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Lesser artists borrow; great artists steal.!

_S.Jobs? - P. Picasso? - I. Stravinsky? - T. S. Eliot?...

Der  Praktik  der  Adepten  dhnelt  das
Experimentieren der barocken Dichter. Was die
Antike hinterlassen hat, sind ihnen Stiick fiir Stiick
die Elemente, aus welchen sich das neue Ganze
mischt. Nein: baut. Denn die vollendete Vision von
diesemn Neuen war: Ruine. Der iiberschwinglichen
Bewiltigung antiker Elemente in einem Bau, der,
ohne sie zum Ganzen zu vereinen, in der
Zerstorung noch antiken Harmonien iiberlegen
wire, gilt jene Technik, die im einzelnen ostentativ
auf die Realien, Redeblumen, Regeln sich bezieht.
>Ars inveniendi< mufS die Dichtung heiflen. Die
Vorstellung von dem genialen Menschen, dem
Meister artis inveniendi, ist die eines Mannes
gewesen, der souverdn mit Mustern schalten
konnte.?

_Walter Benjamin

! https://artfulstrategy.com/2014/07/31/lesser-artists-borrow-great-artists-steal-igor-stravinsky/ [16.06.2022].
2 Benjamin Walter, Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels [The Origin of German Tragic Drama] First edition 1925.
Redaktion Grols-Verlag (Edition Werke der Weltliteratur), 2022 _P. 151.






Abstract

The dissertation investigates the concept of copy, its ideological and aesthetic value
in current architecture. The focus is on the question, if, after western modernity’s
rejection and postmodernity’s reconsideration, the copy is rehabilitated today. In
which context, under which conditions and interventions could the reproduction of a
past lost building become a model for the future?

The research starts from the specific case of the demolished Jugendstil villa Deliella
designed by Ernesto Basile in Palermo and aims to analyse in general the phenomenon
of historical lost buildings reconstruction, especially in urban situations where city
development needs to take architectural heritage in account.

The study of the lost villa and its creator is used as an opportunity to provide a new
key to the interpretation of the work, different from the rigid and reductive historical
labels that some critics have given it in recent decades. Particular attention is also paid
also to Basile’s conception of copy and reconstruction. The investigation of artistic
techniques of "rewriting" models, as well as the historical development of the concept
of copy spans between ancient mimesis theory and Walter Benjamin's notions of
authenticity and aura. The aim is to develop a specifically contemporary thesis on copy
and reconstruction in architecture. At the same time, the study allows to examine some
significant cases of reconstructed architecture, conceived in different places and times
with various approaches ranging from "as it was, where it was" to reminiscent
reinterpretations. The reflective comparison of the contextual aesthetic, architectural,
social, and political characteristics of the observed cases contributes to understanding
the conflicts and critiques associated with copies today.

The theoretical research is accompanied by a design practice that presents different
scenarios for the reconstruction of Villa Deliella in the context of today's Palermo.
These scenarios refer to the particular Deliella case and explore "methods of imitation"
in concrete, historical, urban and aesthetic terms in the present site. They aim at a
"restoration” of the building as an idea, fragment, reference, and discourse offer. This
enables the development of a reflexive approach to reconstruction that takes into
account both places and the times in which the respective models and their copies were
built. In relation to Benjamin's idea of translation as an art form, not as a secondary
derivative, reconstruction is treated as a process of form-finding in which a lost
building -the Villa Deliella- is translated into a contemporary context-the today's

Palermo.






Zusammenfassung

Die Dissertation untersucht den Begriff der Kopie, ihren ideologischen und
asthetischen Wert in der aktuellen Architektur. Im Mittelpunkt steht die Frage, ob nach
der Ablehnung der westlichen Moderne und der Riickbesinnung der Postmoderne die
Kopie heute rehabilitiert wird. In welchem Kontext, unter welchen Bedingungen und
mit welchen Eingriffen kann die Reproduktion eines verlorenen Gebaudes der
Vergangenheit zu einem Modell fiir die Zukunft werden?

Die Untersuchung geht vom spezifischen Fall der abgerissenen Jugendstil-Villa
Deliella von Ernesto Basile in Palermo aus und zielt darauf ab, das Phdanomen der
Rekonstruktion verlorener historischer Gebdude allgemein zu analysieren,
insbesondere in stadtischen Situationen, in denen die Stadtentwicklung das
architektonische Erbe berticksichtigen will.

Die Untersuchung der verlorenen Villa und ihres Schopfers wird als Gelegenheit
genutzt, einen neuen Schliissel zur Werkinterpretation zu liefern, der sich von den
starren und reduktiven historischen Etiketten abhebt, mit denen einige Kritiker sie in
den letzten Jahrzehnten versehen haben. Besonderes Augenmerk wird auch auf Basiles
Konzeption von Kopie und Rekonstruktion gelegt. Die Untersuchung kiinstlerischer
Techniken des "Wiederschreibens" von Vorbildern sowie der historischen
Entwicklung des Begriffs der Kopie spannt sich ziwschen antiker Mimesistheorie und
Walter Benjamins Vorstellungen von Authentizitit und Aura auf. Ziel ist die
Entwicklung einer spezifisch zeitgenossischen These zu Kopie und Rekonstruktion in
der Architektur. Gleichzeitig ermdoglicht die Untersuchung die Betrachtung einiger
bedeutender Fille rekonstruierter Architektur, die an verschiedenen Orten und zu
verschiedenen Zeiten mit unterschiedlichen Ansatzen konzipiert wurden, die von "wie
es war, wo es war" bis hin zu evokativen Neuinterpretationen reichen. Der
reflektierende Vergleich der kontextuellen &dsthetischen, architektonischen, sozialen
und politischen Merkmale der beobachteten Fille tragt zu Verstandnis der Konflikte
und Kritik bei, die heute mit Kopien verbunden sind.

Die theoretische Forschung wird von einer entwerferischen Praxis begleitet, die
verschiedene Szenarien zur Rekonstruktion der Villa Deliella im Kontext des heutigen
Palermo vorlegt. Diese Szenarien beziehen sich auf den speziellen Fall der Deliella und
untersuchen ,, Nachahmungsmethoden” konkret, historisch, urban und asthetisch am
gegenwartigen Ort. Sie zielen auf eine ,Wiederherstellung” des Gebdudes als Idee,
Fragment, Verweis und Diskursangebot. Dies ermoglicht die Entwicklung eines
reflexiven Rekonstruktionsansatzes, der sowohl Orte als auch der Zeiten, in denen die
jeweiligen Modelle und ihre Kopien gebaut wurden, beriicksichtigt. In Bezug zu
Benjamins Idee der Ubersetzung als Kunst-Form, nicht als sekundéres Derivat, wird
die Rekonstruktion als ein Prozess der Formfindung behandelt, bei dem ein verlorenes
Gebaude —die Villa Deliella— in einen zeitgendssischen Kontext —das heutige Palermo-
tibersetzt wird.
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Introduction

The dissertation investigates the concept of the copy, its ideological and aesthetic
value in current architecture and urban planning. The focus is on the theoretical and
practical discussion of the question, if, after western modernity’s rejection and
postmodernist’s reconsideration, the architectural copy is rehabilitated today. In
which context, under which conditions and interventions does the reproduction of
a past (most often lost) building may become a model for the future? While
acknowledging the existence of diverse notions of the copy across different cultural,
social, and political contexts, this project confines itself to analysing and advancing
the theory and practice of the copy in a contemporary European context. It aims at
filling a theoretical and methodological gap that has resulted in an often-polemical
controversial surrounding individual reconstruction projects, e.g. the Berliner
Stadtschloss, Schinkel’s Bauakademie, etc.

The project idea starts from the case of Ernesto Basile's Jugendstil Villa Deliella
in Palermo, which was demolished, following an aggressive attempt of urban
speculation, in 1959. The villa has become the symbol of the so-called sacco di Palermo
-sack of Palermo -, a devastating action carried out from the 1960s onwards by a
certain political and economic class, in collusion with the mafia, which upset the
city's urban and territorial structure and wiped out countless important historical-
architectural testimonies. Today the need to rebuild the villa is strongly felt and
requested by the community.® The politic administration is currently actively
working to carry out the acquisition of the area with the aim to realise a museum
dedicated to Liberty-style art.* The debate is raging on how to carry out the

reconstruction: copy of the lost villa or its contemporary reinterpretation? Taking

3 An extensive collection of various articles on this subject can be found on the following website, which is
regularly updated: https://www.repubblica.it/argomenti/villa_deliella [25.06.2022]. The topic is explored
extensively throughout the dissertation.

4 Stile Liberty is the Italian name/variant of Art Nouveau.
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this question as a starting point, the research aims to analyse in general the
phenomenon of historical lost buildings reconstruction, and the relative role of
copying, especially in urban situations where city development needs to take
architectural heritage in account. The thesis, ultimately, presents some design
proposals for the reconstruction of the lost Basile’s Villa, addressing ideological and
methodical issues not only in theory but also in practice.

While architecture’s disciplinary constitution is based on its relation to the
histories of its own practice and theory, reference has, since the breakthrough of
modernity, been abstracted from the individual design object. Arguing that a project
has to emerge exclusively from its specific situatedness in time and space, or from
its function, modern architectural convention has asked for the usage of a
contemporary language with diverse answers to what this might be. At the same
time, the thousand years old process of imitation in the production of architecture
has been discredited as anachronistic, dysfunctional and deceptive, and has been
replaced by the quest for singularity and originality. This attitude has led to the
emergence of singular projects that have replaced vanished historic buildings, so
unrelated to them that traces of their memory have been lost. One of these is, for
example, precisely the unrealised project that Mario Botta drew up for the Villa
Deliella site in 1989. His proposal, which envisaged the construction of a
multimedia cultural centre, was conceived with self-referential aesthetic
characteristics, - identical to those of many other of his projects realised in other
places - without any formal or typological reference to Ernesto Basile's missing
building, nor any reference that might recall its brief existence and subsequent
demolition. Similarly, a project by Giovanni Michelucci, the church of Santa Maria

Immacolata built in Longarone to replace the old one destroyed in the Vajont
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disaster of 1963, was criticised for erasing the historical image of the old building
that the local community was attached to.5

Conversely, in recent decades there has been a tendency to "archaeologically’
reconstruct lost buildings, which has led to the creation of one-to-one scale replicas
of them. These architectural copies are interpreted by many scholars as fakes that,
due to their excessive resemblance to the original, create misunderstandings about
their real age. A famous case, analysed in the thesis, is the recent reconstruction of
the Frauenkirche church in Dresden and the adjacent square, the Neumarkt, both
destroyed during the 1945 bombing. The facades of the buildings facing the square,
simulating the appearance of past centuries, are in stark contrast to the modern
interiors for hotels, restaurants, shops, etc., that they cover. These architectural
copies have been interpreted by many critics as empty theatrical backdrops,
"Kulissen”, demonstrating their lack of authenticity, placed as they are in temporal
and situational contexts profoundly changed from those in which their respective
originals were conceived. In their view, these interventions clearly stem from certain
political and economic interests that speculate on phenomena such as mass tourism,
with important consequences on the perception and understanding of the city and
its history; this is why, as Susanne Vees-Gulani reports, some of them have called
Dresden “the new Las Vegas an der Elbe (Ruby) or a Barock Disneyland (Delau)”®. The
particular operation of 'selection of history' carried out with the decision to rebuild
the Frauenkirche also had the consequence of eliminating the monument
represented by the ruins of the Baroque church, which had been left in that state as
a testimony to the consequences of the war. The church rubble pile had
characterized the configuration of the city center for several decades during the

German Democratic Republic (GDR) and had somehow also become a witness to

> Mauro Petrecca wrote: “The approval of the project in 1967 did not stop the opposition of the inhabitants,
who wanted a more traditional construction”. in - Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani - Volume 74. Istituto della
Enciclopedia italiana. Roma 2010.

6 Vees-Gulani, Susanne; From Frankfurt's Goethehaus to Dresden's Frauenkirche: Architecture, German
Identity, and Historical Memory after 1945_P. 154.
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that historical period. Phillip Klein says that looking at the new church, despite the
tormented vicissitudes it has gone through, it seems that from 1743, when it was
inaugurated, to the present day, “nothing has happened”.”

With the twofold aim of understanding the reasons for these contradictions on
the one hand, and of searching for design strategies supported by solid speculative
foundations for the reconstruction project on the site of the lost villa in Palermo on
the other, the analysis of Walter Benjamin's theory of the decay of the aura was
chosen as a theoretical starting point. In his complex essay The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction, the German philosopher claims that every copy is devoid
of aura, i.e. "the here and now of the original [that] constitute the abstract idea of its
genuineness”.® According to his thought, despite the extraordinary possibilities that
modern reproduction techniques allow, the aura of a work of art, i.e. its authenticity,
cannot be duplicated. The aura is not an intrinsic property of the work, but is linked
to the relationship it establishes with its context, in a precise moment: its hic and its
nunc (here and now). The copy, relying only on similarities with the original and
unable to perform the role of 'historical testimony' that only the latter plays, fails.
Moreover, the anachronistic attempt to introduce auratic and sacred works into
modern contexts, typical of totalitarian regimes, is seen by him as a retrogressive
activity that inhibits the function of cultural emancipation that Art should have. His
writings show that he attributes the ability to perform this educational task to works
that reinterpret tradition and adapt to new spatial and temporal contexts. In other
words, re-productions, such as, for example, the Trauerspiel, to which he dedicated
a specific essay, which originated from Greek tragedy, but was transformed into a
new theatrical genre adapted to German Baroque culture. Similar reflections were

also made by Benjamin with regard to the translation of literary texts: he wrote:

7 Klein, Phillip: Frauenkirchen Mania - The Frauenkirche ‘Dresden Cathedral’ and the Reconstruction, in:
Abolish Commemoration — A Critique of the Discourse to the Bombing of Dresden in 1945, online at
http://www.abolishcommemoration.org/klein1.html [03.03.2022].

