes of architecture at Politecnico di Milano.
[...] as does the intertwining between polytechnical training and
the humanistic roots of architecture; the centrality of the project
as research and experimentation within a critical and reflective
tradition; the difficult interpretation of a social and civic role for
the university and its bodies of knowledge. (Pasqui, 2013, p. 6)

[..] 1960, June 10, minutes of the Faculty Council, regarding the
downsizing of the study plan and the reorganization of teaching
into four fundamental groupings: History; Scientific and Tech-
nological Subjects; Urban Planning; Architectural Composition.
‘Such groupings will be organized into Institutes whose activity
will be directed toward research and cultural production, whose
scope will also extend outward as a direct service to society’. (Van-
nini, 2009, p. 39)

His active participation in the occupations and in moments of strug-
gle and protest (occupier by night, worker by day), together with the
climate of that context, deepened his interest in a form of project re-
search autonomous from professional know-how and more closely tied
to the needs of education; it pushed him toward the direct involvement
of social groups that, in turn, advanced claims to housing as a right; it
sharpened his attention to the city and its transformations, with the
forceful emergence of the needs of the most vulnerable social class/
[classes]. Ultimately, it led Alberto Seassaro to regard the project as a
political act.

1.3 The Morphological Research

The thesis falls within this crucial moment in the life of the Faculty of
Architecture. The demands advanced by the student movement ex-
posed the crisis of architectural culture and of its teaching, too fold-
ed in on practice and on the professional interests of the faculty, and
the need to open new relations among research, design, and design
pedagogy. This cultural framework hastened and accompanied the
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construction of the first contents of the Institutes, loci of theoret-
ical refiection conceived as a point of linkage between research and
teaching.

Beyond closer adherence to the new problems of housing and
dwelling, of the city and its transformations, the students also de-
manded /o svecchiamento [renewal] of the faculty, the alignment of
design topics with emerging social issues, and greater cultural open-
ness toward disciplines not included in the curriculum yet closely tied
to design cultures. On the basis of these requests, «external figures
were invited to teach in the Faculty, such as Umberto Eco (Teoria del-
la forma [Theory of Form]), Dino Formaggio (Metodologia della visione
[Methodology of Vision]), and Franco Russoli (Storia dellarte [History
of Art])» (F. Serrazanetti, p. 19). Alberto Seassaro's interest naturally
welcomed these teachings, so close to the art cultures he had culti-
vated during high school and to his interests in the visual cultures.

These cultural and political fermentations come to a synthesis
with the thesis.

The contents of the thesis research bring together a passion for
artistic cultures, the visual arts, and theories of form with a political
commitment aimed at elaborating the institutional contents and sci-
entific purposes of the nascent Institutes of the Faculty of Architec-
ture, within which, as noted, the links between research and teaching
were at that very moment taking shape. A few years later, in 1965, inthe
preface to a Ministry-funded research project, the very authors (Ugo
La Pietra and Alberto Seassaro) would recount the research objectives
of their thesis dissertation:

Ricerca morfologica [Morphological Research] is the development
of a university project carried out during the 1962/1963 academic
year in the course Interni Il [Interiors I1] and presented the fol-
lowing year for the Degree in the form of an exhibition entitled:

La ricerca morfologica. Proposta di lavoro per gli Istituti di ricerca
scientifica della Facolta di Architettura [Morphological Research.
A Working Proposal for the Scientific Research Institutes of the
Faculty of Architecture]. The research can be taken as the first
example, within the Faculty, of a cultural and political contribution
aimed at setting out, in scientific terms, specific morphological
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issues within the university Institutes, as essential elements for
founding a new architectural science. [...]

After an introduction to the problems of scientific research and
their function within the Universities, specific themes are ad-
dressed, articulated under the following topics: Freedom of form;
Artistic quality and aesthetic quality; The relationship among the
arts (abstraction and figuration in architecture); The contribution
to architectural research of professionals, utopians, and teaching,
etc. The section that, in nuce, contains the intentional hypotheses
[Editor’s note: the two authors use the term intentional in their
thesis to mean research aimed at design] is developed within the
method of models. The parts most laden with potential expres-
sions of intentionality concern refliections on the logic, methodol-
ogy, and aims of scientific research; the first formulations of the
metodo dei modelli [method of models], in which concepts and
operational indications appear regarding its use and meaning: the
concepts of campo della forma [field of form] as a field of possibil-
ities; of sintropia [syntropy] and finalismo [teleology]; of concet-
to spaziale informatore [informing spatial concept]; of modelio
spaziale elementare sperimentabile [experimentable elementary
spatial model]; of gradi di liberta [degrees of freedom]. Likewise,
the formal investigative hypotheses developed with regard to
esempi espositivi [exhibition examples], with their intention to
pose themselves as alternatives to customary design, constitute
an investigative experience on rigorously abstract bases and

can be understood as the first expression of modellazioni spa-
ziali [spatial modelings]. (Ugo La Pietra and Alberto Seassaro, La
ricerca morfologica, 1966 - gray material without page numbering.
Alberto Seassaro Private Archive)

The written component of the thesis brings into focus several con-

cepts that remain - as the authors themselves note - at a germinal

stage, within a text that is predominantly theoretical in character.

Concept of morphology as the spatial concretization of form-us-

age behaviors. [...]

Concept of models of understanding: models as both instrument
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and method, enabling the integration - within a single moment - of
the elaboration of theory and its verification on the real, in a mutu-
ally interacting form. [...]

Concept of models as spatial tools. | ...]

Concept of synesthesia among the arts. [...]

Concept of the field of form as a field of possibilities and the con-
nected concepts of syntropy and teleology; the idea of an inform-
ing spatial concept and of an experimentable elementary spatial
model. [...]

Concept of the existential nature of space and the spatial nature
of existence (re-elaborated from Merleau-Ponty). [...]

Concept of modular space and weaves, and the concept of tis-
sue-forming bodies.

(From the Degree Thesis Morphological Research, Ugo La Pietra
and Alberto Seassaro, 1964)

Central indeed, and well structured, is the definition of the concept
of form and of its operability within a perspective of observation and
within a perimeter of the field of validity - using the authors’ terms -
represented by the architectural project.

The concept of morphology as the spatial concretization of
form-usage behaviors, in which the sense of fruizione [uselenjoy-
ment] is extended to aspects of use, functions as a resolver both of
the traditional dichotomization of architecture into typology-mor-
phology, where the latter is in fact understood as synonymous with
form, and of semiotics’ compartmentalizations into syntax-seman-
tics-pragmatics, by reducing them to their instrumental aspect.
With this definition the domain of research is identified as the
interactions of mutual modification occurring between forms and
behaviors, highlighting that it is precisely forms that constitute
the specific target of our operational intention, insofar as they are
the instrument of our technique of intervention in the becoming of

behaviors 12x. (Ugo La Pietra & Alberto Seassaro, 1964)

But beyond its cultural content, the thesis announces fromits very ear-
liest passages its intrinsic political vocation: it denounces shortcomings
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12. Estratto della Tesi di
Laurea di Ugo La Pietra
e Alberto Seassaro, La
Ricerca Morfologica,
p.71-82.

Document-

in training precisely on the plane of form as the primary content
of the architectural project and warns of the risk that formal

contents be relegated to the background and surface in the design pro-
cess merely as a consequence, an outcome, of functional questions.

Today’s architecture student is the most dogmatic proponent of
the supremacy of the moment of content over the moment of form.
Thus, in his disciplinary formation, premises, preliminary investiga-
tions, deductive processes, programmatic statements constitute
the clou of the situation, while the final experience of formal con-
cretization is accepted as inevitable. These symptoms are vari-
ously interpreted: some diagnoses even maintain that thisis not a
clinical condition at all but rather a state of particular health. As a
matter of fact, we report, identifying as a mere symptom of crisis,
in addition to a scant commitment to probing the meanings of ar-
chitectural forms, the lack of openness toward research aimed at
understanding the perceptual, symbolic, psychological, informa-
tional, and communicative components of form. [...] Alongside the
explicit overemphasis on content, another process has distorted
architectural ends: namely, the myth of methodology.

That s, the fetishization of an instrument which, from being a di-
dactic support prepared for the purpose of acquiring the discipline
of architecture, has become an end in itself, closing in a solipsis-
tic loop of utterly barren self-verification. [..] The result of this

is a powerlessness at the level of form that leads to elementary
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assumptions of clichés, of type-forms, of standard forms, dis-
guised as morality or probity of form. [...] At this point, probative of
our thesis would be a demonstration of the extent to which these
inadequacies have influenced Italian architectural production and,
in particular, the extent to which the lack of adequate commitment
on the part of the university faculty has influenced it. Here we es-
pecially wish to underscore that it is precisely within the university
that the commitment to disciplinary clarification on problems of
morphology must be brought. (La Pietra & Seassaro, 1964)

The teaching of design is deemed sterile if it is not nourished by re-
search aimed at pedagogy and training. In this sense, the thesisis also
an inquiry into the purposes and role of the University Institutes and
the research carried out within them.

The instrument of the University Institutes is identified as the
most pertinent one, by virtue of its close interrelations with
teaching and therefore its direct impact on the living core of the
cultural elaboration that should originate within it. To research,
and in particular to pure research, within the University Institutes
of the Faculty of Architecture must be entrusted the commitment
to include within their programs this specific moment of inquiry.
(La Pietra & Seassaro, 1964)

Ambitious on the theoretical plane yet, viewed at a distance, also in-
genuous, for two students barely in their twenties. What certainly
emerges is a passion for the cultures and theories of form, and a po-
lemical force in claiming the need to act on teaching in order to effect a
real renewal of its forms and contents.

The thesis, mounted as an exhibition, would be presented again in
1965 at the /stituto di Composizione [Institute of Composition] and in
1966 at the Galleria Flaviana in Locarno.

[..] Then came graduation: for many years no one had seen a
trenta e lode; Seassaro and | were kissed by Dean Dodi, with
compliments and appreciation for our thesis, which we presented
spectacularly as an exhibition: photos, drawings, panels, models:
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From Ugo La Pietra and Alberto

the synesthesia among the arts, with proposals for doing research
within the Faculty of Architecture. [..] (Ugo La Pietra in Stefano
Follesa, Pane e progetto. Il mestiere del designer [Bread and De-

sign: The Designer’s Craft], FrancoAngeli, Milan, 2009)

The Degree Thesis by La Pietra-Seassaro (1964-1965) marks the start-
ing point for subsequent Ministry-funded Research projects (1965
and 1966) on the concept of form as a research domain intentional-
ly oriented to the spatial dynamics proper to architectural studies.
These two investigations, continuations and deepening of the thesis
themes, were aimed at defining criteria for developing a bibliographic
repertory on studies of form within project disciplines, to be housed in

the Institutes of Composition. With these research projects

Figure 2. Alberto Seassaro’s university life begins.