& Benjamin, Walter. The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction London, Penguin 2008_ P. 5.
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“It is the task of the translator to release in his own language that pure
language, which is under the spell of another, to liberate the language
imprisoned in a work in his re-creation of that work.”?
Good translation in this sense transforms and renews the original, seeks to actualise
its content, regardless of its similarity to it, and almost aims to become a work in
itself, an expression of its own time and historical context. It was precisely the theme
of 'translation as re-creation' that provided the thesis with a useful key to
understanding the themes of art and architecture studied by analogy.

This conception of Benjamin is in many respects in continuity, and perhaps
represents its culmination, with the notion of mimesis expressed by ancient
philosophers, a theme that is also explored throughout the dissertation. Analysing
the writings of authors such as Aristotle, Vitruvius, Quintilian, Leon Battista Alberti,
Giorgio Vasari, Quatremere de Quincy and others, a fundamental difference
emerges between the notion of copy, which reproduces by similarity a previous
work, and imitation, which instead uses it as a model to be reinterpreted. These two
different aesthetic subjects, copying and imitation, have respectively fulfilled
different functions throughout history: the first purely pedagogical, linked mainly
to the training and practice of pupils, while the second has allowed the transmission
of the memory of works of tradition that have in turn served to create new artistic
products representative of the culture of their time. Imitation ultimately contributed
to the evolution of culture and styles in any artistic field. The following quotation
from the entry “copy” in Quatremere de Quincy's 1832 Dictionnaire Historique

d’Architecture may clarify what has been stated above:

“What differentiates he who imitates preceding works from he who is but
their copyist, is that the first knows how to read in the inventions of others
the maxims or the inspirations which produced them, and having studied
the paths through which their genius passed, he learned to tread similar

paths; while the other repeating borrowed ideas in servile works, crawls

9Benjamin W. The task of the translator. In Selected writings vol.1 1913-1926 Harvard University Press, London
1999_P. 261.
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behind, instead of walking by himself. (...). There is perhaps no other art
whose teaching requires more the practical application of this distinction,
than the art of architecture.”°

The dissertation also analyses some literary cases of rewritings of previous
works, such as Phaedrus' and La Fontaine's fables inspired by Aesop's fables, or
cases of pictorial reinterpretations, such as Pablo Picasso's D’Apres inspired by
Diego Velasquez's Las Meninas, which by analogy offer food for thought on the
architectural theme treated. The theme of reinterpreting architecture from the past
also characterised Ernesto Basile's artistic career. A constant of his buildings are the
quotations and references to the medieval and renaissance Sicilian architecture,
combined with the free schemas and floral forms of the Art Nouveau. In the cases
of reconstructions of lost historical architectures, he always used a modern language
that clearly differentiated the new buildings from the old structures, as in his
designs for the town hall of Reggio Calabria and the cathedral of Messina destroyed
by the earthquake of 1908.

The study of Villa Deliella is dealt with in the first chapter of the dissertation in
order to understand its characteristics and the artistic, cultural and political context
in which it was conceived. For some of its historicist decorative details, the villa has
been defined by some critics as the result of a phase of rethinking by its designer
compared to his most brilliant creative phase linked to Art Nouveau themes. With
similar considerations, Ernesto Basile's entire artistic career has been relegated to
rigid and reductive historical labels that some scholars have given it in recent
decades. This research seeks to understand the reasons for such historical critiques
and methodologies and uses them as an opportunity to provide a new key. The
entire project also attempts to introduce interest in Basile's work beyond Italian
borders by highlighting the importance of his experience in a broader context of

international studies on the origins, diffusion and decline of the Art Nouveau style.

10 Quatremeére de Quincy, Antoine-Chrysostome. The Historical Dictionary of Architecture, trans. Samir Younés
in The True, the Fictive, and the Real: The Historical Dictionary of Architecture of Quatremére de Quincy.
Papadakis Publisher, London. 1999_ P. 126.
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In the second chapter, case studies of emblematic architectural reconstructions,
realised with different approaches, are explored, and knowledge of the events and
design choices that determined them is deepened. In particular, the various versions
of the project for the new Reichstag dome, the vicissitudes of the Stadtschloss in Berlin
that replaced the Palast der Republik, and the different projects submitted for the two
competition phases for the new Master’s Houses of the Bauhaus in Dessau were
analysed. On the one hand, the study provided an opportunity to verify, through
the perspective of aura theory, the adherence to the “here” and ‘now’ of each project,
its imitative characteristics of the previous model to which it refers, and its capacity
to become a historical testimony of its era. On the other hand, the social and political
consequences each of them has brought about in their respective communities were
explored through critique, trying to understand whether, ultimately, reproduction
serves the commons, or is part of city marketing, speculative investment or
gentrification processes. This last aspect still highlighted the potentials of a
reproduction, in reference to Benjamin's suggestions of its educational and political
role. The case studies examined also provided the inspiration for the subsequent
conception and elaboration of four possible scenarios for a “new” Villa Deliella.

The application design part of the dissertation, dealt with in Chapter 3 and
illustrated in Section 4, is preceded by an in-depth analysis of the Deliella site and
the urban context in which it is inserted in present-day Palermo. Some traces of the
past villa remain on the site, which need to be preserved and restored, such as the
caretaker's small house, the fence wall and some trees that survived demolition. The
plot is set in a traffic-congested square that over the years has become a sort of
vehicular roundabout and car park. Nearby there is a historic park, the Giardino
Inglese, which is very neglected and crossed by driveways that restrict its use. As an
alternative to the construction of the large museum that the Region of Sicily wants
to build, considering the scarcity of public green space in Palermo, the
overabundance of built homes, and the existence of numerous buildings confiscated

from the mafia that have remained unused for decades, the idea arose of
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hypothesising the setting up of the museum just in one of these buildings; the area
of the square where the Villa Deliella lot is located would instead be transformed
into a public park directly connected to the adjacent one. By not constructing any
large new buildings, the savings in terms of energy and economic resources would
be considerable and, in addition to creating a green environment for the
community, a strong signal of legality and civilisation would be given against mafia
organisations and the complicated bureaucracy that hinders the reuse of 'their’
buildings.

From these premises, a basic project has been developed on an urban scale
involving the restoration of Villa Deliella's Art Nouveau garden, integrated with a
new palm grove that develops the site's potential by modularly multiplying the
existing palm trees, in imitation of similar squares typical of Palermo's historic
centre. This solution represents the common basis on which four different design
versions are grafted, each interpreting Ernesto Basile's villa on the basis of a specific
artistic conceptual strategy. The portion of ground originally occupied by the villa
becomes in each of the four imagined scenarios a particular square surrounded by
the greenery of the restored garden. All versions seek to create places at once
enjoyable and of intimate reflection, which, each with their own specific design
characteristics, emphasise the memory of the vanished villa and seek to bear witness
to its tormented history. Four scenarios intended as translations/re-enactment of the
missing prototype that seek to adapt to the “hic et nunc” of this particular site in
contemporary Palermo. The design driven research sought to verify that art and
architecture together, viewed through the lens of Walter Benjamin's Aura Theory,
fundamentally have the potential to provoke perceptual/educational “shocks” in
observers and at the same time become historical testimonies of their era. The
translations of the Villa Deliella model are, in short, new aesthetic subjects whose
installations seek to highlight and pass on its architectural qualities over time and

which themselves aspire to become milestones of its existence. Each of them will
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probably in turn inspire new translations that will help transmit the identity of the
prototype to future generations.

Ultimately, the thesis aims at developing a corrective to a contemporary
architectural history and theory, that is essentially constructed through a modernist
lens. At the same time, a corrective is also highlighted for the currently fashionable
trend, opposed to modernism, of copying a [ identique of historical buildings that no
longer exist. The discourse on imitation/re-production thereby serves as key term
that makes it possible to disclose and deconstruct preconceptions, blind spots and
normalizations underlying the discipline’s self-understanding: The rethinking of
the notions of original, influence and author are entailed, as much as the
reconsideration of context and timeliness.

In the dissertation, independently of any evaluation, the terms “faithful copy”,

7 ‘“” 7 “ 4 “ 7 ‘“”

“duplicate”, “clone”, “facsimile”, “reconstruction one-to-one”, “replica”, “copy a
'identique”, “archeologic reconstruction”, "as it was, where it was", will be used to
indicate examples reproduced in the image and likeness of pre-existing artistic
models; while the words “imitation”, “reinterpretation”, “re-writing”, “re-
enactment”, “emulation”, “translation” will be used to designate those works
which, although referring to an archetype, reproduce it in a modified version, still
allowing a reference to its provenance. The previous terms are used almost as
synonyms, although obviously each of them has different nuances in the text.

It is specified that in the text of this dissertation all references to persons are

specified using the masculine and feminine but are nevertheless to be understood

as neutral because they apply to whatever gender each of them may belong to.
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1 VILLA DELIELLA AS A COMPROMISE BETWEEN
ECLECTICISM AND LIBERTY STYLE

1.1 The short existence of a historical architecture

The research took as a starting point the idea to rebuild the lost Villa Lanza di
Deliella in Palermo. Designed by Ernesto Basile, one of the most important
exponents of the Italian Art Nouveau movement, the so-called Liberty style, the villa
once stood, surrounded by a garden, in what is now Piazza Croci, in the area of the
city’s nineteenth-century urban expansion. The three-storey architecture was
characterized by asymmetrical plan and elevations, balanced articulations of
volumes and particular corner solutions, as well as by the skilful use of different
materials and the refined design of every detail. The interiors, for which Basile had
also designed all the furnishings and accessories, were distributed according to their
function, and were located around a double height central hall, crossed by an
internal gallery. This noble residence was conceived by the architect in the
Jugendstil phase of his career, which was characterized by the difficulty to
completely detach himself from classicism and eclecticism. The villa, yet, was an
important testimony of the architecture of the Palermo Belle Epoque, built at the
time of the Florio dynasty, a period in which the Sicilian city, economically and
culturally very advanced, was able to compete with the main European capitals.

However, in 1959, the city council, in an obtuse and aggressive system of urban
speculation typical of those years, authorized its destruction with a bureaucratic
trick. Although it was Basile’s architecture, the protection restriction of work of
artistic and historical interest could not yet be placed, according to the law of the
time, because the building was not yet 50 years old; the construction of the villa had

begun in 1906 and had been completed in 1909. The demolition was carried out in
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November 1959, just on one weekend, only few days before the Superintendence's
safeguard constraint came into effect. The villa was destroyed with the purpose to
build at its place a multi-storey building; however, right after, the judiciary blocked
definitively all actions. Until last year, for a long period, an illegal car wash and a
parking occupied the space where the villa once stood.

Since 1959 its physical memory has been completely erased, and, in the urban
void that has been determined, not a single table has ever been placed to remember
its brief existence and its sad end. In 2018 Christoph Biichel, as part of the biennial
travelling exhibition Manifesta 12, created a significant art installation in the area of
Piazza Croci, using an old photograph that portrays the workers intent on
demolishing the villa Deliella, with the provocative slogan "Manifesto Real Estate
Development. Invest in Palermo". He also added the phrase "Palermo is beautiful,
let's make it more beautiful”, a motto attributed to the mayor of the time, Salvo Lima,
who was one of the main protagonists, not only of the destruction of the villa, but
especially of the so-called “sack” of Palermo. The sack was a devastating action
carried out by a certain political-economic class, colluded with the mafia, which
upset the urban and territorial planning of the city. With the complicity of the
owners, eager for earnings, who sold their ancient aristocratic residences to
unscrupulous contractors, innumerable important historical architectural
testimonies were erased and huge anonymous buildings were built in their place,
both in the nineteenth-century urban area and in the countryside of the so-called
Conca d'Oro, where new messy neighbourhoods quickly developed.

Today, more than ever, Villa Deliella has become the symbol of the damage
caused to the Sicilian city by that system in those years. Similar phenomena of
ferocious building speculation in the 1960s and 1970s of the last century have also
occurred in other European countries, where important architectures of the past
were demolished to make way for more profitable multi-storey buildings.

Unfortunately, the case of the Maison du Peuple in Brussels, a masterpiece of Art
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Nouveau by Victor Horta, is also famous. In 1965 it was destroyed, despite countless
protests from all over the world, and a 26-storey tower was built in its place.

After the devastation that the historical-architectural heritage in Europe has
undergone, first caused by the bombing of the two world wars and then by the work
of political and economic power groups that have heavily transformed the historical
centers of the cities, there is now a frantic activity in various countries to rebuild
some significant architectures that had been destroyed in the past. The
reconstruction phenomenon of lost buildings is now so widespread, that scholars
like Tino Mager even defines it as a real architectural movement!'. Because of its
persistence and global validity, he even considers it the most successful of the
movements of the 20th century. In many cases, modern buildings are demolished
and replaced by facsimiles reconstructed as copies with the same appearance as
their predecessors, such as in Berlin where the 1976 Palast der Republik was razed to
the ground to revive the Prussian castle, which in turn had been destroyed in 1950.
He wonders whether the current continued proliferation of architectural clones, is
not somehow a consequence of the failure of contemporary architecture. Villa
Deliella represents an emblematic case study to make a reflection on these aspects.
Despite the fact that the Municipality of Palermo has an executive project by Mario
Botta, carried out in 1989 for the construction of a multimedia space of
contemporary art, just in the area where Villa Deliella once stood, which could be
updated and built, today the reconstruction of Basile's work is in great demand. The
project of the Swiss architect, as already mentioned, was conceived in a
contemporary style, without any formal or typological citation to the pre-existence,
and, precisely because of this total absence of references, its hypothetical realization
would probably contribute to the definitive oblivion of the previous lost

architecture.

11 Mager, Tino. Architecture reperformed: the politics of reconstruction. London, Routledge 2016. P. 1.
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In 2015 two architects, Giulia Argiroffi and Danilo Maniscalco, proposed to
reconstruct Villa Deliella in the same place where it was once. They have collected
more than 100 signatures and adhesions from specialists, intellectuals, professionals
and artists to support their idea. They haven’'t however developed any technical
project for this rebuilding operation, but their action to raise public awareness has
already had concrete results: the politic administration is currently actively working
to carry out the expropriation, the acquisition of the area to the regional State
Property with the aim to rebuild the lost villa, which probably will become a
Museum of Art Nouveau. In November 2019 a workshop was held in Palermo to
establish the guidelines of an architecture competition for the reconstruction of the
villa.

In the following paragraphs, the nature of this disappeared architecture will be
investigated, together with the complex figure of its creator. Basile's relationship
with the copy and imitation through his writings and works will also be
investigated, not so much to try to imagine how he would reconstruct Villa Deliella
if he were still alive, but to understand if the ideas he expressed on the specific
theme of reconstruction contain valid general principles that can give inspiration to

the research.

Figure 1. Villa Deliella in the 1950s
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ASSALTO AVILLA
DELIELLA

Figure 2. Article of L’Espresso issue of January 3, 1960

Figure 3. The demolition of the Villa, December 1959

25



Figure 4 The Villa Deliella plot used as a car park and car wash (until 2020)

1.2 The figure of Ernesto Basile through criticism

The vast architectural production of Ernesto Basile is characterized by a variety
of languages and references that testify to the deep political, social, artistic
contradictions of the particular period in which he worked. These contradictions
were experienced by him with a certain restlessness and inner torments that were
reflected in his architectural experimentations, whose characteristics, often
heterogeneous, were in many ways interpreted by critics as a kind of inability to
adapt to changing times. Villa Deliella in particular was considered by many to be
an architecture that came out of a phase of Basile's rethinking of the modernist
principles of Art Nouveau; a work that would mark the beginning of the decline of
his best creative activity. Instead, an attempt will be made to demonstrate in the
following paragraphs that he was able to interpret the epochal changes in an
original way, and that he was able to draw precious cues from them for his
compositional strategies, always experimenting with new languages that made him

independent from the fashions of the moment. The ability to mediate between
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tradition and innovation was perhaps its most relevant quality that the critics have
not yet conveniently highlighted. Villa Deliella in particular was conceived, in its
singularly elegant configuration, thanks to these negotiating skills that Basile put
into action; he was able to combine, harmoniously and with balance in a single
architectural organism, the elements linked to tradition, that were required by the
clients, with his compositional ideas. In addition, it will tried to demonstrate the
inadequacy of the division of his career into three periods, which has been carried
out in recent decades by some scholars'?, who crystallizes his works in allegedly
rigid homogeneous chronological phases, distorting the understanding of his non-
linear artistic path.

This paragraph begins with the introduction of his complex artistic career
through the reading of quotations taken from the main pages that have been
dedicated to him, whose variety could help to properly frame his figure and his
thought; immediately after will follow the biography and the description of his
works. This research aims to contribute, as far as possible and within the limits of a
dissertation carried out outside the Italian borders, to a greater knowledge of
Ernesto Basile in an international context, just starting from multiple points of view
that describe his work.

Ernesto Basile was one of the pioneers and most authoritative interpreters of the
Art Nouveau artistic season in Italy, the so-called Liberty style. First Bruno Zevi'® in
his History of Modern Architecture and then Paolo Portoghesi* consider Basile,
together with Raimondo D'Aronco, the major Italian protagonist of this movement.

Yet, for a long time, Basile had fallen into oblivion and was variously criticized.
The exponents of the fascist regime expressed negative opinions on many of his
works, starting with Benito Mussolini who, in his inaugural speech delivered on 16

November 1922, despised the parliamentary hall of Montecitorio palace, designed

12 See e.g.: Sessa, Ettore. Ernesto Basile 1857-1932 Fra accademismo e “moderno”, un’architettura della
qualita Flaccovio 2010 Palermo.

13 Zevi, Bruno. Storia dell’architettura moderna. Einaudi Torino 1975_ P. 1609.

14 portoghesi, Paolo et al. Ernesto Basile architetto. Edizioni La Biennale di Venezia 1980 _P. 11.
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by the architect from Palermo, which had been inaugurated just four years earlier,
saying the following words: “I could make this deaf and grey hall a bivouac of maniples”.>
Marcello Piacentini, in September 1932, a few days after Basile's death, wrote a
commemorative article in Architettura, Rivista del Sindacato nazionale fascista architetti:
on the one hand he defined him as "a truly conscientious artist and formidable
designer"”, on the other hand he harshly criticized his adherence to Art Nouveau,
judged as a “deviation” from his early projects of eclectic matrix. He believed that
Ernesto would have done better to choose to follow the noble and courtly path
traced out by his father, the famous neoclassical architect Giovan Battista Filippo
Basile.
In particular, Piacentini criticized the palace of Montecitorio, which he thought was
not very monumental and was designed using an inadequate language for the

institution it represented:

"Basile wanted to add too many floral adjectives to the Roman nouns. He
enervated every structure, he did not take into account the strong nature of
our travertine. Not that the wisdom and taste of the details are missing in
this work: the relationships, indeed between the various members, the sharp
play of light and shade, the elegance that never fails always reveal, even
here, a master, a great Master. The greatest note that can be made at the

Basile in this work is that of having been too precious.”1®
In this way, Basile is almost lowered to the rank of mere decorator. But, despite his
declared contempt for Art Nouveau, in the same article, Piacentini speaks of Ernesto
as the best of the Italian architects who took the modernist path and at the same

time recognizes the specificity resulting from his ability to blend the new style with

elements of historical Sicilian architecture.

"His project for the classical and grandiose Palace of Justice in Rome would

have been more worthy of the present one, and perhaps would have saved

5 Meroni, Corrado. Il fascismo italiano 1919-1945. Alpha Test _P. 57 (my translation).
16 Architettura. Rivista del Sindacato nazionale fascista architetti. Treves Editore. Milano. Issue of September
1932 (my translation).
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his art. But immediately afterwards he enthusiastically embraced the new
currents of the end of the century. Differentiating himself in this from his
contemporaries, who were also innovators, Morett], Sommaruga and
D'Aronco, he was more impressed by the decorative forms of northern
Europe, especially the Boberg, grafting with ease, almost as a logical
spiritual link, the new decorative ideals on the Norman-Sicilian structures,
which he deeply felt and studied. His was therefore a Sicilian floral, all
personal, refined, which came to a homogeneity even stylistic, very different

and far superior to all experiments congeners.”!”

However, during his career, especially in the first two decades of 1900, Basile was
praised by international critics and his works were published many times in major
Italian and foreign architecture magazines, including The Studio, The Builder, Der
Architekt, Deutsche Bauzeitung, Academy Architecture and many others.

Just to give an impression of the esteem that he, still forty, already enjoyed in the
international arena and how his ideas were then considered innovative, an extract

from an article in The International Studio of 1904 is given below:

“The centre and leader of the art movement in Sicily is Ernesto Basile, an
architect of great learning and taste, essentially modern, inexhaustibly
inventive, many sided, but thorough. In architecture he long since broke
with academic tradition, translating Sicilian mediaeval tendencies into
forms suited to modern requirements. The corresponding aims of the firm
of Ducrot in the treatment of furniture enabled him to carry out his ideas in
detail. The cooperation of two painters — De Maria-Bergler and Enea — and
of a sculptor, A. Ugo (known to the readers of The Studio), has made this
establishment a perfect centre of applied art. The undertaking — a labour of
love — though still in its infancy bears the stamp of genuine vitality; and,
with all their seriousness, the designs have a lightness characteristically
suited to the Southern climate that gives them birth. (...) Nor is there any
fear of a lapse into archaic taste; Nature is faithfully studied as the
inexhaustible source of fresh inspiration in structure and decoration;
reliance on tradition is rigidly banned. The fundamental principles of the

revival in Sicily are identical with those in the North — rebellion against the

17 Architettura. Rivista del Sindacato nazionale fascista architetti. 1932 (my translation).
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tyranny of the past, and a search for new forms of expression in harmony

with the spirit of the people.”!®
These progressive and anti-academic ideas, which he always continued to develop
and carry on, obviously fell out of tune with the fascist ideology that became
established in the following years and, for this reason, in the last part of his career
Basile suffered an unjust artistic isolation. After the fall of the regime, however, the
figure of Basile was gradually re-evaluated, especially from the publications of his
students, such as Giuseppe Capito and Salvatore Caronia Roberti, or scholars such
as Gustavo Giovannoni, who underlined his qualities as an innovator and precursor
of the new modernist language, in line with the main European Art Nouveau
experiences. Moreover, his extreme attention to detail began to be interpreted as a
specific quality of his design poetics and not as a defect.

Caronia Roberti clarifies the reasons for the criticisms that had been made, in

these terms:

"For this undoubted prevalence of the merits of detail over the overall
composition in all the works of Basile, some contemporary critics, in the
most benevolent of cases, exalted in the artist more the decorator than the
architect; in this sense the criticism had to be accentuated in this period of
transition (...) It is easy to understand how certain extremist schools, where
the ban on the shape and the ornament is proclaimed as useless survivors
compared to the prevailing utilitarian sense and the vertiginous dynamism
of contemporary civilization, cannot be found admirers for an artistic
production interwoven with refinements, meticulous fruit of drawing and

exceptional care in execution.”"

However, Caronia Roberti, referring to her openly modernist works, although
exalting the qualities of the Master, does not hide her disregard for the "fashion"

Jugendstil:

18 The International Studio, Volume 21 John Lane Company, New York 1904.
19 Caronia Roberti, Salvatore. Ernesto Basile e cinquant’anni di architettura in Sicilia. 1935 Palermo. F. Ciuni
editore_ P. 46 (my translation).
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"we are at the end of the century: influences from beyond the Alps have also
affected our taste and the so-called Art Nouveau style starting from the
furniture and moving from the decoration has also invaded the field of
architecture: it may have been a breath of fashion fortunately of short
duration, but the fact is that no one could escape it. Even the Basile, with its
precious set of classical studies and stylistic preparation, turned towards the
prevailing fashion, but it did so with such refinement and always with such
personality that here among us only his works, however outdated, remain

in the rank of works of art.”2

In the following years the critics have instead interpreted with coldness, both his
eclectic works of the early phase, and those late, in which by now the modernist
momentum had been attenuated by the return, in his architecture, of elements from
the repertoire of tradition. On the contrary, the qualities of his works in pure Art
Nouveau style, in line with European modernist currents, have been exalted. These
scholars were generally sensitive only to the modernist episodes, interpreted
positively, only because they were considered as a phase of preparation for the
future development of rationalist architecture. For this reason, the architecture of
the last 15 years of his career, considered as a sign of an ambiguous classicist
regression, has been accused of anachronism.

Manfredo Tafuri writes:

"B.'s problem was therefore that of inserting the liberty language (...) into a
society that had ignored its premises and developments: the singular
"contaminatio” of floral and 15th century Sicilian decorative elements can
therefore be explained by the attempt to find a justification for the new
language, basing it on a historical and regional tradition even more than
national. He adds: "In this way we define the typical Basilian "manner" of
the best works (...) in which the geometric purism of the surfaces and
volumes is contrasted with the floralism of the decorative parties in a happy
and measured dialectic that refers more to the ways of a Wagner or a
Hoffmann than to those of a Horta.”

Finally, speaking of the works after 1909, in the same script he writes:

20 Caronia Roberti, Salvatore. Ernesto Basile e cinquant’anni di architettura in Sicilia._PP. 51-52 (my
translation).
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"there is a progressive loss of grit in his experiences that will no longer reach,
even in the best examples, the happy expressiveness of the villas Fassini and
Deliella.”?!

Neither Nikolaus Pevsner's nor Kenneth Frampton's histories of modern
architecture ever mention the name Basile. Bruno Zevi, who in general criticizes the
entire Italian Art Nouveau movement, as arriving too late and being linked more to
formal than substantive issues, defines Basile in his history of modern architecture,
along with Raimondo D'Aronco and Giuseppe Sommaruga as “late and secondary
figures”. Then, comparing them to the protagonists of European Art Nouveau, he

describes them as “noble but pale figures” and adds:

"While Van de Velde and Hoffman had the intelligence to understand the
demands of the new generation, Basile and D'Aronco, jealous of their past,
did not recognize the legitimacy of an architecture achieved without the
filter of exquisite pencil-pointed drawings, or turbulent and bloodstained
sketches.”??
It was however Bruno Zevi himself who denounced and condemned in 1960, on
the pages of L'Espresso, making it a national case, the devastation that had taken
place a month earlier in Palermo with the demolition of Villa Deliella. In an explicit

direct attack on the mayor of the time, he defined the case as an example of shame

and piracy perpetrated against

"one of the rare works of Ernesto Basile, the most important architectural

personality of the beginning of our century.”?

In his history of modern architecture, Leonardo Benevolo dedicated only two

laconic lines to him:

21 Tafuri, Manfredo - BASILE, Ernesto. Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani - Volume 7_ Treccani (1970) (my
translation).

22 7evi, Bruno. Storia dell’architettura moderna. Einaudi Editore, Torino 1950_ P. 173 (my translation).

2 Zevi, Bruno. Assalto a Villa Deliella 'ESPRESSO issue of January 3, 1960_P. 16 (my translation).
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"Ernesto Basile (1857 - 1923) at the agricultural exhibition in Palermo
accepted the same motifs [of Art Nouveau].”?

In an article in the magazine Domus n.388, January 1962, are presented some
projects carried out in Palermo in those years, and are described some significant
works of Ernesto Basile, called “nineteenth-century pioneer of modern Sicilian
architecture”, and is stressed the urgency of safeguarding them.