Seassaro, La ricerca morfologica The centrality of the morphological themes addressed in

[Morphological Research],
exhibition catalogue, Galleria

the thesis on the theoretical plane also constitutes the point

Flaviana, 26 March 1966.  Of departure for his artistic and design activities.

La ricerca morfologica

1962:63 Prima_elaborazione
ol corso di Architettura degli

interni

1964 Seconda elaborazione.
Mostra alla Facolta di Architettura di Mi-
lano, a cura dell'lstituto di Architettura de-
gli interni.

1964-65 Torza elabor
Ricerca svol s Vistituto di Compo-
sizione Archi a della Facolta di Ar-

chitettura, con Borsa di Studio del MP.I.

olgimento, presso ['lsti-
ne Architettonica della

Ugo La Pietra

lla Facolta di Architeltura
o.

rs0 di Architeltura
erni 11 (Prof. no).

@ nol 19 nol corso di Elomonti di

iziono 11 (Prof. C. Blasi)

— Ricorcatore presso ['lstituto di Composizione
Architettonica.

Alberto Seassaro

— Laurcato nel 64 alla Facolta di Architettura di
o.

1 196364 0 196465
Aschitottonica | o

Corso di Elemonti di
Blasi).

di Composi
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Note 1.
Link—

2. [t Was a Good Journey, After
All. Interview with Ugo La Pietra

Agnese Rebaglio
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

A prominent role in Alberto Seassaro’s formation and in his early years
of work as a recent graduate is embodied by the architect, designer,
artist, and draftsman - or, as he prefers to define himself, a researcher
sm /N the visual arts 1x, Ugo La Pietra. Aimost the same age, their

i encounter at the Faculty of Architecture at Politecnico di Mi-
lano gave rise to a partnership that continued, solid as steel, through-
out all their years of study and that ended abruptly and definitively af-
ter several years of shared professional activity. The two would then
pursue their careers independently, yet each, within his own ambit
- Ugo La Pietra in his design practice and Alberto Seassaro above all in
the university - would develop that shared research root built during
their youth. A root nourished by a fertile humus, constituted, as one
gathers from La Pietra’'s words in the interview that follows, first and
foremost by their mutual recognition of being outsiders to a certain
social and educational system consolidated in the Faculty of Archi-
tecture of the 1960s, but also, certainly, by a common passion, vivid
and concrete - almost an obsession - for a practice of design research
that we would today define interdisciplinary. A sense of otherness with
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respect to the context on the one hand, and artistic and design versa-
tility on the other, led them, still students, to develop bold and visionary
didactic projects, which culminated, in 1964, in the degree thesis that
presented, in the form of an exhibition, their morphological research
grounded in the synesthesia of the arts 1. i3

The experiences shared in those years multiplied, inter-
secting a dense network of instructors, professionals, and fellow stu-
dents (and later, studio colleagues), who in various capacities repre-
sented some of the protagonists in the history of the Faculty and of
Milanese architecture in the last century, in an inseparable weave of
stories. Pivotal were the encounters with Professors Vittoriano Vigano,
Franco Albini, Cesare Blasi, Benedetto Resio, Carlo De Carli, but also
with colleagues Renzo Piano, Milly Cappellaro, Cesare Stevan, Bico
Belgiojoso, Carlo Guenzi, Filippo Tartaglia, Gianmaria Beretta, Giuliano
Banfi, to name only a few; with some of them they undertook their first
professional experiences. The relationship between Alberto Seassaro
and Ugo La Pietra was nourished by the social networks and the alto-
gether distinctive cultural climate that enveloped Politecnico di Milano
and the city of Milan, a climate that pressed young students to refiect
on the civic role and responsibilities of design. Within this world, and
for many years, their bond - on both the personal and professional
planes - was, to cite La Pietra’s words, so symbiotic and visceral that
it ultimately gave way to a struggle for mutual acceptance, producing
a clear break, never mended. In short, a complex weave of stories and
lives that reveals deeply human dynamics, in which the generative
principles of youthful passions and shared interests evolve, over the
years, into trajectories and parallel threads.

In the interview that follows, recorded in Ugo La Pietra’s studio in
April 2025, a testimony to those principles, that climate, that journey.

Lets start at the beginning: how did the two of you meet?

We met at university. In 1957 it was easy to get to know one another
because there were very few students. At that time practically only the
children of architects or entrepreneurs enrolled, and only rarely people
without family ties to the discipline. So those like me or Alberto, who
had no family tradition behind us, stood out right away. Our little part-
nership thus arose in quite a natural way.
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Alberto had a marked artistic sensibility because he came from the
art high school. He was a year younger than | was because that kind
of school had allowed him to enroll early. |, for my part, was already a
painter: even before enrolling in Architecture | had mounted small exhi-
bitions. Among all our classmates, the two of us were closest to the art
world, and it was precisely this that bound us together from the outset.

Andthentherewasourconstantcompetitionwiththe other students,
even if it wasn't sought. We were not children of the establishment, like
others who could already count on a family background in architecture.
We came from another story, and perhaps for that very reason, whenever
we were given an assignment, we tried to push further. If thirty drawings
were requested, we brought thirty-five. We always did more, and in ever
greater complexity. We were living through almost a creative explosion,
and our degree thesis, too, was conceived in that spirit.

We lived through many shared experiences as students, even
though we never developed a project together, because at that time
students worked only on individual projects. Nevertheless, my works
often ended up resembling his, and vice versa. | recall an episode at
Politecnico di Milano: one day we had to present the scale model of
an assigned project. | kept mine hidden under a cloth, so as not to let
Alberto see it. When he showed his, it was practically identical to mine...
only a bit uglier! | had worked out that project in solitude, convinced it
was particularly original, and yet he had conceived a project very sim-
ilar to mine. In short, there was truly a great attunement between us,
which lasted throughout all the years of study and culminated in the
shared development of the degree thesis.

In fact, even before the thesis, we had collaborated on a beautiful
project, also of historical value, together with Renzo Piano and Milly
Cappellaro, who at the time was my girlfriend. For many days we sur-
veyed and drew almost all the cascine della bassa lombarda (farm-
steads of the lower Lombard plain), with splendid drawings, taken
from life. Today | no longer have a single one, because Blasi, who in the
meantime had become our professor and then our supervisor, gath-
ered them all up. | never saw them again, except for a single drawing |
still keep. Every time | look at it, | think: wow, we were so talentea! We
drew an enormous amount back then, and | went on to do so through-
out my life. In Italy, unfortunately, even today drawing does not receive
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the recognition it deserves, especially in the field of design: it

EeLE

has always been considered a gift to be given to the collector, B
nothing more. And yet drawing is a discipline in its own right, but it has
no market, no collectors, not even a museum. | am a good draftsman
- Alberto used to say | was
the best - but apart from me
and two or three others, no

one knows it 2x.

Your degree thesis was truly
out of the ordinary for its
artistic import, so anomalous
for the Faculty of Archi-
tecture at the time, where
theses were all devoted to a
more canonical composition-
al project. How did you come
up with that idea?

It is hard for me to say pre-
cisely how our degree thesis
came into being, because
after so many years the rea-
soning of that time blurs. 1 do
know, however, that at a cer-
tain point we arrived at the
conviction that the integration of the arts - or lintégration des arts -
had by then been outgrown. The idea of an architecture that merely
housed art, setting aside spaces for bas-relief or sculpture, no longer
sufficed for us: we felt it was no longer enough to integrate; the arts
had to be fused, so as to reconsider their relationship in earnest.

It was from this that the idea of synesthesia among the arts was
born, the central theme of our thesis. | believe that, at bottom, we as-
pired to be synesthetic instruments ourselves. | myself, at a very young
age, lived through a complex period, oscillating among various disci-
plines: | played in an orchestra (I played from 1955 into the 1990s), |
painted, | was studying Architecture. In short, we never felt bound to a
single field of study or expression.
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For this reason, the hypothesis of crossing boundaries, traversing
different disciplinary ambits, and bringing different creative languag-
es into relation seemed to us - first intuitively, then with increasing
awareness - to have a profound meaning for design.

Moreover, we felt keenly the need to claim, within the university, a
space for research, with laboratories in which to experiment, in which
to develop experiences, even irrespective of the specific discipline,
with the aim of carrying forward true collective research, project ex-
periments, and thus generating new knowledge. This approach to
research, in Italy, was not contemplated within the Faculties of Archi-
tecture, but from the outset we felt its necessity acutely. |, we, have al-
ways felt ourselves to be researchers. And probably that thesis of ours,
S0 atypical, arose precisely from there: from the intuition that genuine
research had to be founded on the principle of synesthesia between
the arts and the disciplines.

And indeed, there was a moment, in the early 1970s, when the dis-
ciplines truly began to lose their boundaries. In that period, everything
seemed as though it might belong both to the world of art and to that
of architecture. That vision of ours, aimost utopian at the time of the
thesis, seemed to take shape. The energy crisis of 1970-1972, and the
consequent social and cultural change, had in fact pushed toward a
rapprochement among the creative disciplines.Today, by contrast,
these disciplines have returned to being separate worlds: the archi-
tect thinks of monuments, the designer of consumer objects, the
artist works for the art system. We had tried to call precisely these
pboundaries into question and |, personally, continued along this path
throughout my life. | kept faith with that initial intuition, and | still carry
it forward today.

How dlid your trajectory at the university unfold?

After graduating, | became appointed assistant to Vittoriano Vigano,
also going to work in his studio, and after a couple of years Alberto and |
became assistants to Cesare Blasi, both in Milan and in Pescara.

But in the late 1960s Blasi was a figure who was not valued with-
in the landscape at Politecnico di Milano, for political reasons. And yet
among his assistants were the best of our generation: Stevan, Bel-
giojoso, Banfi, Seassaro, Tartaglia, and me. We were a fine group, truly.
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Of that period in Pescara | have a strange blank. | had a girlfriend and
| photographed her often, but | must admit | retain neither images nor
memory of the moments spent there with Alberto, even though | know
for certain he was there! | do remember clearly, however, setting out
from Milan in my Volkswagen - even the very same car Alberto had! -
and driving the whole of the Adriatica coastal road, town after town,
because there was not yet an highway, with the traffic police whistling
at you if you exceeded 50 km per hour. And yet | would set off with en-
thusiasm, because in Pescara one breathed an atmosphere complete-
ly different from that of Milan where, in 1969, the climate was deadly
and there were shootings in the streets. Down there, by contrast, it
was another world. The students were courteous, parents would come
to meet the professors, in the evening they would invite you out, they
treated you well. It was almost a vacation for me.