Gianni Pirrone is credited with having promoted the collection, conservation and
cataloguing of Ernesto's and his father's drawings, models, photos and manuscripts,
as well as the books and journals of their libraries. He tenaciously expressed the
need to make this great heritage accessible to scholars. In 1968, he set up the Basile
archive at the Faculty of Architecture in Palermo and two years later had the Ducrot
archive materials purchased from the University. Pirrone wrote numerous essays
and monographs on Basile's works and drawings; he organized several exhibitions
and conferences, which also stimulated subsequent studies on Sicilian Art Nouveau.
Pirrone has framed the activity of Basile in its specific condition of "peripheral"
modernism, always poised between modernist impulses and formal persistences,

deriving from its geographical and historical hinterland. He defines Basile as:

“one of the most sensitive and refined interpreters [of Art Nouveau] and
certainly the most representative figure of the southern European

"frontier".”25

In 1965 Pirrone wrote an article about Ernesto Basile as a "designer" where he
underlined the avant-garde position he occupied on an international level, not only
as an architect, but also as the artistic director and designer of the Ducrot furniture
factory. In this role, according to him, Ernesto succeeded in expressing his most
genuine creativity, without the inevitable conditioning of the repertoire references

that "major" architecture entailed. He writes:

24 Benevolo, Leonardo. Storia dell’architettura moderna. Laterza, Bari 1960_P. 357 (my translation).
% Pirrone, Gianni. Palermo. Architettura del XX secolo in Italia. Vitali e Ghianda, Genova 1971_P. 61 (my
translation).
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"very skilful and precise designer (...), his meticulous attention to detail
would seem to free him precisely in the "interior" from any constraint or
traditional stylistic reference, giving him the pure joy of the line.”?
Pirrone has always studied the Basilian stylistic evolution in parallel, both in the
field of furniture design and in that of architectural works, highlighting the fact that
his was an original Modern Style, free from purely imitative stylistic flattening and
strongly linked to the genius loci of his land.

Manfredi Nicoletti defines Basile as an authoritative and refined figure with a
"very personal imprint, attentive to and involved in European events” and underlines the
influence his father exerted on his education. In his book L’Architettura liberty in
Italia, he emphasizes Ernesto's stature as a founder and points out how he
contributed to making the city of Palermo, together with Turin, the most important
pole of Art Nouveau in Italy. He describes Ernesto's life and works, emphasizing
the contradictions that characterized his career, always in tension between the
impulses towards innovation on the one hand and the weight of his background of
historicist matrix, from which he never managed to completely free himself, on the

other hand. He writes:

"for him, however, the conditioning barrier is the same one that grips
Olbrich's first and last works: the illusion of the possibility of implementing
an effective renewal without renouncing the historicist lexicon. Therefore,
his medievalist constructivism, nourished by sincerity and dynamic
Morrissian dissimmetries, and then his longing with secessionist themes in
a "Mediterranean" key, clashes with linguistic obstacles that cannot be
overcome by the imaginative explosion alone. It is for this reason that
Basile's great versatility will find its most actual, forerunner and complete

conclusions in furniture design, where it reaches important levels.”?

According to Nicoletti, in addition to furniture design, Basile only succeeded in
two other cases in expressing his creativity without conditioning: the villas Ida and

Fassini. He considers these two buildings, unique in the entire architectural history

2% pirrone, Gianni. Ernesto Basile “designer”, in «Comunita» n. 128, lvrea 1965_P. 56 (my translation).
27 Nicoletti, Manfredi. L'architettura Liberty in Italia. Editori Laterza Bari, 1978. PP. 76-77 (my translation).
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of the Italian Modern Style, for their functional characteristics and for the structural
frankness with which they were conceived. It is evident that this type of criticism
contributes fundamentally to the construction of a history and theory of architecture
through a modernist lens.

Rossana Bossaglia, in its numerous texts on Art Nouveau, attributes the merit to
Basile for having been able to acquire the formulas of the Modern Style at an early
stage and for having known how to spread them among its illuminated clients. The
particular Basilian language, based on the fusion of regional motifs with those of his
contemporary architecture, is interpreted by the scholar as an attempt to develop
the architecture of his time and to combat the tendency to search for an imaginary

national style based on monumental classicism:

"Basile (...) uses the patrimony of images and local iconography as a basic

repertoire for the anti-academic invention".?®

In 1980, during the Venice Biennale directed by Paolo Portoghesi entitled The
Presence of the Past, which remained famous above all for the setting up of the Strada
Novissima, an exhibition was held entirely dedicated to the work of Ernesto Basile.
This event contributed to his definitive revaluation and to the re-awakening of
interest in him at an international level. In the monographic work dedicated to him,
which was published on that occasion, the themes of his architectural language, of
his adhesion to the ideas of Jugendstil, of his relationship with classicism and
Sicilian tradition, of his drawings, of his furniture, and of his Roman works, were
mainly examined in depth. Basile's works have been part of the main exhibitions on
Art Nouveau and many monographic exhibitions have been dedicated to him,
including the one in Rome in 2000, Ernesto Basile a Montecitorio e i disegni restaurati
della Dotazione Basile; the one in Palermo in 2004, Dispar et unum 1904-2004 I cento
anni del villino Basile; and that of Rome in 2018, La nuova Aula della Camera dei deputati.

1l progetto di Ernesto Basile per Montecitorio.

28 Bossaglia, Rossana. Il giglio, liris, la rosa. Sellerio editore Palermo, 1988 _P. 145 (my translation).
35



Eliana Mauro and Ettore Sessa, in numerous studies dedicated to Basile, divide
his large body of work, in broad terms, into three seasons: the eclectic, the modernist
and the last phase of the so-called "manner".? This periodisation is certainly useful
for framing his biography and his vast architectural production in the historical
context of reference, but at the same time it could give rise to abstract interpretative
categories that could distort an objective historical reading.

There are actually homogeneous groups of Basile's works, which have common
construction and language characteristics, but many of them, even if conceived with
the same stylistic and construction criteria, are not necessarily placed in the same
time frame. On the other hand, observing parallel works, such as the Villa Deliella
and the Villa Ida Basile, one notices considerable stylistic differences, especially in
the conception of the decorations, in the coverings and in the rhythms of the facades.
These differences are even more evident if one compares the palace Moncada di
Paterno, with its rigid and strictly historicistic language -of which, however, there
is a sketch of the tower in Art Nouveau style with the contemporary Florio
all'Olivuzza villa, characterized by complicated articulations of volumes and

conceived according to a free and asymmetrical floral composition.

Taking two other buildings, both from 1907, as an additional case in point, the
Caltagirone electric power plant, designed in the Liberty style, and the headquarters
of the Cassa di Risparmio Vittorio Emanuele in Palermo, with its severe neoclassical
elevations, even these architectures, due to the strong differences in language,
would almost seem to have been designed by two different subjects. While, finally,
if a comparison is made between the same villa Ida and the Ribaudo kiosk in Piazza
Castronovo, which was built 20 years later, in the presumed period of "involution

of manner", these two works, although chronologically distant from each other,

2% Mauro Eliana. Sessa Ettore. Collezioni Basile e Ducrot. Mostra documentaria degli archivi. Pumelia Edizioni,
Palermo 2014 _P. 31 (my translation).
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appear totally similar and generated by the same creative inspiration and the same

expressive principles.

Figure 5. E. Basile. Palazzo Moncada di Paterno, Palermo 1899 (demolished)

Figure 6. E. Basile. Villino Florio all'Olivuzza, Palermo 1899
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Figure 7. E. Basile. Electric power plant, Caltagirone 1907

Figure 8 E. Basile. Cassa di Risparmio Vittorio Emanuele, Palermo 1907
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Figure 9. E. Basile. Villa Ida Basile, Palermo 1903-04

Figure 10. E. Basile. Chiosco Ribaudo, Palermo 1916

Basile's career, therefore, does not present a linear path and can with difficulty be

divided into rigid chronological terms; it should perhaps be read as a continuous
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flow of ideas in evolution, a flow that, certainly, for reasons linked to the specific
political, economic and social context, suffered slowdowns and frequent episodes
of rethinking and compromise. As seen, however, Ernesto has been criticized
several times for the heterogeneity, anachronisms, and contradictions of some of his
works.

Paolo Portoghesi, referring to the language of Basile writes:

"Basile's architectural thought develops in the course of time, becomes richer
and is then exhausted in tiredness and disengagement. The constantly
present difficulty of combining new and old, the rejection, on the one hand,
of sterile imitation and, on the other, of a superficial assimilation of
principles and formulas born in a different cultural context and of the
identification between validity and novelty for its own sake, could seem in
the past, from the evolutionary point of view of the modern movement, a
factor of indecision and a lack of courage. Today, more correctly, we see the
understandable suffered attitude of those who, together with their
enthusiasm for change, feel lost in the face of the risk of losing that thread
of Ariadne's memory without which a vital current is irrevocably

interrupted.”3°

Basile, after the creative experience of the first decade of the twentieth century,
would therefore feel lost when faced with the unknown of the modern and for this
reason would take refuge in the “safe harbour of tradition”. He is somehow
criticized, both for not having been able to bring the Art Nouveau experience to the
end, and for having remained indifferent, in the final part of his career, to the
ferments of rationalist architecture that were germinating in those years. However,
one may wonder whether these factors actually depended on his will and whether
they should really be considered anachronistic.

If one examines the stages of his career, his writings and his works, Basile, for
various reasons, appears anything but a conservative or an undecided architect,

who does not like to experiment. First of all, it can be considered that, in the general

30 portoghesi, Paolo et al. in Ernesto Basile architetto. Edizioni La Biennale di Venezia 1980. P. 14 (my

translation).
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climate of distrust that reigned in Italy towards Art Nouveau, then considered a
frivolous and inadequate trend, especially in the field of public buildings, he
succeeded in countertendency to create many architectures in this style. He even
had the ability to introduce Art Nouveau in the capital of Italy, precisely for the
most important and representative building, the Palazzo di Montecitorio, seat of the
Parliament. Ernesto moreover never closed himself in provincialism, he travelled
frequently abroad, keeping himself constantly updated on contemporary artistic
tendencies, and never subjected his art to the fascist regime. His initiative and open-
mindedness are also demonstrated by the force with which he promoted, in 1897, a
revolutionary pact between 18 artists, a sort of "manifesto of the Palermo secession",
to support the Modern Style art in opposition to the conservative academic culture
of the time. Another element that reveals his progressive thinking is the fact that he
conceived and realized, free from external conditioning, his house-manifesto, the
villa Ida Basile, in a pure geometric style floral avant-garde. An architect's personal
home is like a showcase in which he presents the best of his own style and artistic
credo to the society and potential clients. Basile describes this work, in the magazine

la Casa in 1909, with words that denote his very modern conception of architecture:

“I planned my house thinking first of all of the interior distribution for the
purpose of convenience, then of the construction, and finally of the
decoration, which must be the logical consequence of the ground plan and
the structure.”!
The fact, however, that in parallel he designed buildings still linked, even if
partially, to tradition, such as Villa Deliella, can be seen as a clear contradiction. But
why would a designer who proudly displayed his home and described it as the fruit
of his most intimate design convictions, at the same time have changed his mind

and used a different language to create an important noble residence, located in the

same district a few blocks away? The main cause of his difficulty in breaking away

31 Gossel Peter, Postiglione Gennaro, Acerboni Francesca. 100: One Hundred Houses for One Hundred
European Architects of the Twentieth Century_ Taschen. Koeln 2004 _P. 38.
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from tradition is plausibly linked to the laborious relations he had with most of his
clients, both public and private, who, as already mentioned, still considered the
Liberty style superficial and unsuitable for the construction of representative
buildings. In general, in Italy the new style was not accepted by the public and was
considered more suitable for private residential buildings. Locations of banks,
insurance companies, ministries, etc.. in their monumental sumptuousness had to
express an image of financial solidity, achievable only with “the use of an architectural
language historical-academic of more proven tradition”.3

The same distrust of the new style was also typical of a large part of the private
clientele; in particular, in Palermo at the beginning of the 20th century, the
landowner nobility was still strongly anchored to artistic repertoires of the past.
Mainly, the exponents of the cadet branches of ancient noble families, with the
classicism and sumptuousness of their new residences, wanted to express and
underline, with a certain ostentation, the pomp and splendour of their aristocratic
origins, which they probably felt were endangered by the political and social
changes of the time. But, in the same years, in contrast, a large number of bourgeois
clients, representatives of a dynamic and cultured entrepreneurial and mercantile
class, such as the Florios, the Inghams, the Withakers, welcomed and promoted Art
Nouveau, a style that expressed those values of cosmopolitan modernity in which
they reflected themselves. Basile's clients belonged to all the categories described
above and probably their requests, with which he had to continually compromise,
were the main cause of his varied and in some ways discontinuous work, always
poised between avant-garde and tradition.

The vast heritage of architecture, drawings and writings that Basile has handed
down allows, above all and precisely through these contradictory aspects, to study
his thought in relation to the historical, cultural and geographical context in which

he worked; for this reason, it can be misleading to isolate parts of his career and to

32 Bairati Eleonora, Riva Daniele. Il liberty in Italia. Editori Laterza. Bari 2001_ P. 15 (my translation).
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attribute, even unconsciously, more or less value to certain presumed stylistic
phases. Even the much-criticized indifference of the last Basile towards the ferments
of rationalist architecture, which were spreading at the time, can perhaps be
interpreted in a differentiated way; that is, as his rejection of a universal language
that flattens regional differences and annulled local traditions. This refusal was
almost a prophesy of that degradation that shortly afterwards, certain negative
consequences of the spread of the International Style, in its lower-level
interpretations, would have caused in Italy and in particular in Sicily. Paolo
Portoghesi in the preface to an essay on Sicilian Art Nouveau, speaking in general
of the fact that functionalism succeeded in supplanting both Art Nouveau and

Expressionism, writes

"The planetary triumphant of the battle for new architecture was not
ideological Rationalism, but its utilitarian disguise, codified in the so-called
International Style, what, through infinite corruptions and degenerations,
has become the language of urban speculation and unauthorised

development".

Certain unscrupulous groups then used these corruptions and degenerations of
Rationalism as instruments of economic power, with the effect of distorting the
appearance of cities and territory and destroying much of the historical-artistic
heritage. The demolition of the Villa Deliella and the so-called sack of Palermo were
sad consequences of this devastating system.

After introducing Basile through the lens of the critic, in the following pages the
various phases of Basile's career and his most significant works will be
chronologically presented and analysed. Ernesto was born on January 31, 1857, in
Palermo from Giovan Battista Filippo Basile and Benedetta Vasari. His father was
an architect and university professor, famous above all for the construction of the
Teatro Massimo in Palermo, whose neoclassical project was awarded in 1864 by

Gottfried Semper, president of the jury of the competition. Giovan Battista Filippo

33 Rizzo Eugenio., Sirchia M. Cristina. Sicilia liberty Dario Flaccovio, Palermo 2007_P. 6 (my translation).
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denounced in his writings the need for a renewal of Italian architecture of the second
half of the nineteenth century, which he considered anachronistic in relation to the
evolution of the Risorgimento society and the progress of technology. He executed
numerous works, mainly in Sicily, with an eclectic language of an international
character, but based mainly on the reinterpretation of regional themes.

The villa Favaloro, from 1889, his last work, later completed and transformed in
1914 by his son, with the addition of a small tower and a veranda, is considered an
example of proto-Art Nouveau; the fretworks of the loggia and of the windows,
conceived with very modern geometrical squiggles, of which one can guess the
Sicilian-Renaissance matrix, seemed almost to anticipate the following
developments of Art Deco. What Ernesto wrote about this villa in an unpublished
manuscript, reported by Vittorio Ziino and cited by Gianni Pirrone, summarizes
briefly the affinities of thought and the relationship of professional continuity with

his famous parent:
"My father was a very free artist and initiator of a free style. The Favaloro

building, built when the new style was not really thought of yet, is proof of

this worthy of singular mention".3*

Figure 11. G. B. Filippo Basile. Villino Favaloro, Palermo 1889

34 Pirrone, Gianni. Palermo. Architettura del XX secolo in Italia. Vitali e Ghianda, Genova 1971_P. 90 (my
translation).

44



Figure 12. G. B. Filippo Basile, E. Basile. Teatro Massimo, Palermo 1875-97

Ernesto grew up in an environment steeped in architectural culture and showed
a strong propensity for drawing and art from a very young age. As a boy, he filled
his notebooks with drawings of the botanical world, portraits, castles and
architectures of the past, and when he was only twenty years old he began to realize
his first projects, guided by his father. He made several trips to Europe and other
continents, learned German, English and French, languages that will help him to
read various texts. He graduated in architecture in 1878 from the Royal School of
Application for Engineers and Architects in Palermo and shortly afterwards he was
appointed assistant professor of Technical Architecture. An important formative
experience of this period was the collaboration with his father for the compilation
of the volume on the Curvatura delle linee dell architettura antica, con un metodo per lo
studio dei monumenti: epoca dorico-sicula, which will be published in Palermo in 1884.

His pupil Salvatore Caronia Roberti writes:

"The examination of this work can only explain how a young architect who
has collaborated or even studied on it, must have drawn and preserved the
most refined taste of the line, the most harmonious visions of skilful curves,

virtuous clusters of chiaroscuro, penetrating into what is most nobly
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classical (in the sense of perfection due to the centuries-old reworking of the
same schemes) is in the spirit of Greek Architecture.”3
During this period he also devoted himself to the in-depth study and survey of other
Sicilian architectural monuments, in particular those of the Norman and
Renaissance periods.

The relationship with historical architecture profoundly influenced Ernesto
Basile's thinking and was a constant in his career. He studied the nature of the
buildings of the past, their typological and stylistic characteristics, and the
relationship they established with their surroundings. He investigated in depth the
effects that materials, lines, optical corrections and the play of volumes had on
human visual perception. Caronia Roberti reports that Basile, summarizing her
design philosophy, often said that you have to “think in the ancient way and speak the
language of the contemporaries”.%

In 1881 he moved to Rome where he worked as an assistant at the university and
already in 1883 he became full professor. In 1882 Ernesto drafted a short treatise,
never completed, entitled Architettura. Dei suoi principii e del suo rinnovamento. The
main theme of the treatise is, in clear harmony with his father's thought, the need to
renew the historicist language typical of his time and to interrupt the practice of
passive imitation of the styles of the past; surprisingly, in some passages of the book
he also deals, well in advance, with themes that would be typical of Art Nouveau,
such as the opportunity to study and borrow from nature "forms of the vegetable
kingdom, leaves, fruit, flowers”. He took part in various public architectural
competitions, including the one for the Palace of Justice and the monument to Victor
Emmanuel II in Rome. In 1883 he won the first prize in the competition for the
palace of the Parliament of Rome in 1885 for the ossuary monument of Calatafimi.

In 1886 he created in Rome the house-studio for the Spanish painter Jose Villegas,

35 Caronia Roberti, Salvatore. Ernesto Basile e cinquant’anni di architettura in Sicilia. 1935 Palermo. F. Ciuni
editore _P. 19 (my translation).
36 Caronia Roberti, Salvatore. Ernesto Basile e cinquant’anni di architettura in Sicilia _P. 31 (my translation).
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in neo-moorish style, with explicit formal references to the Patio de los Leones of the
Alhambra.

On request of the Brazilian government, in 1888, he drew up the plans for the
renovation of Avenida da Libertacao and the construction of the courthouse, the
great theatre and the national bank in Rio de Janeiro; these works were not carried
out due to the fall of the government of the time.

During his stay in Rome, he also made accurate surveys of churches and palaces
of various epochs and wrote various articles in newspapers and magazines. In 1889
he published the booklet II Palazzo del Parlamento di Berlino, in which he illustrated
the contents of the public competition and described and analysed Paul Wallot's
project.

In 1891, the year his father died, Ernesto returned to Palermo. In this period the
city is going through a favourable phase of economic and cultural development,
witnessed among other things by the contemporary construction of two important
theaters, the Massimo and the Politeama. A progressive and enlightened bourgeois
class, of which the Florio family is the most representative, brought the Sicilian city
to compete economically and culturally with the main European capitals. This
climate allowed Ernesto to establish himself both as an architect and as a university
professor. He obtained the Chair of Technical Architecture at the Royal School of
Application for Engineers and Architects and continued his father's work in
teaching architectural composition and survey and study of historical monuments
in Sicily. He completes the work of the Teatro Massimo, designing its interiors and
furnishings, and realizes the ephemeral buildings for the Grand National Exhibition
in Palermo. This enormous exhibition complex was conceived in an eclectic style,
with explicit references both to buildings constructed for other international
exhibitions, and to regional historical architecture.

In the last decade of the nineteenth century he carried out numerous projects,
many of which were built. In addition to various aristocratic chapels, he carried out

the extension of Villa Bordonaro, the house/atelier of the painter Benedetto Civiletti,
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the Vicari and Ribaudo kiosks in Piazza Verdi, the entrance and garden of the castle
of Falconara, the extension of a rural building in Canicatti. The works of this period
are conceived with particular eclectic declinations, in which, even if reinterpreted,
the influences of the architecture of the Greek, Arab-Norman and Sicilian-
Renaissance periods are perceptible. Observing these early architectures also
reveals a peculiar characteristic of his style: the geometric simplification of the forms
and the composition obtained with joints of pure, freely aggregated volumes. Villa
Bordonaro and the project for Palazzo Lanza for the Princes of Deliella in Piazza
Castelnuovo (never built) clearly show these peculiarities: the rigour of the neo-
Renaissance language of the fagades is contrasted by the masses of volumes and
projecting towers of different heights.

Ernesto Basile, already starting from the completion of the Teatro Massimo, had
the intuition and the ability to surround himself with avant-garde artists such as
Ettore De Maria-Bergler, Benedetto Civiletti, Mario Rutelli, Ettore Ximenes, just to
name a few, who collaborated with him throughout his career and provided
important impulses to his cultural growth. Interested as he was in the rejuvenation
of eclectic culture, he kept himself constantly updated on contemporary European
trends, especially through his travels and the consultation of magazines from which
he drew inspiration for his creations (only in the archive of the Faculty of
Architecture in Palermo are preserved over 2400 magazines and periodicals of 70
Italian and foreign newspapers that belonged to him and his father). In 1898 he
made a journey to Europe and also visited Vienna, just as the Secession Palace was
being completed; the following year he went to Brussels and Paris.

He was the promoter of an artistic pact that was signed in February 1897 in his
studio by a group of eighteen people: four architects, eleven painters and three
sculptors. It could be described as a sort of manifesto of the "Palermo secession",
through which the organization of private modernist art expositions was promoted,
in opposition to the traditional academic exhibitions that were organized every year

by the Artistic Circle of Palermo. This pact was probably made in the wake of the
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declarations of artistic secessions that had already taken place in those years in
Munich and Berlin and anticipated the Viennese one by a few months.

In the same year Ernesto began his collaboration with the Golia-Ducrot factory in
Palermo, of which he was the artistic director until 1912 and for which he designed
both one-off furniture and several high-quality lines of furniture produced in series,
which were constantly shown in major exhibitions and published internationally.
He also always designed the settings of the rooms where his furniture was
exhibited, such as the rooms at the National Biennial Art Exhibition in Venice in
1903, 1905, 1909. During his career Ernesto always turned to this company to have
the furnishings of all the architectures he designed produced, as well as to have the
installations that he created for the interiors of some large ships and yachts made.
Since he was a boy, Basile was used to personally drawing every single detail for
his clients' homes: furniture, door handles, lamps, tapestries, letterheads; for
Ignazio Florio he had even created his own personal tattoos.” The complete design
of his works was linked to his innate idea of Gesamtkunstwerk, which put him in
perfect harmony with the European trends of Jugendstil.

Ernesto over the years formed a large number of skilled craftsmen, who were
able to materialize his designs and ideas and who contributed to the spread of Art
Nouveau style in all Sicilian provinces. Around 1899 Ernesto created numerous
works, including the Teatro Sociale in Canicatti and, in Palermo, the Villa Moncada
di Paterno, the Grand Hotel Villa Igiea and the Villino Florio. These last two
architectures can be considered real pioneering works in the Italian panorama of the
Liberty and they, even if different in typology and scale, are joint by the fact that the
historicist quotations, of which they are rich, begin to be intertwined with the

modernist themes. Both are characterized by masses that fit into asymmetric and

37 Ernesto Basile was a designer in the modern sense of the word, as he lent his creativity to industrial
companies that produced objects in series, such as Ceramiche Florio and Ducrot, dictating their artistic lines
and coordinating their technical offices. For these companies he curated the integrated image, designing the
shops, the exhibition halls, the letterheads, the logos, the advertising. In addition to furniture, chandeliers,
handles, carpets, he designed the most disparate objects, including, just to name a few, a set of cutleries and
a clip for Queen Elena, a piano for Mrs. Krupp, an ostrich egg holder for Ignazio Florio, an urinal.
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dynamic compositions. Their spatial and decorative conception is in line with the
ideas of the European avant-garde secessionists of that period; however, some
elements taken from the regional repertoire remain both in the facades and in the
interiors, such as: arches, columns, cymatiums, string courses, ashlars, etc. The hall
of Villa Igiea, for example, is strongly characterized by very modern elements such
as the walls entirely frescoed by Ettore De Maria Bergler in a style very close to that
of Alphonse Mucha, the sinuous frames of the doors and mirrors, the inverted
trusses, the organic wooden ceiling, the "whiplash" of the furniture, the floral
chandeliers in wrought iron and glass; but at the same time, this large room has an
eclectic colonnade inside, composed of five lowered arches supporting a skylight,
which explicitly refers to the fifteenth-century courtyard of Palazzo Ajutamicristo
in Palermo by Matteo Carnalivari. The result is an enveloping and luminous space

where these heterogeneous elements enter into symbiosis.

Figure 13. E. Basile. Salone degli specchi, Grand Hotel Villa Igiea, Palermo 1899
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Figure 14. E. Basile. Salone degli specchi, Grand Hotel Villa Igiea, Palermo 1899

Figure 15. M. Carnalivari. Palazzo Ajutamicristo, Palermo 1490-95
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After these first experiments, in the first five years of the twentieth century his
production shows his full adherence to the Jugendstil, even if some works still show
classical elements, such as the Vanoni and Rudini buildings built in Rome,
respectively in 1901 and 1904, in which the new style is limited to occasional and
discontinuous decorations applied on structures basically neo-renaissance. But
other architectures that he designed in the same years by now indicate the
codification of his personal language based on the fusion of Jugendstil themes with
stylistic elements of the Sicilian-Norman tradition, simplified, and the
abandonment of any direct historical reference. These characteristics are
particularly evident in three private residences in Palermo: Villa Fassini
(demolished), the small villa Monroy (not built) and his personal home, Villa Ida
Basile (now devoid of its original garden) which have been called "ville bianche",
because of the colour of the smooth facade coverings and the general compositional
and decorative sobriety. The spaces were extremely functional, designed to respond
to the housing needs of the emerging bourgeois class, more sensitive to the comfort
and enjoyment of the home, rather than to its monumental representativeness. The
compositions, always based on asymmetrical systems, grouped the rooms into
balanced masses of clear, interconnected volumes. Any traditional motif (arches,
mock ashlar plaster, columns, etc.) disappears and the modulation of the facades is
entrusted to the rhythm of the soaring pilasters, to expressive corner solutions and
to the use of sinuous iron grilles, majolica and ribbons in pure floral style. The wall
masses are marked by chiaroscuro effects, determined by the plastic articulation of
the surfaces that move forward or backward on different planes. The interiors are
always centred on a large double-height hall, with balcony and loggia, on which
overlook the various rooms in a centripetal composition. The same compositional
sobriety of these architectures is also found in other Art Nouveau works such as the
second Palazzo Utveggio and in the exhibition pavilions he designed for the
Agricultural Exhibition of Sicily 1902, and for the International Exhibition of Milan
1906 (stand Florio).
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Figure 16. E. Basile. Stand Florio at International Exhibition of Milan, 1906

Figure 17.  E. Basile. Villino Fassini, Palermo 1903 (demolished)
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Basile is in the mature phase of his career, he obtains numerous assignments from
a heterogeneous clientele and many of his works are published in the most
important national and international journals of the sector; he obtains awards and
recognitions and is part of the commissions of the most important competitions,
such as the one for the library Florence, for the reconstruction of the bell tower of
San Marco, etc..