After a couple of years, however, things changed and the group
around Blasi dispersed: Belgiojoso, Banfi, Stevan, Tartaglia, Guenzi, Se-
assaro - all drifted away. | was the only one who remained, because I'm
sentimental and | had not understood the situation. Alberto, thanks to
a friendship between his father and Ciribini - the great technologist -
became his assistant, and we lost sight of each other. |, on the other
hand, had drawn closer to Vittoriano Vigano: I had collaborated with him
on several projects and he held me in high esteem. A project of mine
from the second year, developed under his supervision, was particular-
ly appreciated and even sold to the Centre Pompidou.

It was he who made me an assistant straightaway, even though
normally one first needed at least ten years as a collaborator. Yet after
the experience with Blasi, | did not embark on an academic career: after
three or four years, realizing that things were not working, one day |
simply left, without telling anyone, walking away from the Faculty.

That was a decisive moment, a kind of cathartic passage. Everyone,
in our generation, took their own path, seeking their own mentor, and,
at that moment, our paths diverged.

And outside the university, how did you work together?

Up to that point, throughout the 1960s, we shared a professional stu-
dio. Thanks to Alberto’s father's connections, we had secured a major
consultancy contract for a new Russian-origin building prefabrication
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system: prefabbricazione semi-pesante con silicalcite [semi-heavy
prefabrication with silicalcite]. We worked on this for years, producing
prototypes, houses, claddings. | remember taking home 350,000 lire a
month, the same salary as my father, who was a manager in alarge firm.
By comparison, when | worked for Vigand with a contract no one else
had, my average salary was 150,000 lire a month.

Those figures allowed us to do a great many things, even if the
work on silicalcite did not excite us. We designed an endless number
of things, but it was certainly not our dream. Thanks to my ties with the
art world, | also managed to obtain several commissions for our stu-
dio. We designed the // Cenobio Gallery, then Spaggiari's house-gallery,
and even a colossal project for a small residential building, again for
Spaggiari, who was a very well-to-do dealer. We designed the building
and made a beautiful model that was never paid for. We went to court
and even won, but we could not collect anything because the owner
was officially indigent. In short, we were swindled and had to cover the
costs ourselves. That was how things went then.

Already in the 1960s we tried to move beyond our two-person part-
nership, which at times was stifling, by bringing together a group of
architects to create a broader collective studio. It included Stevan, Bel-
giojoso, Beretta, Algarotti, Seassaro, and me. Before that it had been
just the two of us. Belgiojoso was talented; Beretta was good at keep-
ing the books. We started with a studio in Viale Romagna, then moved
to Via Solferino, and finally to Viale Petrarca. But there | lasted very little,
perhaps a year or a bit more. And, as is my habit, one day | left without
telling anyone. That is how it ended.

That is my story with Alberto. Afterwards, nothing more happened
between us. The only episode worth noting is that | opened a studio at
Corso Garibaldi 50 and, purely by coincidence - really, it wasn't inten-
tionall - he took an apartment right there. But it meant nothing, be-
cause we no longer saw each other or kept company. A few times we
ran into each other by chance; I would ask him what he was doing, but
without going further.

What was your professional collaboration, in the studio, like?

I should preface this by saying that we always collaborated with many
people; we were almost never alone working on projects and, beyond
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the colleagues in the studio, we also had a network of external collab-
orators. | remember, for example, a very skilled craftsman on the out-
skirts where we would have our models made. But there were many
others as well.

All the same, though we worked together, we were very different.
The real difference between us was that | spent the whole day working
like mad, | would gorge myself on drawing for hours, whereas he set
to work only at night - good heavens! At nine in the evening he would
arrive at Viale Romagna, where we had the studio, and before coming
upstairs he would stop to chat with the prostitutes for a good hour.

Then he would finally come up, when | was already exhausted and on
the point of going home grumbling, also because, in addition to work, |
was a painter as well, | organized exhibitions, and in the evening | played.

So yes, we worked together, but under very different conditions,
both in professional approach and in lifestyle. And so in 1971 had the
courage to say enough.

| left Politecnico di Milano, where | could not find fulfillment; | left
the architecture studio, where | worked with partners | could not stand;
and | also separated from my wife, a dreadful woman who had trapped
me like a witch. In 1971 was reborn.

What were the most significant divergences between you and Alberto
Seassaro, from your point of view?
Ours was a partnership that lasted a long time, and we truly shared
many moments of life, intimate and everyday. | keep, for example, mar-
velous memories of the long tables at my mother's house, where Alber-
to was at home. My mother was a splendid woman, affectionate, warm,
welcoming in her home, and probably very different from Alberto’s,
about which he in fact spoke bitterly. Mine grew fond of the friends |
brought home and welcomed them like children. And this way of be-
ing, for Alberto, mattered; perhaps he felt a domestic warmth he did
not find at his own home. | remember that we shared dinners, parties,
tables with pasta al sugo and a glass of wine that was never missing.
We were truly symbiotic. And yet Alberto was exactly the kind of
person | have always found hard to tolerate. Let me give an example:
we often went to Bar Jamaica, an iconic place for artists. Before | had
the courage to go in, though, | spent years looking at it from outside,
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3. Videointervista con
Ugo La Pietra.
Document -

not daring to enter, because those artists intimidated me. When | fi-
nally decided to speak with the owner, Signora Lina, she welcomed
me sweetly because | was a shy, slight boy. Alberto, by contrast, was
the opposite: he walked in with ease and at once greeted her loudly,
Cara mamma Lina, come stai? He called her mamma straight off. It
cracked me up! This was the deep difference between us that put
me on the back foot.

And then, on reaching eighty, | discovered something shocking that
I had not known before: | am dyslexic. And that, suddenly, explains so
many things. Only after many years did | understand a difference in Al-
berto that | could not abide: for me studying had always been a tor-
ment, whereas for him it came very simply and naturally. When we were
students, to study a book (physics, chemistry, or any subject), | had to
spend three months copying it outin full into notebooks, word for word.
I'had, in fact, a marked visual memory and | was very good at drawing:
when they examined me, | would close my eyes and see and read my
notebook in my mind.

He, by contrast, studied everything in ten days. He did it some-
what swaggeringly, perhaps without delving into everything, but it was
enough for him. And this drove me mad. At the time | did not under-
stand why everything was so hard for me while everything was so easy
for him. Today | know: | was dyslexic, but no one had ever told me. In
short, as expansive, brilliant, and entertaining as he was, draw-
ing attention to himself, I, by contrast, was withdrawn, a bit
sullen, because | had spent
my whole childhood and ado-
lescence feeling like the last,
the ugliest, the one who did
not understand.

Living alongside some-
one so different from me, 24
hours a day, was an enor-
mous challenge. We were
alike in concepts, but oppo-
site in ways of being. This
inevitably generated, in the
end, a struggle for mutual
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acceptance, a short circuit. It was a relationship that marked me and
that, in a certain sense, is still an open question because, at night, | still
dream, regularly, of Alberto Seassaro. It was a good journey, after all aw.
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3. Alberto Seassaro, a Memory

Giancarlo Consonni
Emeritus Politecnico di Milano

| attended the first year at the Faculty of Architecture of Politecnico
di Milano in 1962-1963. The initial two years were modeled after those
of Engineering (a decision dating back to 1934, when Architecture was
established as an autonomous faculty). Architecture was reduced to
just a few subjects: Constructive Elements | and Il (Carlo Villa, with the
manual by Enrico A. Griffini), Elements of Architecture and Survey of
Monuments (Claudio Buttafava in the first year, Umberto Sabbioni in
the second, later replaced mid-course by Piero Bottoni), History of Art
and History and Styles of Architecture (Alessandro Degani in the first
year, Carlo Perogalli in the second), Styiistic and Constructive Char-
acters of Monuments (Luigi Crema, the only one who gave lectures of
any real interest). The rest - the predominant part of the teaching -
consisted of the so-called scientific. If you managed to overcome the
catenaccio - the barrier of the first two years - you arrived at the third
year starved for architecture. Upon this scarcity, the first occupation
of the Faculty in the winter of 1963 had its entirely legitimate reasons.
But the occupiers were too absorbed in their demands to involve the
new students. Freshmen were left only to observe the fire burningin a

ALBERTO SEASSARO. THE DEMIURGE 79



barrel at the entrance of the newly inaugurated building in Via Bonardi
and to labor, with T-square and triangle, on the drafting tables in the
old headquarters in Piazza Leonardo da Vinci. At my side, bent over the
drawings, were Demetrio Stratos and Thalia Istikopoulou.

A'light in the darkness came, in the second year, with the arrival of
Piero Bottoni, who revolutionized the course inElements of Architecture
and Survey of Monuments. At the invitation of a group of fifth-year stu-
dents, who had been among the protagonists of the 1963 occupation,
the designer of QT8 transformed the exercise into a research projecton
the settlement and socio-economic characteristics of some villages in
the bassa milanese (a context that at the time, especially in agriculture,
was stillin conditions of poverty). For many students it was a plunge into
reality, with field investigations and surveys conducted in groups (an-
other novelty). It was, at least for myself, a formative experience.

Another light, again for this writer, came from some panels dis-
playedin the library. They were the works that Ugo La Pietra and Alber-
to Seassaro had just presented for their thesis defense. An unusual
project, so innovative in theme and in graphic presentation that the
examining committee, chaired by Piero Portaluppi, decreed that those
works deserved to be exhibited so that all students could see them. |
have preserved over time the memory of the communicative force, ef-
fective and captivating, of those panels.

Seen again more than sixty years later, the two innovations, that of
Bottoni and that of La Pietra-Seassaro, take on the character of antici-
pations of certain paths that the Faculty of Architecture in Milan would
embark upon not only in the tumultuous decade that followed, but in
the history thereafter.

While Ugo La Pietra went his own way, Alberto Seassaro was
among the not few assistants who, in the heart of the 1960s, sided
with the student movement in demanding a radical renewal of studies
in Architecture.

The substantial harmony that arose between student demands
and the orientations of much of the faculty, beginning with Dean De
Carliand the Faculty Council, was not welcomed by the university lead-
ership, who invoked and obtained from the central government repres-
sive interventions that remain an exception - a vu/nus - in the history
of republican Italy. The first to take a heavy hand was Minister of Edu-
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cation Giovanni Battista Scaglia (Leone Il government), who on August
9, 1968 revoked the appointment of Carlo De Carli as Dean. More than
three years later it was Minister of Education Riccardo Misasi (Andreot-
tilgovernment) who, on November 23, 1971, suspended eight members
of the Faculty Council (Franco Albini, Lodovico Belgiojoso, Piero Botto-
ni, Guido Canella, Carlo De Carli, Paolo Portoghesi, Aldo Rossi, and Vit-
toriano Vigano). Finally, between May, October, and November of 1972,
the new Minister of Education Oscar Luigi Scalfaro (Andreottill govern-
ment) completed the work with the dismissal of 23 appointed profes-
sors: Emilio Battisti, Sandra Bonfiglioli, Dario Borradori, Bianca Bottero,
Maurice Cerasi, Raffaella Crespi, Sergio Crotti, Mario De Micheli, Adri-
ano Di Leo, Giorgio Ferraresi, Leonardo Fiori, Giorgio Gaetani, Corrado
Levi, Lodovico Meneghetti, Antonio Monestiroli, Guido Nardi, Augusto
Rossari, Giovanni Salvestrini, Giacomo Scarpini, Fabrizio Schiaffonati,
Alberto Seassaro, Cesare Stevan, Gio Vercelloni.