In 1902 he began to plan the transformation and extension of the palace of
Montecitorio in Rome, to make it the seat of the Parliament of the Kingdom of Italy.
He kept intact the southern wing of the baroque palace, which was designed by
Bernini, while he demolished the entire rear part of the building, inserting a new
large block. The operation also determined the modification of the historical urban
structure and the creation of a new square. Ernesto created the elevations of the new
building in Art Nouveau style, creating a unified architectural organism with the
existing building, without interruption, but at the same time denouncing his
intervention with historical objectivity. Because of the representativeness and
importance of the institution that the building was to house and the relevant
architecture with which he had to deal, it would have been more cautious, for those
times, to use a more classicist language, perhaps referring to the style of Bernini.
Basile, on the other hand, decided against the trend of creating an openly modernist
work. Obviously, he had to partially dampen his creative impulses and make many
compromises, because of the demands of the government representatives who
wanted to make the work as monumental as possible. The furnishings and
decorations, both in the parliamentary hall and in all the interiors, were also made
in floral style. The building was solemnly inaugurated in 1918 and its creator was
publicly praised but, as already mentioned, it was subsequently the subject of
numerous criticisms, which were first made by the exponents of Fascism and then
by various scholars who analyzed it exclusively under a modernist lens.

The work for the new Parliament, which had begun in 1904, certainly helped to

increase Basile's fame and to get him new prestigious orders. Some of the most
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important architectures that he produced during those years are: the town hall of
Licata, the Florio stand for shooting in Romagnolo, Villa Deliella in Palermo,
Palazzo Bruno di Belmonte in Ispica (1906), Villa Manganelli in Catania (1907), the
Electrical Power Station in Caltagirone (1907), the headquarters of the Cassa di
Risparmio in Palermo (1907) and always in Palermo the memorial of May 27, 1860,
(1909-11), the palace of Assicurazioni Generali (1912) two houses for artists, the
Kursaal Biondo (1916). These and many other works built in this interval of time,
reveal the full mastery of Basile in designing spaces and volumes in his own "
manner ", drawing now from his personal repertoire of composition and decoration,
which had consolidated over the years. The elements of tradition in these works can
now be perceived only as a matrix of inspiration and no longer as direct and explicit
references. The calligraphy of Carnalivari or the Arab-Norman volumes are no
longer reproposed with the methodology of duplication, perceptible in the works
of his youth, but they, in symbiosis with the floral themes, are presented as
impalpable quotations result of a deep assimilation.

But depending on the client and the intended use of the buildings, the degree of
freedom of Basile in adopting modernist compositional and decorative themes,
however always present in his architecture, or almost. In 1911, for example, on a
specific occasion he absolutely had to renounce any Jugendstil element and return
to the eclectic themes of his youth: the design of the Sicilian Pavilion for the National
Exhibition in Rome. The curators of the event, to celebrate the first fifty years of the
Kingdom of Italy, had imposed a folkloristic program for which the buildings had
to remember the architecture typical of each region. Basile conceived a pavilion that
didactically proposed the Arab-Norman buildings: Moorish tunnels and mugquarnas
inside, facade with two symmetrical towers surmounted by domes, central front
with large ogival arch recessed identical to that of the Zisa castle in Palermo. The
First World War was just around the corner and the air of nationalism in the air
certainly did not favour the free expression of artists. In the same year he published

a monograph on the sculptor and plasterer Giacomo Serpotta, expressing his deep
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interest in Baroque art, then undervalued and considered as an aberration of the
Renaissance style. From what he writes it can be deduced that even in his studies of

art history he perceived the academic cultural backwardness of that period:

"As for the art of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which includes,
especially in Palermo, a moment of flourishing creative freedom and great
genius, it is almost to our days held in such universal disregard, considered
as something of so unspeakable and indisputable decadence, that no one,
you can well declare it, has had the thought and courage to make himself

loving and worthy illustrator.”38

Basile, in some contexts still has the opportunity to freely express its modernist
language, now more linear and almost devoid of floral elements, as in the Town
Hall of Reggio Calabria, in the extension of Villa Favaloro in (1914) and in the second
kiosk Ribaudo (1916). In 1924 he built the villa Gregorietti in Mondello and in 1925
he designed a futuristic underground hotel in Piazza Castelnuovo, which was not
realized, but the language from the stylized geometries of these works is already
close to the taste Deco. The last part of Ernesto Basile's career is characterized by a
further rigorous simplification of his formal repertoires and by an accentuated
functionalist conception; these aspects are evident in some hospitals and public
houses he built mainly in Palermo. By now, the fertile season in which the open and
enlightened bourgeoisie of the end of the century had tried to transform Sicily into
one of the most important European regions had come to an end. The society had a
conservative involution, whose reflection also manifested itself in the tastes and
expectations of the clients. Here, in some of Ernesto's works, a neoclassical language
reappears, as in the Cassa di Risparmio in Messina (1926-29) and in the exedra he
built in 1927 in Palermo around the war memorial, which he had already erected in
1911. Basile's last work is the church of Santa Rosalia in Palermo, begun in 1928 and

completed by one of his sons after 1932, the year of his death. The building with a

38 Basile, Ernesto. Le Scolture e gli stucchi di Giacomo Serpotta. Societa italiana di edizioni artistiche C. Crudo
& C., Turin 1911. (my translation).
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single nave has all the formal elements of its repertoire but in a much-simplified
form. The interiors are essential, almost devoid of decoration. A dome covered with
majolica rises on an octagonal drum that has four protruding foreparts, of
Borrominian memory, which enhance the plasticity. The exteriors are also very
articulated, above all thanks to the presence of the typical Basilian structural half
pilasters that go beyond the eaves line and mark the rhythm of the facades. This
detail, derived from the church of Santa Maria della Catena in Palermo, designed
by Matteo Carnalivari at the end of the 15th century, was so dear to Ernesto and
appears in a poetic way in his last architecture. With this sober work, perhaps Basile
wanted to achieve his much-searched goal of unity between structure and

decoration. However, Tafuri, referring to this building, writes:

"the church shows, with its tired eclecticism, the complete exhaustion of the
classicistic-floral poetics, now completely alien to the evolutionary line of

modern Italian and European architecture.”

Basile did not adhere to this "evolutionary line" and never renounced the
ornamental component in his buildings. This departure from the fashion of
functionalism, so opposed by critics, was perhaps instead an act of coherence and
prudence. Probably his choice was determined by the rejection of an international
style that proposed itself as a unique solution for every place, determining in fact a
stylistic flattening, deaf to local characteristics and traditions. Perhaps he sensed its
future failure. It is significant that in 1980 an important retrospective exhibition was
set up entirely dedicated to Basile at the Venice Biennale entitled The presence of the
past; his works were in some way related to those of the architects of the Strada
Novissima, who, aware of the need to overcome the crisis of the International Style,
tried to reintroduce, albeit in an ironic and experimental tone, elements of tradition

in contemporary architecture.

39 Tafuri, Manfredo at the entry “Basile Ernesto” in Dizionario Biografico degli Italiani - Volume 7. Treccani
Roma 1970 (my translation).
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Figure 18. E. Basile. church of Santa Rosalia, Palermo 1928-32

Figure 19. M. Carnalivari. Santa Maria della Catena, Palermo 1492
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The revolt process of the Postmodern movement took place afterwards, while
that of Basile was perhaps a far-sighted preventive refusal. He did not passively
accept standardized fashions but contextualized his architectures by rooting them
in their genius loci.

In the decades following his death, the consequences of the new abstract
international style and its degradation proved to be disastrous, particularly in Sicily
where the ease and speed of execution of anonymous large buildings led to
disorderly and uncontrolled expansions of the cities, to the detriment of the
environment and the historical-architectural heritage.

Basile contributed to the spread of Art Nouveau in Sicily and Italy, influencing
several generations of architects with his works and university lessons. Hundreds
of students were trained in his university courses and many students and
collaborators continued his work arriving at different outcomes, from Art Deco to
Rationalism. Some of them were: Francesco Fichera, Ernesto Armo, Saverio

Fragapane, Enrico Calandra, Salvatore Caronia Roberti.

1.3 Villa Deliella: a “crossbreed”, result of negotiations

At least five projects were drawn up by Ernesto Basile for the construction of Villa
Deliella from 1902 to 1905. Work began in 1906 and was completed in 1909. In 1902
he was commissioned to design the villa by the princes of Deliella, Nicolo Lanza

and Anna Drogo di Pietraperzia, who had obtained in emphyteusis, from countess
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Maria Wilding Radaly, a piece of land located on the Croci plain, an open space
bordering the Giardino Inglese, crossed by the large boulevard of Via della Liberta.
This road axis, which from the historic city centre extended towards the so-called
Piana dei Colli, was the natural continuation of the seventeenth-century via
Maqueda, and from the end of the nineteenth century determined the urban
development of the city in a northerly direction.

In 1891, at the beginning of the avenue, the large pavilions of the National
Exhibition, designed just by Ernesto Basile, were built and after their demolition, at
the end of the important event, the area began to be parcelled out and there began
to be built the residences of the most influential bourgeois families of Palermo at the
time.

In 1896, the Lanza family had already commissioned Basile to design a large
palace to be built in a lot at the corner of Via della Liberta and Piazza Castelnuovo.
The design of the imposing urban palace, never built, had been conceived with a
planimetric layout with two buildings placed in an "L" shape, which delimited the
block and enclosed a private garden inside. The building had been designed in a
highly courtly, neo-Renaissance language in the two main fronts, which had
partitions of the facade with its own completeness, and were characterized by
traditional decorative elements such as: rusticated stone on the ground floor, string-
course bands, arched windows with ashlars on exposed surfaces plastered,
mullioned windows, cornices and so on. The classicism of the building, however,
was attenuated and contradicted by the general asymmetry of the composition and
the play of volumes, mainly obtained by the insertion of a tower, which framed the
main entrance, in a lateral position on the southern front, and two other lower side
turrets on the east elevation, of which one at an angle between the two wings of the
palace. The masses of the towers protruded forward from the edge of the elevations,
thus creating a plastic effect, as well as accentuating the dynamic perception of the

building.
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Figure 20. E. Basile. Palazzo Lanza, project. Palermo 1896

The suburban residence, Villa Lanza di Deliella, which the couple finally decided
to build on another site, the current Piazza Francesco Crispi, formerly delle Croci,
had some similarities in language with the drawings of the building described
above, despite the different construction type and scale and despite the fact that the
new project was conceived in the more purely Jugendstil phase of Basile's career.
As already mentioned, in the first five years of the 20th century he designed the
sober, functional and geometric "white villas". Villa Deliella had in common with
these architectures many characteristics that made it modern, but compared to
them, still showed eclectic features, particularly in the references to Tuscan neo-
renaissance facades. The villa today, in the general heat due to the debate on its
reconstruction, comes from all the media, with absolute certainty, called "Liberty",
when perhaps it would be better to speak of an architecture of heterogeneous
nature. The building was certainly imbued with modernist features in its general
composition, but these features were contradicted on the other hand by the severe
language and the massive facade cladding. As will be seen later, even the interiors
had some dissonances, evident in the contrast between the furniture elements in
severe empire style, visible in some period photos, and the avant-garde spatiality of

the rooms.
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The villa was located in an isolated square lot of 46 meters side facing the Piazza
delle Croci, about seventy meters behind the elegant wide tree-lined Via della
Liberta, and adjacent to the convent delle Croci and the Giardino Inglese park. The
lot was entirely fenced: two walls closed the south and east sides, while two
wrought iron gates were placed on the other two sides. These gates created a visual
continuity between the raised floor of the villa and the garden with the square and
the Giardino Inglese. The main entrance gate was located on the north side, where
the janitor's house, still existing, was built on two levels with sloping pitched roof.
The villa was surrounded on all four sides by a garden with sinuous paths paved in
stone and flowerbeds planted mainly with palm trees and magnolias, some of which
still exist. Outside the villa presented itself with an articulated system of
interconnected architectural volumes, which made it perceived as a plastic and
dynamic organism. The two buildings east and north, not symmetrical to each other,
were joined by a winter garden with a square base and a beveled corner, which
protruded with respect to the facades, and from which an octagonal turret rose
above the pitched roofs. The southern facade exceeded the other elevations in height
in the central part and was covered with a pitched roof. This protruding mass
visually balanced the weights of the volumes of the turret and the other buildings.
The west and south facades were connected by an L-shaped balcony, typical of the
corner solutions of other Basile's architecture. The east facade was also
asymmetrical: on the left a sort of crenellated tower protruded sideways, while the
central part also crowned by merlons was characterized by the presence of two rows
of three large overlapping windows. From the right side protruded the inclined
pitch of the northern body of the building that surmounted the main entrance of the
villa, which was accessed by a staircase covered by a portico.

The articulated and measured volumetric composition of the exteriors
corresponded to an equally dynamic and rigorous distribution of the interior
spaces: they were organized in a centripetal manner around a large double-height

hall that represented the fulcrum of the composition.
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Figure 21. E. Basile. Villa Deliella, plan of the mezzanine floor and garden. 1905

Figure 22. E. Basile. Villa Deliella, plan of the first floor. 1905
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Figure 23. E. Basile. Villa Deliella, Study of the elevations. 1905
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Figure 24. E. Basile. Villa Deliella, Cross-section. 1905

A few steps up the portico led to the entrance, where there was also a wardrobe
room. The central hall, used as a hall and equipped with a large fireplace, was
illuminated by six large windows on the east facade, and allowed access, through
an adjacent porticoed corridor, to the reception rooms: three salons, a dining room,
a winter garden with fumoir. From these rooms it was possible to access directly to
the garden or enjoy its view through the numerous openings. On the same floor
there was a study, the toilet and the service staircase. The paths of the service staff
were designed so as not to interfere with the spaces intended for the owners and

their guests. The main staircase with two flights was located on the large hall and
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landed on a gallery on the second floor. This internal balcony allowed the view of
the hall from four sides and ensured the connection of the rooms on this floor: the
master bedroom with toilet and bathroom, two bedrooms with separate bathrooms,
two living rooms and a terrace.