A strong and tenacious commitment to research was the response
of students and professors to the commissioner’s control of the Facul-
ty (entrusted to Corrado Beguinot). A form of resistance which, com-
bined with the mobilization of eminent figures of Italian culture, led
in 1974 to the rehabilitation of the members of the Faculty Council. A
phase of renewed energy then began in the Milanese Faculty, along
with tensions and heated confrontations.

The conditions of the broader context were also changing. With-
in a few years, the entire Politecnico di Milano, like the rest of Italian
universities, was entering a fertile season, dense with hope, under the
panner of self-government. At the Politecnico, the establishment of
Departments in 1981 and several steps toward reducing, at least for-
mally, the imbalance of decision-making power between engineers and
architects bore abundant fruit, thanks also to three farsighted rectors:
Emilio Massa, Adriano De Maio, and Guido Ballio. The construction of
the Politecnico network (De Maio) - with the regional campuses of
Como (later suppressed), and of Lecco, Cremona, Mantua, and Pia-
cenza - and the establishment in 1995 of the Faculties of Civil Archi-
tecture and of Design in Bovisa were among the best results of this
season. | had the good fortune to follow these developments closely
in various governing bodies: the Integrated Academic Senate, which
drew up the Statute of Autonomy; the University Commission, which
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played a strategic role in stimulating and monitoring the creation of
departments; and finally, the Academic Senate in full operation. It was
an exhilarating phase, even more so if compared with what came after
2009 with the Gelmini counter-reform.

And Alberto Seassaro? The heated and persistent turmoil that for
years preceded the creation of the Faculty of Civil Architecture saw him
withdrawn, halfway between detached and amused, with that vaguely
ironic smile under his moustache. In appearance, he was lined up on
the front opposite mine; yet this did not prevent us from exchanging
jokes about the inconsistency of the holders of academic power.

But, willingly or not, hesitant or simply waiting, his turn came. With
the establishment of the Faculty of Design, the very promoters realized
that, for the project to succeed, a figure was needed, a cultivated and
prudent weaver. Few others in Milan possessed the competences and
the network of relations that he could boast. Under his guidance, the
Politecnico and the city thus saw a remarkable enterprise take shape.

Later he and | stood shoulder to shoulder in the Academic Senate
in the years when the counter-reform emerged. There, with others - |
particularly recall Renzo Rosso and Antonella Penati - we resisted with
all our strength the decline toward which the Italian university was
heading, warning of its dangers. In vain. The Gelmini tsunami swept
away our resistance along with others. The consequences are plain for
all to see and have turned Italian universities into entities incapable of
self-government and, above all, into sad places.

Of Alberto Seassaro | retain the memory of a person who knew how
to combine a joyful disposition with lightness and nonchalance. With
those marvelous ties (crocheted by his wife) serving as his calling card.
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4. Undisciplined!

Antonella Penati
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

41 Between Art, Science, Architecture and
Design

For Alberto Seassaro, the years following his degree are marked by
design fervor. The experimental attitude incubated during his training
unfolds into multiple research pathways: in the university, where, just
after graduating, he begins to collaborate with Ludovico Belgiojoso,
with Cesare Blasi, and then with Giuseppe Ciribini; in the world of ar-
tistic practices, where he expresses himself by pursuing certain intu-
itions outlined in theoretical form during his university studies; and in
the design sphere, where he moves from the scale of the object to that
of interiors, to which is added the important experience at Montecatini
that would translate into genuine design experimentations on housing
modules composed of prefabricated systems and components.
These expressive planes of the project by no means distant consti-
tute the testing ground of a /aboratory in which the idea is concretely
put into practice that the creative process works transversally across
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the disciplines of form not through integration, juxtaposition, or op-
position, nor through mere similarity or analogy, but through dialec-
tical synthesis, through transfers and contaminations of languages,
experiences, procedures, modes of thought, materials, and aesthet-
ic and ethical orientations, in the search for that sinestesia delle arti
[synesthesia of the arts] theorized with Ugo La Pietra in their degree
thesis (La Pietra, Seassaro, 1964) in antithesis to the intégration des
arts [integration of arts]. As Ugo La Pietra recalls in La sinestesia delle
arti, their thesis research brought visual cultures together by identi-
fying in the segno [sign] the lowest common denominator and in the
metodo dei modelli [method of models] the operational tool useful for
overcoming the separations codified by the various artistic-cultural
systems (La Pietra, 20071, p. 15).

A morphological model [...], in addition to being a tool for ex-
perimentation aimed at the scientific knowledge of behaviorist
interactions with form, acquires a precise semiotic essence as
areceptor of processes of formal intentionalization and thus as

a vehicle of poetics. This intentionality can, in fact, lead a mod-

el to exceed its own ontological sphere and, by attributing to it
properties of the ‘real sphere’, allow it to assume within itself an
architectural design attitude. The first experimental objective of
the research - the construction of a spatial model instrumenta-
ble for morphological operability - was approached through the
introduction of a ‘spatial system’ characterized by a ‘spatio-tem-
poral module’ [...] capable of receiving ‘elements of position and
situation’ and the primary perceptual experiences of orientation,
directionality, distance, size, density. This part of the research led
to the construction of modules operable as ‘spatial utensils’, en-
dowed with an elementary homeostaticity that makes them capa-
ble of inducing ‘effects’ and of receiving the operator’s feedback.
The acquisition of the architectural object can thus be carried out
through modeling operations, in the constant verification of the
relationship between formativity and objectification of elementary
morphological events. As a further phase in an instrumental explo-
ration of the entire research cycle, the verification of the ‘elemen-
tary spatial system’ that was realized was carried out by loading
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the model with behaviorist and functional implications, that is, by
operating projective precipitations upon it that render it a vehicle
of formal intentionality. (From Ugo La Pietra and Alberto Seassaro,
Laricerca morfologica, Exhibition Catalogue, Galleria Flaviana, 26
March 1966)

On close examination of Alberto Seassaro’'s way of operating across
these different spheres of design, one encounters a continuum that
begins with certain theoretical reflections appearing in his writings
and finds its first formalizations in the series of Morfemi, which then
influence, both in language and in approach to the world of forms and
surfaces, his objects conceived as modules extendable to infinity, as
well as domestic interiors and installations for art galleries, up to the
housing modules treated as oggetti componibili [combinable objects]
or as varianti [variants] of the same object.

The theme of the sign, the minimal meaning-bearing element, and
of the model, an instrument of active and dynamic operability - that
is, interactive - derive for Alberto Seassaro from his readings and his
interests in theories of form, semiotic cultures, and cybernetics. The
latter discipline fascinated him after his university collaboration with
Giuseppe Ciribini and following his attendance with Silvio Ceccato at
the Verucchio seminars. It is the youthful phase of infatuations with
approaches and disciplines that are fascinating precisely because
they lie outside the canonical path of architectural studies; it is the
time of granite positions, without ifs or buts, typical of a soul charac-
terized by insatiable curiosity.

But it is also the moment of intellectual forays into the new uni-
verse of signs brought by the artistic avant-gardes and by the theme
of contamination among different languages: music, painting, graphic
design, comics, cinema. And again, it is the moment when the solidity
of disciplinary boundaries gives way, and the art world, too, lets many
walls fall, first among them the one that stood to enforce a sharp dis-
tinction between major and minor arts; between the visual and the
sonic; between arts of pure aesthetics and functional arts. Among
these is design, which for many has served as the blurred conduit
pbetween art and architecture. His library bears witness to the close-
ness among these different worlds, from which Alberto Seassaro drew
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freely, and of which he was a great collector. For Seassaro, to appropri-
ate a world - be it musical, artistic, cultural, or object-related - means
embracing it until he knows it in its entirety, a totalizing whole, almost
manic. And if, on the musical plane, his jazz soul leads him to put to-
gether entire vinyl collections (from Billie Holiday, Charlie Parker, Ella
Fitzgerald, Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, Ray Charles,
David Murray, Thelonious Monk to George Gershwin), on the cinematic
plane it is all of Fellini, all of Bergman, all of Kubrick, all of Hitchcock; all
of Welles, all of Kurosawa, all of Antonioni, all of Visconti, all of Wenders,
all of Tarantino, all of Truffaut, all of Allen, all of Monty Python, and so
on - where all truly means all, obsessively. On the plane of visual cul-
ture, and in particular on that of linguistic invention and the contami-
nation of different languages, his library then testifies, with numerous
art-history books organized by authors, styles and currents, Schools,
Museums and Art Galleries, etc., to a selective curiosity for comics cul-
ture: from Andrea Pazienza to Filippo Scozzari, Tanino Liberatore, Tullio
Pericoli, Moebius, Jean-Marc Reiser, not excluding the entire collection
of Donald Duck (but NOT Mickey Mouse), and then The Simpsons (the
whole family and all its characters still cover the bathroom walls of the
Seassaro home), Mafalda up to Zerocalcare (but NOT Manga).

For Seassaro, collecting never coincides with possessing; rather, it
means placing a thousand variants of the same motif side by side and
grasping, precisely in the variance, even the smallest, the deep mean-
ing and the interest in nuances and differences.

A whole chapter should be devoted, in collecting terms, to his in-
terest in aesthetic disciplines, the art world, and the cultures of light.
In other respects, his collection of elephants is also well known, with a
preference for Indian ones over African, testimonies to his travels and
to those of friends and family. No importance is given to the precious-
ness of the object but to its story and its placement within the material
history of a people’s culture, its symbolic aspects, its material charac-
teristics, and its workmanship, which tell much about local know-how.
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4.2 Brera as a Cultural Milieu

The enthusiasms and myths of his youth, his love for artistic cultures,
and his political ideals were fed by the attitude of a voracious gleaner,
an attitude that never left him, driving him to gather information, no-
tions, and knowledge from diverse, even least conventional, sources
and to go looking here and there for anything that satisfied his inter-
ests: not only books but also magazines, newspapers, atlases, bro-
chures, photographs, reports and accounts, and then radio, cinema,
and places of encounter. Places of encounter.Indeed, itisimpossible to
fully understand that peculiar way of living, being in the world, thinking,
observing, communicating, and translating into design that marked Al-
berto Seassaro, if one omits to name, among the principal sources of
his knowledge, being among people, learning scambiando due parole
[exchanging a few words], the Fellini-esque perder tempo [wasting
time] spent observing how the world turns, collecting points of view
from the most disparate people, even the most humble - the ones you
meet at the tobacconist’s, on the stairs of the apartment building, at
the bar, or along the streets of his beloved Brera neighborhood.

He breathed art in Brera as a student, and the artistic matrix made
Brera a kind of idealtipo [ideal type] for the fertile humus that char-
acterized it. Brera represented not only a place but also a season, a
crossroads of milieus, situations, figures, and a concentrate of oppor-
tunities, of artistic and intellectual expressions. He chose Brera as the
ideal place and neighborhood of his life, where he indeed /ived first at
Garibaldi 50 and then at 44, also, and perhaps above all, for its popular
atmosphere: Nora, Barbara, Coletta made those streets and their in-
habitants familiar. The Brera of the 2000s no longer corresponded to
him, a posto di fighetti [posh hangout] and of tourists who come and
go, where no one knows anyone anymore.

Brera is the milieu Alberto frequents at the start of his career: in
Brera he gathers friends, initiates cultural exchanges, seeks stimuli.
Brera, with its antennas always tuned to pick up the signals of the con-
temporary, is the place of encounters: artists, actors, photographers,
painters, writers. Brera is guilty of having inverted Alberto Seassaro's
biorhythm: by day, until late in the evening, wandering in search of
stimuli and opportunities for exchange, seeking in (little) rest the mo-
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ments of synthesis; at night, toward morning, the moments of feverish
work. It would be so for the rest of his life.

Ugo La Pietra, who shared a professional studio with Alber-
to Seassaro in the first years after graduation, recounts the long,
nerve-racking days spent waiting for him to arrive at the office. But
Alberto would come late in the evening - very late - after stopping to
talk with all the prostitutes of Brera (see Ugo La Pietra, in this volume).
In Brera he began to spend time with Demetrio Stratos, bewitched by
his voice and his vocal experiments. He had met him at the Faculty of
Architecture and, although a few years younger, had started to see
him and to attend his musical group, Area. In Brera he met Gian Maria
Volonté (who later became his tenant at Garibaldi 50); Dario Fo, who
gifted him the sketches for his stage sets; Giorgio Gaber (with whom
he was often confused because of their thinness and aquiline noses);
Uliano Lucas; and then, at the legendary Jamaica bar, the exponents
of the Milanese avant-gardes, a term used here to encompass various
currents and artistic practices in 1960s Milan characterized by a strong
spirit of experimentation and innovation: Arturo Vermi, Emilio Isgro, Pie-
ro Manzoni, Lucio Fontana, and also Fausto Melotti.

Brera was not only a place of easy encounters but a living envi-
ronment of artistic ferment, immersed in a bustle of signs left by es-
tablished artists and street artists alike, concrete testimony to their
presence in the near-daily production of installations, images, draw-
ings, sculptures, and creative artifacts. Everything that Seassaro, on
the threshold of 30, found in Brera he would later seek in his countless
journeys through distant lands and cultures.

Personal curiosity nourished by the art world tells only part of Al-
berto Seassaro’s story. To grasp his animus fully, his youth must be
situated within the culture, political struggles, social movements,
and hopes of a generation. His political commitment marks his design
choices and, more generally, his life choices. It began while he was
still a student, with active participation in the ferment at the Faculty
of Architecture; it then entered the university classrooms, first as a
young assistant and later as a lecturer, through themes that testify
to his sensitivity toward the housing problems of the most vulnerable
social classes above all. He also made various interventions of a polit-
ical nature within the Faculty Council and in the research seminars of
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1. Lettera del Comitato Cultura tecnologica [Technological Culture] and in the Grup-

per la promozione . . )
dell attivits antimilitarista o Nazionale di Ricerca CNR [CNR National Research Group],
eperfobiezionedi  wWhere the political dimension of technology is always predominant. His

coscienza, indirizzata ad

vibrant militancy - which ended as soon as he sensed the first warnings
Alberto Seassaro.

Document-  thatwould lead to the dark moments of armed struggle, from which he
forcefully distanced himself -
also expressed itself outside

Comitato the academic sphere, with

per la promozione dell’ attivita® antimilitarista
e per lobiezione di coscienza

milano, via Lanzone 1. t.861595

Milano, 20 maggio 1968

Come Ti avevamo annunciato; il giorno 7 maggio 1968
si & tenuta presso la Libreria Feltrinelli di via Manzoni
12 1'asta dei quadri offerti da numerosi artisti al Comi-
tato per la promozione dellfsttivitd antimilitarista e
per l%obiezione =di coscienza.

In tale occasione la Tua Operas

-t stata acquistata dal signor Conte Alberico Barbiano
di Belgioioso - Via Perugia 8 - Milano
RO hmiacBo AL R

All'asta & seguita poi l'esposizione delle opere, che
& rimasta aperta al pubblico fino all?1 e.m.

Le opere non acquistate sao ora custodite dalla
signora Giovan na Silvestri Stevan (tel.7384050), che si
sta oceupando della loro vendita, in quanto ancora nei
gior ni successivi alla chiusura della mostra abbiamo ri-

cevuto numerose richiestes
Stiamo studiando anche la possibilitd di riaprire
la mostra insaltro luogos Naturalmente, Ti terremo infor-

mato di ogni iniziativae

Grazie ancora.

Po Il Uomitato
(Luca, Boneschi)
oot e ¥
ArchoAlb erto Seassaro (tA At
via Bergamo 8 - Milano

participation in the move-
ments of '68 and the 1970s.
As an artist he took part in
several fundraising events
for the Anti-militarist Com-
mittee by auctioning some
of his works; still as an artist,
he withdrew his works from
the XXXIV Venice Biennale of
Contemporary Art in 1968,
where he had been invited
by Argan to the Rassegna
giovani [Young Artists Re-
view], joining the dissenting
demonstrations of numer-
ous artists; as a professional
coordinating a design unit
in a major industry such as
Montecatini, he took to the
streets with workers in la-
bor protests against the ex-

ploitation by the bosses. The act cost him his job 1w 2v.

He was a keen observer and, also by supervising many theses,

analyzed the life of cultural and political circles, social centers, and all

those places that appeared confined and minor yet bore a counter-

culture capable of fueling change and prefiguring new and different

futures. He gave voice to housing-occupation movements, bringing

the concrete experience of civic associations, neighborhood com-

mittees, and organizations active in the territory into university re-
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search at a time when housing was one of the principal social emer-
gencies. Within the university sphere, he fostered places and modes
that made practices of self-reflection possible in order to bring to
the surface the problems of youth; he took an active part in feminist
movements, thanks also to his closeness in life and political militancy
toldaFare sy 4v.

4.3 Youth Projects

This is the cultural, artistic, and political landscape that forms the
backdrop to many of his early projects, which began as early as 1964
when, together with Ugo La Pietra, he opened the P/S Project Studio. In
those years, project experiences matured in the fields of interior archi-
tecture, exhibition design, and product design, leading to built works
and artifacts published in sector journals including Domus, Abitare, In-
terni, and Edilizia Moderna, in addition to important work in the field of
construction industrialization for Montecatini Edison.

Many projects were nourished by the shared path that had seen
them work together on their degree thesis on the terrain of form, a
crossroads of art, architecture, and design.

These are strongly experimental projects that find their cultural
and methodological premises precisely in their thesis work. Thus, for
example, the project Tuberie [Pipes], submitted to the competition
Monumento alla Resistenza per la Citta di Brescia [Monument to the
Resistance for the City of Brescial, in which Nanda Vigo took part. Se-
assaro had met her in front of a bar counter at the port of Genoa. In his
passion for wandering, ports were privileged places of encounter.

The project draws inspiration from one of the famous /iriche ogget-
tuali [object-poems] by the Futurist poet Farfa (Vittorio Osvaldo Tom-
masini): Tuberie. A commodity poem that enumerates «real and imagi-
nary pipes, symbolic and industrial, transfigured and oneiric; pipes that
tangle with one another in a continual leap from one sensory sphere
to another, from one context to another. Metaphorical, erotic, and hy-
draulic pipes, pipes ‘for every use’» (Francesca Bergadano, 2018).

As La Pietra and Seassaro themselves recount, the Monumento
alla Resistenza per la citta di Brescia was 1o represent «an urban route
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in which the narrative element used is the conducting cylindrical tube.

The relational character of the tube is expressed as a symbolic fact

by Farfa’s poem Tuberie. The monument is conduit, and the route of

the conduit itself, and the transmission of historical events. The route:

from narrow passage to fracture and thus to a sum of landscapes and

routes, is the metamorphic representation of a historical path that

goes from fascist obscurantism to the Resistance and ends with the

reconstruction of the country» (La Pietra, 2001, p. 34)

94

pipes of water of air of gas / of drain of discharge of exhaust / of
stoneware of terracotta of concrete / of glass of rubber of ebonite

| pipes of all merchandise / pipes of the water closet of feeling /
pipes of the stove and of boredom / tunnel pipes hungry for railway
| pipes of torment and of joy / pipes of all metals / pipes of the
yellow gloves / hydrant pipes of the firemen / launching cubes

of fresh water / to calm the heat of the flames / pipes of fountain
pens / pouring thought / black as the mood / red as love / pipes of
blood pressure / digestive pipes / for the slow waltzes of digestion
| pipes of guts / for the tarantella / of visceral grimaces / tangled
pipes of breasts / genital and virginal pipes / pipes of workshop
chimneys / of steamships of locomotives / with seed of smoke /
demonstrating the nullity / of voluptuousness / pipes of garden
benches / scented with jasmines / pipes for every use / pipes for
every abuse / dairy pipes bent / by the grasping hand / whose
expelled water / lengthens the fingers / pipes of reeds of gutters of
mouthpieces / Bergmann pipes / Togni pipes Mannesmann pipes

I pipes of all machines / pipes of all motors / pipes of the stems of
flowers / pipes of rifles and of cannons / for the rapid change of
generations / pipes bones holes of chickens / that were well-fed
and sated / pipes of chilled noses / pipes of softened hearts / pipes
of telescopes / that on beautiful nights / fill with stars / pipes of or-
gans and of winches / of musical instruments / beating with breath
I on the eardrums / very old motifs / pipes stopped and unstopped
/ named and unnamed pipes / pipes of every species and every
type / pipes of every thickness and size / pipes upright and with
sharp elbow / pipes in the everlasting operation / of masturbation
| of their own content / intake pipes / descent pipes / ascent pipes
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/ all in universal heat / every pipe an umbilical cord / that binds
that welds to life / rushing and silent pipes / | am your singer / | am
a snake charmer. (Farfa, Tuberie, 1993. Farfa, Noi miliardario della

fantasia. Milano: Edizioni La Prora)

Other projects, while not abandoning the stamp of experimentalism,
already display a more complete design and professional maturity
(even if both Alberto Seassaro and Ugo La Pietra complain that they
never managed to get paid by their clients). Among these are projects
for art galleries, again with Ugo La Pietra, and modular furnishing sys-
tems and living spaces, where Seassaro instead favors individual en-
deavor. In the project, the forms, the materials used, and the process-
ing techniques are pressed into their expressive potential both in the
artisanal sphere and in industrial production.