The division between sleeping area and living area of the house was optimal in
terms of separate routes and privacy. The master bedroom overlooked the corner
balcony, from which one could look out over the garden below and the square
through the palm leaves. The terrace above the winter garden, accessible from a
living room and a bedroom, allowed the view of the arches of the Convento delle
Croci and the greenery of the adjacent park. The second floor on the south side was
for the service staff, while the large terrace and the belvedere tower were used by
the owners. The turret was covered by a pyramid-shaped canopy with an octagonal
base and allowed a 360-degree view of the city. It is not difficult to imagine that,
before the construction of the high buildings that today surround the square, it was
possible to observe the city from the turret, with the free background in the distance
of the harbour, Mount Pellegrino and the mountains of the Conca d'Oro. The
continuous perceptive interaction between interiors, garden, city and landscape that
allowed this architecture, shows how careful Ernesto Basile's studio had been in the
distribution of the rooms, in their natural lighting, in the strategic positioning of
openings and overlooks. The geometric rigor and the marked expressiveness of the
interlocking volumes that characterized the exterior of the villa, markedly defined
this part of the city and represented an important visual reference point. In
particular, the octagonal turret that emerged from the roofs and canopies of the trees
was visible from afar and attracted the gaze of passers-by; with a metaphor it could
be associated almost to the raised index finger of a large hand that communicates a
phrase like: "I am here"!

These considerations about the interaction of the villa with the urban

environment will probably provide cues for the final reconstruction project.
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The building, which could be described as a kind of crossroads of styles, was
imbued with modernist traits in its general composition, but these traits were
contradicted on the other side by the severe language and the massive cladding of
the facade. This work was, also for these reasons, unique and strongly characterized,
exemplary precisely because it contained all those contradictions that critics have
always found in the Basilian poetics, perennially unresolved in-between tradition
and innovation. Among the many elements that gave the villa a classic appearance,
there was, for example, the stone ashlar on the ground floor, very marked, whose
ashlars extended into the rays of the arches of the French windows; even the stone
cantons were very pronounced and framed in the corners the surfaces of the walls
of the upper floor, which were treated with plaster imitation of squared ashlars. The
roof of the winter garden, located in the corner under the tower, was supported by
pillars covered with half-pilasters of Corinthian order, which framed three modern
and large bow windows in iron and glass.

In Villa Ida Basile, on the other hand, which was designed at the same time and
completed only two years earlier, these same architectural elements are treated in a
completely different way: all the openings are architraved and surmounted by taut
ribbons, there is no arch; the walls, plastered in white, are divided by pillars and
half-pilasters, with smooth and white surfaces, which protrude beyond the
crowning of the building. Here there is no real rustication: the basement of the
building is covered with a wide band of red bricks, which rises above a row of free
design stones of different sizes and heights, in contact with the ground - this
identical motif is still legible in the external walls fence remains of Villa Deliella-;
the bricks are interrupted above in a band of stone at the base of the windows of the
mezzanine; the stone cantons do not continue throughout the height of the building,
but are interrupted above the band just described. In short, the two villas, almost
contemporary, although conceived with similar modern compositional principles,
are presented on the exterior with two "skins" that made them appear very different

from each other: one pure and linear, the other courtlier and more traditional.
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Figure 25.  E. Basile. Villa Ida Basile, west elevation. Palermo 1903-04.

Figure 26. E. Basile. Villa Ida Basile, south elevation. Palermo 1903-04.

Figure 27. E. Basile. Villa Ida Basile, perspective sketch. Palermo 1903-04.
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These differences, as seen above, have been interpreted by critics as the result of
a stylistic involution of the Basile; according to many scholars, during the design of
Villa Deliella, at the very moment in which he was experimenting with the
modernist language, he suddenly and voluntarily took a step back and returned to
the eclectic motifs typical of his formative period. Manfredi Nicoletti referring to
this villa, while praising its compositional characteristics, critically describes it as
the result of a "rethinking" of the architect. after his brief experience purely
Jugendstil, where only, according to the scholar, had managed to produce original
architecture, having been able to combine in a creative way the historical repertoire
with the characteristics of the new style. Instead, he undoubtedly decants a single
element designed for the villa in pure Art Nouveau style, but which was never
made: the wrought iron entrance gate to the fence wall, with sculpted stone jambs,

that is known through a drawing. In this regard he writes:

"Ernesto Basile, who has never been immune to curvilinear seductions, in
the villa of prince Deliella (...) offers his masterly interpretation of this
flowing language, but only in one detail, the entrance gate, of which there is
a sketch dated around 1905. (...) the building, instead, is a composed
elaboration of the fifteenth-century villas of Tuscany, unbalanced by
calibrated movements, shy of every volumetric sumptuousness. (...) Basile,
after his brief Hellenic-Secessionist interlude in which he never abandoned
the tradition but was able to absorb it in the "will of the simple" and even
more in the purity of a happy poetic moment, returns to intellectualize the
tradition itself, tracing the inspirational motives of about six years ago. Villa

Deliella already shows this phase of rethinking".4

Even Gianni Pirrone, describing Villa Deliella, speaks of a sort of regression and

of Basille's return to the historicistic themes of his youth:

"a work in which the floral language, except for the furnishings, is already

expressed by hints, in a sober, more generally classical version, even if it is

40 Nicoletti, Manfredi. L'architettura Liberty in Italia. Editori Laterza Bari, 1978. PP. 188-189 (my translation).
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free in volume, with a clear return to the Renaissance vocabulary

characteristic of the first manner Basile".4!

In an attempt to better understand Ernesto's personality and to correctly frame
his architectures in the historical context of reference, it is appropriate to try to
understand if this presumed involution really depended on his voluntary choice, or
if it was generated by other factors. As seen in the previous paragraphs, Art
Nouveau, such an innovative style and far from the academic tradition, struggled
to enter the society of Palermo in the early twentieth century, especially among the
exponents of the aristocracy. Many of the patrons of Basile, including in part the
Lanza di Deliella family, belonged to that landowner nobility, now in decline, who,
in order to show off their important origins, wanted their new homes to have
luxurious environments and reminiscent classical facades. They wanted to
distinguish their houses from those, considered modern and bizarre by them, that
the new bourgeois entrepreneurial class was building in those years.

In the monograph dedicated to Basile by the Venice Biennale in 1980, mention is also
made of the project for the entrance gate and Villa Deliella is described as the result
of a phase of regression of Basile; but here, however, reference is also made to the
probable external conditioning that he had to undergo for the conception of this

work, in particular on the part of his "cautious taste" clients:

"It is a return of the Basile to the model of the Tuscan palaces, but interpreted
on a smaller scale, seeking in the complex grouping of volumes, the presence
of plastic motifs is reduced to a minimum, perhaps by explicit request of the
client. The beautiful design for the gate (...) the audacious interweaving of
irons and wall members, which recalls certain experiences of Gaudi where
iron and wall come into symbiosis and transmit latent impulses to each
other, must have seemed scandalous to the cautious taste of the Deliella

family.”42

41 Bossaglia, Rossana. Archivi del Liberty italiano. Architettura Franco Angeli Libri 1987 Milano _PP. 498-499
(my translation).

42 portoghesi, Paolo et al. Ernesto Basile architetto. Edizioni La Biennale di Venezia 1980._P. 341 (my
translation).
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It is now important to briefly mention these customers of Basile. Nicolo Lanza
(1875-1934), who commissioned Ernesto to build the villa, was the youngest of five
brothers; son of Francesco Lanza, Prince of Scalea (1834-1919), an important
politician, with progressive and enlightened ideas, who was senator of the Kingdom
of Italy and held numerous public positions in the field of archaeology and the
protection of ancient monuments. Nicolo's mother, Rosa Mastrogiovanni Tasca
d'Almerita (1843-1900), was also a cultured woman, who could boast friendships
with writers and artists of the calibre of Richard Wagner or Guy de Maupassant.
Two of the brothers followed in their father's footsteps and also established
themselves in politics and in the world of culture. Nicolo, on the other hand, did not
make a career, but from a young age he had the ambition to somehow enter the
social circles of Palermo's high society. In 1895, in his early twenties, he married
Annita, daughter of the rich landowner Rocco Drogo, mayor of Pietraperzia, a small
provincial town in the Sicilian hinterland. It was probably a marriage of
convenience. At that time it was common for the cadets of noble families to marry
the children of wealthy families in order to obtain financial benefits, while in return,
the rich children had the opportunity to acquire coveted aristocratic titles. The
following sentences, taken from an article in which the story of these two families
is compared to that narrated in the novel The Leopard by Giuseppe Tomasi di

Lampedusa, briefly summarise the stormy history of the princes of Deliella:

“Prince Francesco Girolamo Lanza di Scalea acquires from the sovereign
Umberto I for his cadet son Nicolo, twenty-year-old penniless like Tancredi,
the title of Prince of the Deliella fief in the territory of Caltanissetta, in order
to achieve a marriage of interest with the only daughter of Rocco Drogo.
(...) Nicolo Lanza di Scalea [obtained the money] to better enjoy himself in
the Palermo of the Roaring Years, where the sovereigns and nobles of half of
Europe loved to stay.

(...) Nicolo Lanza began to erode his wife's patrimony by secretly profiting
from the products of the feuds. The dissolute life in Palermo and the Deliella

villa with its costs did not allow him to meet normal expenses. (...) The
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princess no longer wanted him by her side and (...) guaranteed him a
sufficiently large income to remain in exile in the Villa Deliella in Palermo.”4
The rich father of Nicolo Lanza's wife had contributed to the financing of the
construction of the villa and, it seems, conditioned the relative aesthetic choices to
realize it, putting the censorship, with his provincial tastes, to many of the modern
proposals of the architect.

Angela Persico, referring to a letter that Nicolo Lanza wrote to his father, states:

"Relations with his wealthy father-in-law did not follow the desired course,
and the prince of Deliella had some economic difficulties in facing the cost
of building the villa in Piazza Croci, all the more so because he was forced:
«to persuade my father-in-law to many small innovations that he often does

not share»".4

His wife, Mrs. Annita - who, by the way, because of her origin from the country
small town, had been nicknamed with a certain contempt in the aristocratic circles
of Palermo “la principessa villana” - the peasant princess -* probably also had, as her
father did, tastes very close to tradition, as can be seen from the style of many pieces
of furniture that decorated her house. In particular, for the bedroom of villa Deliella
she had purchased mahogany furniture with gilding in the "Empire" style,
produced by the Ducrot company. These imposing pieces of furniture, rather far
from the Liberty style, except for the presence of some floral elements, were
presented at the Milan Exposition in 1906 and were designed by Ernesto Basile
himself. The company had also exhibited in that same event other furniture of
Basile, with decidedly more modern and fluid features than those later chosen by

Mrs. Annita, furniture that were also used by the same architect in his villa. The

43 Zaccaria, Sonia. Annita Drogo: la principessa villana. Il vero e il verosimile nella storia. in “Studi storici
siciliani, semestrale di ricerche storiche sulla Sicilia” Anno VIl n.8 Marzo, 2020_ Empedocle - Consorzio
Universitario di Agrigento_PP. 4-5. (my translation).

4 Ppersico, Angela. PhD thesis. Le architetture di Ernesto Basile per i principi di Scalea e di Deliella.
2010_Universita degli studi di Palermo_PP. 49-50 (my translation).

4> “Her standard of living seemed to equal that of the city's older nobility, whose economic competition she
certainly did not fear, but she was never accepted as an equal and despite her acquired noblesse, she
remained 'the peasant princess' to all.” From: Zaccaria Sonia. “Annita Drogo: la principessa villana. Il vero e il
verosimile nella storia”_P. 4 (my translation).
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coexistence of these two different lines in the production of the Ducrot company is
emblematic of the fact that, in Italy in the first decade of the 20th century, a large
part of the clientele still appreciated a neoclassical style and considered Jugendstil
fashion too modern and unconventional. Both Ducrot and Basile, in their respective

activities, had to adapt to the needs of the market.

“In 1906 Basile also exhibited furnishings such as the beige lacquered sitting
room (a playful mixture of Louis XVI and Art Nouveau styles, with
references to Georges De Feure, Eugene Coillet and Eugene Gaillard) and
the bedroom in “mogano e oro” with Vernice Martin grounds painted by
Giuseppe Enea, in which modernist formal instruments and "empire style"
components were metabolized on the historic Sicilian derivation of the
English Hepplewhite furniture, presenting a luxury line that was to have
great success with the most elite market (among the first purchasers, and
perhaps inspirers, of this formula were the princes of Deliella).
However, it is a quality production, but it is in stark contrast to the objective
series of furniture "Tipo intaglio crostacei”, which Basile also used for the
dining room of his own house, and to the "Tipo intaglio papaveri"”.4
These elements can open up a new key to Ernesto's career, which relates his
discontinuous phases to the historical and social factors that determined them.
Although he was an open-minded architect, he had to confront and compromise
with many of his clients, who had remained anchored in traditional stylistic models.
This same cultural conservativity also led, on the other hand, to the failure of the
socio-economic activity of the enlightened bourgeoisie of the time, such as the
Florios. The works of art are the mirror of the society that produced them, their
critical reading allows us to frame and understand the historical, political, economic
aspects of a given period. In this sense a “hybrid” architecture like Villa Deliella can

be seen as the exact reflection of the contradictions of Sicily at the turn of the century,

in which an old feudal aristocracy tries to preserve its economic power still based

46 Sessa, Ettore. Ernesto Basile, Vittorio Ducrot e Ignazio Florio all’Esposizione Internazionale di Milano del
1906: I'ultima stagione propositiva del modernismo palermitano, in Per I'Esposizione, mi raccomando.! Milano
e I'Esposizione Internazionale del Sempione del 1906 nei documenti del Castello Sforzesco. By Giuliana Ricci,
Paola Cordera. Published by Comune di Milano / Biblioteca d'Arte - CASVA, Milano, 2011_P. 125.
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on the latifundium, against the progressive political ferments that were developing
in those years.