Among the projects with Ugo La Pietra, in 1968, the Galleria privata
Walter Spaggiari [Walter Spaggiari Private Gallery] in Milan, published
in Domus (n. 465, 1968) where the experimental attitude is directed
toward rethinking the traditional typology of the art gallery as a space
not only for viewing works of art, but also for housing a storage area for
works and a space for dwelling 5~ 6.

A complex typology that found in the succession of textures the
structural motifs of the various environments. It is one of the first
examples of an opening of the galleria d’arte [art gallery] typology
[...] capable of breaking the traditional system through ‘addition
and integration’. (La Pietra, 2001, p. 42)

The perforated metal sheet, the weave of tubular elements in the
ceiling, the panels, and the modular parallelepipeds are signs of a
peculiar language that we also find in the other gallery project, ‘Il
Cenobio’, in Milan, designed in 1967. (Domus, n. 451, 1967)

Conceiving environments as a single, large, unified object is a hallmark
we find in the projects of La Pietra and Seassaro, and it recurs even
when Alberto Seassaro works on his own, as in domestic interiors. His
projects are few and similar to one another in their exhibition-instal-
lation and material language. It is a highly recognizable language that
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Figure 1.
Tuberie project by Ugo La Pietra, Alberto Seassaro, Nanda Vigo (1966).
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we find in the project for Casa Rizzi in Camogli 7y, in the family
house in Camogli, and in the dwelling on Via Franchetti in Milan
for his sister Paola sx. The interiors are conceived as equipped
spaces in which reticular components integrate the walls, be- .
coming one with them, and it is no longer possible to distin- g%%
guish the structural elements from those that enrich them to
facilitate use and organize space.

The exhibitory apparatus, characterized by protrusions on the
walls and ceiling, in fact cancels the difference between container and
content, generating a continuum where the furniture disappears and
is everywhere, without the eye perceiving a clear break between ele-
ments that function as container, as lighting apparatus, as multipur-
pose structure, etc.

In the exhibition-based design of domestic space, the forms and
juxtapositions of materials recall his more artistic works, in which he
experiments with new expressive languages, where white, shaped in
many surface treatments, prevails.

This way of conceiving the design of spaces presupposes that
every single element, every single object, every constructive and ex-
hibition detail be designed ad hoc: tables, tops and shelves, storage
units, shelves and bookcases.

In the photo, note the table designed for the apartment on via
Franchetti, conceived for artisanal fabrication but later reappearing in

a simplified version for industrial production in the Add project m

for Acerbis ow. If in these projects the interiors are governed as i
if they were a large object conceived in all its details, then all the more
so with the project of the Monoblocco per arredo integrale [Monob-
locco for integral furnishing], presented at the international exhibition
held in New York in 1972, /taly. The New Domestic Landscape, we are
faced with a veritable object-space in which different environments
and different functions are composed, almost assembled.

Hovering here is the philosophy of macchine per abitare [machines
for living] (Fagone and Favata, 2011) that, in those same years, animat-
ed Joe Colombo's design experiments: the use of new materials such
as methacrylate; the idea of a system composed of modular elements
brought to the scale of total furnishing; the construction of an envi-
ronment completely detached from the architecture that containsiit, a
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Figure2.  kind of house within the house; the concept of a mobile space
Table designed by Alberto Seassaro
for the house in Via Franchetti.

in the literal sense, that is, a space that can be moved accord-
ing to changing needs. Alber-
to Seassaro's Monoblocco,
produced by Acerbis as an
experimental model, antici-
pates many of the problems
of living in minimal spaces
and, at the same time, re-

flects processes of rational-
izing housing systems (see
Lintero mobile corre su ro-
taie, Alberto Seassaro, in Do-
mus n. 489) 1ov.

In the project, the social

issues of inhabiting are

reworked not by seeking a

10. L'intero mobile rhetorical, ironic, or unconventional response, but by pur-

corre su rotaie, - - . .
Alberto Seassaro, in suing a solution that serves use, playing with the themes
Domus, n. 489. of modularity and flexibility 11v. (Catalogue of the exhibi-
Document -

tion Italy: The New Domestic Landscape, MoMA, 1972)

The principles of flexibility and modularity; interior proposals that look
not so much to tradition as to social evolution, new lifestyles, and new
needs that open up to new ways of living; experiments with new ma-
terials, new technologies, and new languages, these are found not
only in interior design but also in the design of housing units created
through prefabrication and mass production.

This area of design would engage him for several years at the Re-
search Division of Montecatini Edison and would be developed in col-
laboration with Ugo La Pietra.

Modular design and industrial technologies for the prefabrication
of building components certainly constitute a fundamental, perhaps
the most significant, part of Alberto Seassaro’s professional design
research. Within the prefabricated module and in the design of inte-
grative equipment rests the hope for a democratic architecture for a
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Achievements and Problems of Htalian Design The Museum of Modemn Art, New York

11. Estratto del Catalogo

generation of architects who, due to their close proximity to della Mostra /taly:

modes of industrial production, approach the design methods . The New Domestic
: ; Landscape, MOMA.
most typical of design. The competences Alberto Seassaro developed
Document -

in this field through his professional research would become a subject
of study in university life as well and would constitute the point of ap-
proach first to the technological area and then to that of design.

The theme of industrialization in the construction sector and the
production of industrial components and manufactured elements
for residential use, for buildings of public interest, or for industrial
facilities brings him close to figures such as Giuseppe Ciribini, Mar-
co Zanuso, and Giacomo Scarpini, and to enterprises such as Edison
S.p.A.and Finsider S.p.A., for which he worked as a consultant. For the
Sviluppo Silicalcite S.p.A. of Montecatini Edison, together with Ugo La
Pietra, he developed the Programma di ricerca per la sperimentazi-
one e lo sviluppo di un Sistema di prefabbricazione in Silicalcite per
case unifamiliari e tipologie affini [Research program for the experi-
mentation and development of a silicalcite prefabrication system for
single-family houses and related types] (1966), which kept him en-
gaged for several years.

The research program envisaged the testing of the Silicalcite
product and of the production process, aimed at refining a Catalogue
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of standard housings, of component typologies, and of typologies for
assembling series-produced prefabricated elements.

The catalogue can also be read as a compendium of new materials
and of the new vocabulary that accompanied the evolution of the con-
struction industry.

In 1971 he joined the Montedil Research Center of the Montecati-
ni Edison Group as the person responsible for the development, co-
ordination, and integration of building products, and for supervising
the implementation of works across the various building complexes
carried out by the Montedison Technical Office and by external de-
signers. What emerges in these studies is an enthusiasm for the use
of modular elements in architecture for the aspects of functional fiex-
ibility made possible by assembling simple components into complex
systems, and for their propensity to create, through juxtapositions,
surface textures.

The possibility of obtaining different outcomes starting from ba-
sic components that can be aggregated in different ways - what in
more recent times has become the myth of personalization - is here
charged with ethical values oriented toward the idea of casa-fai-da-te
[DIY house], of democratizing the quality of inhabiting. In this genera-
tion of architects there is also an underlying political wager: to insinu-
ate themselves - as design technicians - into the meshes of industry,
orienting its strategies. In Seassaro’s later writings one reads the disil-
lusionment of this hope 12y 13y 14y 15w,

The culmination of his brief yet intense professional activity is the
project carried out for ENEA with the architect Gianni Scudo. It is an
Edificio per uffici e laboratori di tecnologie energetiche appropriate
[Office and Laboratory Building for Appropriate Energy Technologies]
in Ispra (completed in 1987), of which we provide below two short ex-
cerpts of commentary 6~ 17y 18x.

Of very recent construction is the new building in Ispra that hous-
es several laboratories of the Department of Alternative Sources
and Energy Saving; the project is particularly interesting in the way
elements of passive solar technology have been perfectly inte-
grated into the architecture: in particular, for this building a ‘solar

chimney wall’ was conceived, industrially producible, for which
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12. Ugo La Pietra e Alberto Seassaro,
schizzi di progetto per Casa unifamiliare in
Silicalcite.
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14. Ugo La Pietra e Alberto Seassaro, schizzi
di progetto (assonometria strutturale) per
Casa unifamiliare in Silicalcite.

Document -
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13.Ugo La Pietra e Alberto Seassaro, schizzi di
progetto per Casa unifamiliare in Silicalcite.
Document -
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16. Gianni Scudo e Alberto Seassaro,
Fotografia dell'Edificio per uffici e laboratori

17. Gianni Scudo e Alberto Seassaro,
Fotografia dell'Edificio per uffici e laboratori

ditecnologie energetiche appropriate, a ditecnologie energetiche appropriate, a
Ispra. Dettaglio finestre. Ispra. Policromie strutturali.
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18. Gianni Scudo e Alberto Seassaro, Fotografia dell'Edificio per
uffici e laboratori di tecnologie energetiche appropriate, a Ispra.
Facciata esterna.

Document -
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ENEA obtained a patent requested by national industries operating
in the building-envelope sector. (Umberto Colombo, Architettura
ed energia. Sette edifici per 'TENEA, 1987, p. 9)

[..] The engineering laboratory in Ispra s in fact a sequence of ex-
perimental structures, each with its own specific prototype value,
skilfully assembled into a deliberately discontinuous whole; the
firm that managed the executive design [..] went through many
variants, recording in advance the impact of the technological re-
search located here, concerning various forms of heat production
from solar sources; envelope and systems are no longer distin-
guishable, indeed, in one part of the building the systems directly
form the building shell, with unusual geometric effects marked by
festive polychromy. (Leonardo Benevolo, Architettura ed energia.
Sette edifici per TENEA, 1987, p. 13)

4.4 Morfemi

In parallel with his studies and professional and university activities,
starting in the early 1960s he conducted research and artistic-aes-
thetological experimentation on the relationship between Arts and
Sciences, moving within the cultural context of FAST, the Federazione
delle Associazioni Scientifiche e Tecniche [Federation of Scientific and
Technical Associations] in Milan, with Silvio Ceccato, and of the Collo-
qui di Verucchio [Verucchio Colloquia] on Experimental Aesthetics led
by Giulio Carlo Argan.

Alberto Seassaro’s experiences as architect, interior designer, and
designer are inseparable from his artistic experiences. And those same
artistic practices are not easily classifiable within the world of artistic
experimentation if they are separated from his studies and his inter-
estsin architecture.

Itis, after all, within his course of study at the Faculty of Architecture
that research leads him to methodological-design elaborations on the
processes of form-constitution, crossing the disciplinary fences of in-
dividual design domains and culminating, with the degree thesis carried
out with Ugo La Pietra, in the concept of synesthesia among the arts.
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mostraMicro 33, Galleria
Visualita.

Document-

The modality of operating by design, conducting at the same time
theoretical research and experimentation on form within the unified
domain of the visual arts - finds its most authentic moment in Morfemi
[Morphemes), Progressioni morfologiche [Morphological Progres-
sions], and Morfo-ambienti luminosi [Lighting Morph-Environments],
experimental-aesthetic artifacts and installations that Alberto Se-
assaro created and exhibited in group and solo shows, with presenta-
tions and critical essays by Gillo Dorfles, Lucio Amelio, Ettore Sottsass
Jr., Tommaso Trini, Germano Celant, Francesco Vincitorio, Emilio Gar-
roni, Silvio Ceccato, Umbro Apollonio, and Enzo Frateili. Among these:
winner of the 1st Piero Manzoni Prize (Soncino, 1962); solo show at
Galleria Blu (Milan, 1963); solo show at Galleria Flaviana (Locarno,
1966); solo show at Studio 2B (Bergamo, 1965); solo show at Modern
Art Agency (Naples, 1966); solo show at Galleria Arte Oggi (Pescara,
1967); solo show at Galleria Visualita (Milan, 1968) 19x; and at
national and international art surveys, including: Nuove tec-

0]

niche d'immagine [New Image Techniques] (San Martino, 1967); A/ di
la della pittura [Beyond Painting] (San Benedetto del Tronto, 1968);
Nuove tendenze [New Tendencies] (Ferrara, 1969); the 1969 Bien-
nale di Venezia [Venice Biennale] curated by Giacomo Manzu (Ven-
ice, 1969); Documenta - A Quinquennial Contemporary Art Exhibition
(Kassel, 1970) 20w 21y 22,

What are the Morfemi? Objects? Sculptures? Small architectures?
Experimental models? Perceptual study models? Process prototypes?
«Moments of passage or pause in a research process», as Ettore
Sottsass once called them?

[t seems natural to say that Morfemi can indeed be considered re-
search exercises on basic modular elements that, within the project,
transform through addition, subtraction, translation, permutation, and
slippage of surfaces. A kind of basic design of morphological research.

[..] it seems to me that these white-and-red ‘things’ by Seassaro
are the results - or perhaps only the visible and tangible moments
of pause and passage - of a work of ‘research’ (as one says today),
and therefore these things can be placed only in the category of
‘research’ and in none of the traditional categories with which
things are classified in order to be rid of them. It is not right to say
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20. Manifesto della mostra Alberto Seassaro.
Presentato da Gillo Dorfies allaModern Art
Agency.

Document-

21. Alberto Seassaro, Morfema.
Document—

22. Alberto Seassaro, Ritratto con Morfemi.
Document -
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23. Seassaro.| Morfemi.
Presentati da Ettore
Sottsass Jr.
Document-

24. Made In. Bollettino
della Modern Art Agency,
gennaio-febbraio 1969.
Document -

that they are sculptures, and it is not right to say that they are ar-

chitectures, nor happenings, nor gift-objects, nor souvenirs: they
are what remains clinging along the banks of research 23. (Ettore
Sottsass, 1968, Made In. Bollettino della Modern Art Agency, Janu-
ary-February 1969a)

[...] i Morfemi are spatial models that 'fix’, by concretizing them
into tangible forms, the outcomes of a basic research activity on
the theory and methodology of architectural design, usable in pro-
cesses of understanding the logics of formal constitution and in
activities of transformative experimentation 24x. (Alberto Seassa-
ro, 1968, Made In. Bollettino della Modern Art Agency, January-Feb-
ruary 1969a)

In the Morfemi one already discerns Alberto Seassaro’s in-

terest in light, its nature and the transformations it can bring
to the perception of form. In the Morfemi light becomes the
completion of the object, an element of morphological trans-

formation that occurs through the object’s infinite projections
in space, continuously changing as the incidence of the light
source changes. It is no coincidence that each morpheme was pho-
tographed by the author in multiple sequences precisely to convey,
beyond its material concreteness, the opening to a transient virtual
three-dimensionality. In the morpheme, light, working through arith-
metic subtractions and additions, compositions and decompositions,
solids and voids, positives and negatives, depths and emergences, can
generate complex algebraic variations.

The Morfemi stand as the starting point of a path of inquiry into the
cultures of light that is later fulfilled in the creation of artistic and envi-
ronmental artifacts. At the same time, they constitute a testing ground
for theories whose development we find in various publications from
those years (Seassaro, 1966; Seassaro, 1968; Seassaro, 1969b; Se-
assaro, 1969¢) 25w 26\
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5. On Alberto Seassaro’s
Notational Sheets. The Texture
of a Verbal-visual Writing

Giovanni Baule

Formerly professor at Politecnico di Milano

51 The Perseverance of Annotation

There is a fine yet tenacious thread 1x that links Alberto Seassaro’s no-

tational sheets to one another.

Different in origin and substance, these sheets of notes, research,

Note 1.

On the theme of the thread and
the corresponding archaeology of
ametaphor, see Catucci, 2024, p.
41: «The guiding thread makes it
possible to bind together events
that at first sight have no direct
relations, so distant can they

be not only with respect to the
heart of an argument but also in
time and space. [..] Dealing with
the heterogeneous may indeed
giverise to the need to make a
selection, to discard something in
order to enhance something else,
to extract from the whole only
certain aspects, choosing them
on the basis of a compositional
strategy» (Catucci, 2024, p. 41).

and systematization, share above all a distinctive trait that
marks them eloquently: they present themselves as signs
proper to the culture of design, the symptom of a designing
mind, of a meticulous perseverance in jotting down and fixing
through graphic marks referable to the expressive style of the
design drawing as well as to the written note of a stenographic
and mental kind; a form proper to self-communication, through
juxtapositions and mixtures of writing, figural, schematic, and
verbal codes.

[t should also be considered, in parallel, the substantial
documentary mass of which they form a part, corresponding
to an enormous production of written material and to the in-
cessant accumulation of paper artifacts that characterized a
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daily working method: an oriented, contingent, yet purposeful
accumulation, to be distinguished radically from the deliber-
ate collecting of those who preserve traces for future remem-
brance 2x. By contrast, in this case it is an archive of the pres-
ent for a near-term, at times immediate, destination: tools for
communicating in short order, for clarifying oneself and mak-
ing things clear, a contingent strategy for fixing and, if need be,
subsequently transmitting in a transitive configuration.

No direct addressee is, in fact, discernible in these papers;
rather, they are presumed to constitute a preliminary elabora-
tion, the initial phase of a further mediation, afirst note ax to be
given voice, as needed, at a later stage for subsequent pres-
entation. In this sense, they appear as provisional artifacts,
notintended for publication, but as devices for a refiective act,
a valuable anticipation, at the level of discursive intentions, of

Note 2.

Unlike the very nature of the
archiving trace: by contrast, onthe
meaning of the archival intent and
its consequent implications, see
Derrida, 2005.

Note 3.

On the first note as a writing of
anticipation, an auxiliary writing, of
preparation, of preliminary analysis
for other communicative forms,
and lacking a compulsory form but
freely drafted like all provisional
annotations, see Baule, 2020.

Note 4.

On the figure of the explorer of
connections and the principle of
incompleteness, see Veca, 2011,
p. 85 ff.

a course of study or a possible communicative project; a writing of in-
tent, of projection, very rarely of offcuts or marginalia. Where fragmen-
tariness is an index of an incessant exploration of connections 4v and
does not contradict the drive toward systematization.

5.2 A Brilliant Verbo-visual Rhetoric

As confirmation of the unitary artefactual nature of these documents
and of the idea of scriptive movement that underlies them, we can
place them largely within those graphic-expressive systems that orig-
inally precede alphabetic writing (Cardona, 2009): a handwriting as
a mingling of scriptive and visual codes, a writing that positions itself
fully in the field of verbo-visual expression; and even in those cases
where the mark seems to run along an apparently prescriptive plane,
similar to technical-constructive drawing, it surpasses that rigidity
while retaining its performative potential.

As Giovanni Anceschi, who has made this theme one of his principal
objects of study, states:

What is notational is usually seen as a restitutive mode of a rigid
kind, whereas technical reproduction is seen as continuous,
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analogical, [...]. Nothing could be more apparent: the very schema-
ticity of annotation ends up being what enables the performer, in-
deed, what generates interpretation in the performer. [...] Notation
is elastic, because in principle it is discontinuous, and in any case
imprecise. Notation functions as a producer of interpretive variety
[..] Whereas in the scientific domain it does not contain prescrip-
tive aspects, [...] notation in technical and creative activities
seems to have both functions. (Anceschi, 1992, p. 132)

The didactic exercise boards that, by virtue of their constructive in-
structions, most closely resemble the prescriptive go in this direction;
apparently addressed to a direct addressee (the person who must
carry out the exercise), they likely represent a preliminary elaboration.
Exercises such as Accendi una luce [Switch on a light] (fig. 1) evoke
a discursive-narrative suggestion and present themselves as scores
for a series of possible performances. Taken as a whole, however,
the articulation of the notes for the Course on Lighting represents a
deployment of the entire span of the notational spectrum: from the
sheets on the historical representation of lignt (fig. 2) to those on
the etymology and the metaphor of light (fig. 3) there is a progres-
sion that moves from the purely verbal to verbal schematization and
then to the introduction of the visual; from the symbolic-verbal, with
representations of seeing (fig. 4), to the studies on concavity (fig. 5),
where three-dimensional forms evolve in a generative play. In this case
the design imperative clearly operates, and the mise en figure displays
its full heuristic value: here, «representation is a support for invention,
for the trouvaille. In this sphere, in short, images serve to discover and
to invent» (Anceschi, 1992, p. 11). On the same theme, the synthesis
board Trigonon light - le parole della luce e la genesi della metafora
[Trigonon light - the words of light and the genesis of the metaphor] v
records the writing of a complex figural text (Anceschi, 1992, p. 41)
within a mise-en-scene that reconnects to triadic iconography.

The notes sheet relating to the course Tecnologia dell architettura
[Architectural Technology] (fig. 6) likewise includes, under the form of
mixed schematizations, figures and caricatural traces that convergein
a manipolazione proiettiva [projective manipulation] (Anceschi, 1992,
p. 41): a synoptic view that comprises the perspective representation
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Notes on the history of light in artistic works.
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Notes on vision.

Notes on the metaphor of light.
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Notes for the course on Architectural Technology.

Figure 5.
Notes on concavity.
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of the building with a transparency effect and an endoscopic
view, the schematic-verbal annotation of structural elements,
and, not least, the symbolic figure of the saver.

The illustrative-caricatural code adopted in this latter
case recurs across most of the illustrative inserts present in
the notes and traverses different themes; the sketchy, com-
ic-style manner of these pictograms underscores a person-
al, confidential point of view. Up to the deliberate transgres-
sion of the sketches labeled Supplemento al Supplemento al
dizionario italiano di Munari [Supplement to the Supplement to
the Italian Dictionary by Munari] ss (fig. 7), a provocative over-
stepping of the bounds of the proper, albeit avowed, decorum
of the Munari collection.

5.3 The Filter of Irony

The idea that, in order to safeguard an indisputable firmness
of principles, as well as a convinced disciplinary dedication, it
is also necessary to make room for playfulness, irony, the les-
son of relativity, and open thinking is confirmed, for example,
by the covers of the course booklets spanning the academic
years of the 1970s decade (figs. 8, 9, 10). The graphic montage
of illustrations, drawn by hand or taken from other sources,
and inserted within the context of university research bears
witness to a demystifying approach woven with ironic rever-
sals (Jankélévitch, 1997, p. 61ff.).

In the case of the booklets for study groups (figs. 8, 9),

Note 5.

«In this book the author examines
the various ways of expressing
oneself without speaking, not only
with the hands. [...] We considered
it appropriate to collect as many

as possible, omitting obscene and
vulgar gestures, in order to provide
the most accurate documentation
possible for the use of foreigners.
[..] or as a supplement to the Italian
dictionary» (Munari, 1999).

Figure 7.

Supplemento al Supplemento

al dizionario italiano di Munari
[Supplement to the Supplement to
the Italian Dictionary by Munari].

Note 6.

On the mimeograph format and the
epic of the mimeograph, see Baule,
2008, p. 15.

where disciplinary boundaries are swept away by free connections,

the visual charge becomes more pronounced, happily irreverent and

transgressive, assimilated from those countercultural languages that

embrace montages of grainy photocopies, the provisional nature of

handwritings, and the typewritten informality of the mimeograph for-

mat 6x 2y 3N 4.

The wry gaze that frames the angularity of things, the mechanics

of the system of powers faced with the tactics of play, the continual

shifting of point of view: a step beyond the principle of otherness lies
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the exercise of a constant, radical critical relation with institutional-
ized knowledge; it is a matter of playing along, a game acknowledged
as such, without granting respite to those who turn it, for their own
ends, into an instrument of domination. Counterpoint to the filter of
irony, born of a libertarian breath, is the meticulousness of the hand-
writing with which the analytical-descriptive, or prescriptive, notes are
transcribed. La grande tavolaLa ricerca morfologica - parte prima. Lap-
proccio deduttivo [Morphological research - part one. The deductive
approach] (Seassaro, La Pietra, 1965) (fig. 10) is a bold textual map for
the systematization of knowledge in the field of reference. We are in
the realm of an encyclopedic project, where the system of contents is
laid out within the ordering space of a tabular configuration, a device
«addressed in the firstinstance to someone who, more than a specta-
tor, isauser» (Anceschi, 1992, p. 101) sx. Tabular-diagrammatic in kind,
in turn, are the ordering schemes of the Progetto di iter didattico per
I'Indirizzo tecnologico ad Architettura [Didactic itinerary Project for
the Technological Track in Architecture] ey, an organizational model

intended for an institutional destination; with a peculiarity: 5.Ugo La Pietra e Alberto

Seassaro, LaRicerca
Morfologica. Quadro della
the planning of the pathways of the educational itinerary, unfolding  bibliografia di riferimento
sulle culture della forma.
Document -

the flow diagram (Bertin, 1967) identifies, with schematic skill, — ©

them over the grid of the didactic structure and the temporal score.
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La ricerca morfologica [Morphological research], board, January 1965.
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Figure 11.
Boiler, instructions for use.
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5.4 Leave Nothing to Chance

Of a different tenor, both graphic and thematic, yet the result of the
same meticulousness, are the handwritten prescriptive notes, ev-
idently for private use, which fall within the scope of instructions for
use, as in the case of Preliminari all uso della caldaia [Preliminaries for
using the boiler] (fig. 11). Here the detail of the operational sequence
describes a process and illustrates the corresponding technical appa-
ratus, accompanying the performance of the necessary functions.

In the same domain one can include the collection of more than a
hundred note-cards gathered under the title Tradurre digitale/ana-
logico. Decriptare il linguaggio tecnico [Translating digital/analog. De-

Note7.  cryptingtechnical language] 7s. These are annotations derived
Drafted on sheets of different sizes

and colors, datable to 2011-2012. from basic lessons on computer use and from self-learning trial

exercises. Here too textual and visual notes alternate, recorded
step by step, very much like a user manual written in-house, sometimes
with topic labels: Non riesco a spegnere [| can't shut down|, Pagina della
postain arrivo [Inbox page), Scanner [Scanner], [...] (fig. 12, 13).

Finally, a storyboard sequence, a draft intended for use in court, re-
constructs the stages of a road accident (fig. 14), with an accentuated
figural component and a narrative montage where, again, the com-
ic-strip inflection does not undermine the credibility of the represent-
ed object but demonstratively schematizes the phases that consti-
tute the event. Different registers and different centers of reflection,
avast arsenal of references across distinct techniques of representa-

tion and forms of systematization, together lead to a graphic

Note 8.

And, as Edgar Morin clarifies:
«Anarchy is not non-organization,  2016). It is the intent to fix, in hybrid forms, annotations that
but an organization that takes
shape from the associations/
interactions among beingswhoact ~ whose performative value responds to a visionary, design-ori-
without any need for acommand or
control issuing from a higher level»
(Morin, 2015,p.26).  tenacity and directed toward creative indiscipline 8.

form that implies a reiterated visual translation (Baule, Caratti,

cannot be reduced to the verbal. These are strategic devices

ented spirit, to a utopian determination sustained by a subtle
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SOAEDA.  YNoy RIES@ A SPEAVERE

Figure 12.
Non riesco a spegnere [| can’'t shut down], learning card for computer use
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Figure 13.
Scanner, learning card for computer use.
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Figure 14.
Reconstruction of the stages of a road accident.
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5.5 The Visible Voice of Writing

Seassaro's writing-drawing is, certainly, a way of reasoning on pa-
per, a form of lucid and constant reflexivity in search of mnemonic
schemes. Yet, thanks to its calligraphic flow, it is also the expression of
an intrinsic synaesthetic valence. This visual writing, in fact, suggests
sonic traces, at times they are arrows: from deep within the grain of
verbo-visual writings (Barthes, 1986, p. 6) the grain of the voice sur-
faces. This demonstrates that, even more than simple writing, which
at times borders on grado zero [Writing Degree Zero] (Barthes, 1982),
autographic verbo-visual writing can best restore a material and bodily
dimension. These word-figure marks are vocal gestures, moreover in-
delible within polytechnic spaces.
If Saul Steimberg - among the very first Architecture stu-

dents at Politecnico di Milano - himself an illustrator of voic-  Figure 15.

es (Barthes, 1998) - had by chance met Alberto Seassaro, = CoS2Portare. (sesiriesce) o

he would surely have known
how to draw, with the speech
bubbles of his characters,
the movement of the voice:
the scathing dialectic, the
unbroken discursive weave,
the labyrinthine progression,
the dialoguing and persua-
sive monologue, the hiero-
glyphic synthesis, the low-vi-
brated timbre. Among these
papers there are written
figures (fig. 15) which, even
when the voice was forcibly
silenced, knew how to speak
on their own; and, like all the
other annotations, they con-
tinue to speak. This is the
key that explains the voice of
the marks in Seassaro's ver-
bo-visual writing.
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They speak, they speak to us, these papers, and they ask to be
heard; inseparably bound together, they return both the trace of a
writing and the grain of a voice.
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6. Do Everything, Do It Artfully

Beppe Finessi
Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano

6.1 Designing Works, Sculpting Spaces,
Suggesting Trajectories

If there is an evidently exceptional trait that unites the most significant
creatives on the Italian scene over the last hundred years, itis that they
were often transdisciplinary authors, active along trajectories that are
hard to map, following lines of action that were always displacing and
surprising. Outliers able to move among multiple professional domains,
shifting with ease from architecture to design, from exhibition-making
to stage design, from graphics to fashion, from painting to sculpture to
photography, pushing into editorial and outreach work, into curating,
criticism, and teaching.

Figures for this very reason hard to classify, proudly eccentric and
consistently off-key: such as Giacomo Balla and Fortunato Depero,
Gio Ponti and Marcello Nizzoli, Carlo Mollino and Bruno Munari, Ettore
Sottsass and Angelo Mangiarotti, A. G. Fronzoni and Giancarlo llipran-
di, Leonardo Mosso and Roberto Sambonet, Enzo Mari and Alessandro
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Mendini, Nanda Vigo and Getulio Alviani, and many more besides. And
like Alberto Seassaro, an architect and artist whom, at our latitudes and
among the pages of this book, we remember above all for the seminal,
foundational, and immense work carried out to establish the School of
Design at Politecnico di Milano.

For after an effervescent start between the visual arts and archi-
tecture, sustained by an explosive energy that fueled an indomitable
action, Alberto Seassaro would increasingly turn his gaze (scientifical-
ly open, sensitively curious) toward the world of university education.

Having also lived, with totalizing involvement, through the season
of the 1968 protests, and perhaps realizing that the political com-
mitment breathed in assemblies and occupied classrooms could no
longer go arm in arm with the world of galleries, nor with house pro-
jects for a bourgeois clientele, he would first abandon the art world
and, over time, also that of architecture and interior architecture (do-
mains in which he had achieved some striking, highly original firsts,
always coherent with one another despite the differing disciplinary
specificities of the visual arts and furnishing) to focus exclusively on
teaching. In that world he immersed himself entirely, to the point of
coming to dream, design, and then build a new School, the Faculty of
Design precisely, which for twenty-five years now has been a corner-
stone, internationally, of university education: an absolute project,
one that none of the great protagonists who moved between univer-
sity teaching and the world of Italian design (from Zanuso to the Cas-
tiglioni brothers, to recall a few giants who brought their indisputable
charisma and talent into the classrooms at Politecnico di Milano) had
previously managed to achieve, but which Seassaro succeeded in
making concrete through a veritable mission that, day after day, found
room and hearing, support and collaboration.

Probably because Alberto Seassaro experienced the foundation of
the School of Design as the project par excellence to which he would
devote himself, evidently, for him, a /ife project, following the path (be-
fore him) of other transversal authors, professionals of creativity who,
at a certain point in their careers and personal histories, felt the need
to commit themselves above all to teaching, to education and train-
ing: like A. G. Fronzoni, a master of communication who, while setting
records in