Ernesto's ability to negotiate forms and contents of his architectures with clients was
probably an opportunist strength and not a lack of courage. Mariella Palazzolo in

the Encyclopedia of interior design writes:

“At the end of his career Basile returned to the eclecticism which he had

previously despised. This move was mainly an attempt to satisfy the

demand of patrons whose tastes ran more to revivalist than to modern

designs. Nevertheless, his work retained the drama and individuality

characteristic of his earlier years, and today he is justifiably remembered as

one of the most innovative Italian designers of the 20th early century.”+
Artists and architects are never completely autonomous, as they have to deal with
the needs, even of an aesthetic nature, of the clients who finance them; it is enough
to think of the conflicts between Michelangelo Buonarroti or Caravaggio and their
powerful ecclesiastical patrons who imposed their constraints and vetoes on many
of their works. The conception of the second version of the Calling of St. Matthew, for
example, was the obvious result of a compromise: it was determined by the rejection
of the first painting by the congregation of San Luigi dei Francesi, as Caravaggio had
represented the protagonist of the painting as a simpleton with a silly air, badly
dressed and with rough bare feet in the foreground. Just to make one of the infinite
possible examples of a similar case in architecture, mention may be made of
Giovanni Michelucci's design for the reconstruction of the bridge alle Grazie in
Florence, which had to be modified due to some explicit requests of the competition
commission, which considered some elements not in tune with the urban historical
context. In particular, the designer had to give up a series of turrets protruding from
each pylon, which, taking their cue from the ancient, bombed bridge, strongly

characterized the aesthetics of his proposal (this project will be further described in

47 Banham, Johanna. Encyclopedia of interior design. Routledge London, 1997_P. 105.
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the next chapter). The constraints and vetoes of the clients, however, always pose
new challenges and stimuli to the author, who must seek new creative solutions.

In the early Renaissance, Filarete allegorically declared in his treatise that
architecture was the result of the union between a mother, the architect, and a father,

the customer.

“The building is conceived in this manner. Since no one can conceive by
himself without a woman, by another simile, the building cannot be
conceived by one man alone. As it cannot be done without a woman, so he
who wishes to build needs an architect. He conceives it with him and then
the architect carries it. When the architect has given birth, he becomes the
mother of the building. Before the architect gives birth, he should dream
about his conception, think about it, and turn it over in his mind in many
ways for seven to nine months, just as a woman carries her child in her body
for seven to nine months. He should also make various drawings of this
conception that he has made with the patron, according to his own
desires.”4
Villa Deliella seems to have been conceived adopting this concept in full.

Ernesto Basile, through the study of his works and writings, can be defined as a
versatile and eclectic architect. His profound knowledge of history and his interest
in the international architectural events of his day provided him with a vast
figurative repertoire from which to draw inspiration for his compositional
experiments. As will be seen later on, at different stages of his career he took his
inspiration for his projects mainly from Sicilian architecture of the Greek, medieval
and fifteenth century, and from that of the Tuscan Renaissance, but he never
declined into pedantic historicism; instead he had the ability to choose, reinterpret
and combine elements taken from the repertoire of history, to create original
constructions that were at the same time contextualised in the specific places where

they were built. His eclecticism which characterised his youthful phase was

developed in his refined way of combining and adapting references. Eclecticism,

“8 Filarete's Treatise on Architecture Translated with an Introduction and Notes by John R. Spencer
Vol. 1: The Translation. New Haven and London, Yale University Press, 1965_P. 15.
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which was so denigrated by modern critics, has been re-evaluated in recent decades
because of the expressive freedom of its exponents who did not want to conform to
the academic historicist culture of the 19th century and who chose independently
in which style to build. The title of Heinrich Hiibsch's book In Welchem Style sollen wir
bauen? expresses this attitude in a concise and emblematic form. Chiara Visentin in

her essay entitled the misunderstanding of eclecticism, writes:

"The varied world of a thousand references, the sublime encyclopaedia of
cultured man in the 19th century, become a sort of ars combinatoria with
which the designer is no longer bound to a specific genre and composition.
He can move with ease from one trend to another, from one juxtaposition of
formal and constructive components to another, so much so that already in
the first decades of the nineteenth century urban streets became animated
with asymmetrical buildings, with stylistically different facades".*’

Returning to our case, it is well known that in the archives there are at least five
design versions that Basile proposed to the Deliella couple for the construction of
their villa. This high number of variations already testifies to the efforts that he had
to make in an attempt to find their consent. A very detailed drawing, dated 1902,
shows a forepart of the rear front of the villa in pure Art Nouveau style, very
different from the one later made. Also the design of the gate of the fence wall, not
realized, is characterized by flexuous and organic lines that appear in contrast if
compared with the facades of the built villa, in a severe and rigorous language. As
already mentioned, the proposal was certainly rejected by the client and the idea of
the "Guimard" gate remained only on paper.*

The corner balcony of Villa Deliella with its wrought iron crown and topper

placed above the railing, were almost a replica of those of Villa Ida Basile. These

details, so similar to those of his modern home, can be interpreted almost as

4 Visentin, Chiara. L'equivoco dell’Eclettismo, imitazione e memoria in architettura. Edizioni Pendragon.
Bologna, 2003_P. 18 (my translation).

%0 Indeed, it can be said that the project was actually realised indirectly, as it inspired the construction of at
least two other very similar gates, one in Messina in Villa Garnier, and the other even in China, in Beijing.
See: https://www.balarm.it/news/si-trova-o-trovava-a-pechino-il-cancello-di-villa-deliella-in-una-fotografia-
del-1908-108348 [16.06.2022].
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residues, survivors of various other solutions and architectural elements, which
Basile had to give up, to meet the demands of the customers. Among other things,
Basile had already built the family funerary chapel for the Lanza di Scalea in 1900,
in Art Nouveau style, but with some eclectic reminiscences, represented above all
by the small dome on an octagonal drum, and by the pronaos supported by two
columns with capitals, of a pseudo-Corinthian order. For this specific detail he had
designed a series of phytomorphic capitals with lines free from any classicist
reference to be proposed to the client, which were discarded. It is emblematic that
in the monograph Ernesto Basile, Studi e Schizzi, printed in 1911 by the editor Crudo
of Turin, there appears a perspective sketch of the Lanza di Scalea chapel,
specifically prepared by Basile for that publication, in which the colonnade
prothyrum has been eliminated and an octagonal pyramidal cover replaces the
dome. The Pavilion that Basile built for the Florios at the International Exhibition of
Milan in 1906, was designed with the same volumes as the Lanza Chapel. In this
building, created for up-to-date cosmopolitan entrepreneurs, Ernesto was able to

express his creativity, free from conditioning, and created a purely Jugendstil work.

Figure 28. E. Basile. Drawing of the main gate of Villa Deliella, not realised

76



Figure 29.  E. Basile. Lanza di Scalea Chapel. Palermo 1900
Figure 30. E. Basile. Lanza di Scalea Chapel, sketch published in 1911

Figure 31.  E. Basile. Lanza di Scalea Chapel. Palermo 1900
Figure 32.  E. Basile. Lanza di Scalea Chapel, study of capitals.
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Here the themes of the noble chapel are expressed with a genuine modernist
language: the crenellated drum of the tower in this building has no dome and is
surmounted by a wrought iron crown, while the entrance, framed by two pillars,

has no pronaos or columns.

Figure 33. E. Basile. Florio stand at the International Exhibition in Milan, perspective. 1906

To imagine what was the climate of strong distrust towards Liberty in Palermo
at the beginning of the century, it is interesting to read a passage from the technical
report evaluating the project of Palazzo Dato, a work with clear Franco-Belgian
influences. The designer was Vincenzo Alagna, an engineer, one of the pioneers of
Art Nouveau in Sicily. In 1901 he had presented the drawings for the construction
of the palace to the Municipal Building Commission with a request for approval,

but obtained a bizarre and provocative response:

"The municipal engineer S. Castiglia writes in report: "The attached type of

decorative design, with the criteria of the old architecture is to be judged as
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ajoke. Instead, it will be acceptable if it is a new type of art unknown to me".
Alagna himself, later, in a long and interesting report forwarded to the
Building Commission, writes: "[I am] doubtful why it seems that I am being

called a revolutionary”.5!

Ernesto Basile's intervention was decisive for the approval of the project, as he was
a member of the Building Commission of the municipality in those years. Ettore

Sessa writes:

"Strengthened by its position of prestige and its effective academic power, as
a member of the Building Commission of the City of Palermo, Basile endorses
proposals to renew the production of building otherwise opposed, one of the
most significant cases is the opinion in favour of the heterodox variant of
upholstery, parties modelled in fluid-phytomorphic key, for the remaking of
the elevations of the newly "reformed" palace Given in Via XX Settembre".52

In this difficult context, Villa Deliella was conceived. Its play of volumes and in
particular the solution of the north-west corner with the tower that connects the two
wings of the building, directly influenced some students of Basile. In particular, G.B.
Santangelo explicitly proposed this corner solution, making almost a real replica, in
the small villa Sergio of 1916 in Palermo. The quotation seems to express a clear
homage to his teacher. In 1909 also G. Tamburello in Villino Bonanno had treated
the corner in a similar way. Raimondo D'Aronco's project for the Banca Cooperativa
Cattolica in Udine in 1907, which was not built, also has strong volumetric
similarities with the corner of Villa Deliella that Basile had designed two years
earlier. The villa designed by Basile also inspired the imagination of the writer Santo
Piazzese who, in a suggestive scene of one of his novels, imagines the Nobel Prize

winning physicist Niels Bohr walking in Palermo in the 1950s. The narrator says:

"in Piazza Croci Niels was impressed by Villa Deliella, and wanted to walk

around, intrigued by the strange shape of the tower. I too would have

51 Bossaglia, Rossana. Archivi del Liberty italiano. Architettura Franco Angeli Libri. 1987 Milano _PP. 488-489
(my translation).

52 Sessa, Ettore. Ernesto Basile 1857-1932 Fra accademismo e “moderno”, un’architettura della qualita
Flaccovio 2010 Palermo_P. 64 (my translation).
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dedicated a less superficial look at it than usual if I had suspected the fate

that awaited it shortly afterwards.” 5
It should be noted that the scene told is the result of the imagination of the author,

since in some scientific work it is reported as if it had really happened.>

E. Basile. The west corner of Villa Deliella in the 1950s

Figure 34
‘“_-
=
=
Figure 35. G.B. Santangelo, Villa Sergio Palermo 1916 (demolished)

33 Piazzese S. Il viaggio segreto di Niels Bohr a Palermo. Sellerio 2009 _ Palermo (my translation).
54 p Persico A. PhD thesis. Le architetture di Ernesto Basile per i principi di Scalea e di Deliella. 2010_Universita

degli studi di Palermo _P. 134.
80



1.4 Ernesto Basile’s relationship with the copy

At the age of 25, in 1882, Ernesto Basile began writing a treatise entitled
Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento - Architecture, its principles and
its renewal -. The manuscript remained incomplete and was published almost 100
years later, in 1981.

In this youthful writing he already demonstrates his early deep architectural
knowledge, dealing with issues relating to the historical evolution of architecture,
building systems, the principles of composition and the relationship between
structure and decoration. The text, however, focuses above all on the need to
renovate the revivalist languages typical of his time and, in some ways, seems to be
a critical essay against the practice of historicist imitation in architectural design.
The terms copy and imitation recur constantly throughout the manuscript and are
often used as synonyms for each other, and always with a negative connotation.
Already in the introduction, one notices a lively and polemical attitude towards
many of his contemporary architects, to whom he reproaches the inability to

produce new and significant architecture and who he defines as:

"hirelings [who] are composing by searching from different sources and
stealing here and there from books, drawings, photographs. And they leaf
through and consult; and when they have found something that satisfies
them, they copy, and they return to consult, and now on the one hand they
draw a little idea, now on the other they copy a little motif and they still
copy and they believe they have created a whole with the jumble that they

make of their robberies.” 55

He continues by denouncing the state of vulgarity and cultural backwardness,
which is demonstrated by the buildings erected in Europe in those years. The
designers to whom he refers tried to copy elements typical of the classical tradition,

but decontextualized them, without understanding their characteristics, or the lines

55 Basile E. Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento. 1882. Editrice Novecento Palermo, 1981_P.
18 (my translation).
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or proportions from which they had been generated. For these reasons he affirms
that since antiquity, against the revival, a “desperate cry of protest” seems to rise up
and compares the progress of art to a flooding river that cannot be stopped by the
"miserable embankment” of historicistic imitation. In a heated passage against the

revival he writes:

"the pedantic imitation of the past, and then the copy, end up killing it [the
art] (...) but in a copy, even if it were wonderful and the most admirable
monument of ancient architecture, it finds only its tomb. It is not by drawing

the Walhalla that one can succeed in the resurrection of art.”

On every page of the manuscript Ernesto, using hard and passionate words,
expresses all his contempt for the sterile imitation and proclaims the need for the
modernization of culture and an awakening of the art of his time; in every line one
perceives the frenzy that the young architect feels in order to soon find his own

independent creative path. He asks himself:

"and is this principle of imitating or copying without doubt, besides
reducing art to a trade, not in itself the greatest impediment to any progress
or transformation? How much can or must one reasonably maintain of the

ancient and in what way can one look for novelty (...)?”%

According to him, the correct method for producing new architecture consists in
borrowing elements from the repertoire of tradition and recomposing them
creatively to adapt them to new situations and purposes, just as artists did in the
Renaissance. He sets the example of Filippo Brunelleschi and Michelangelo
Buonarroti, who used building systems that had already been extensively tested in
the past to create their domes, but strongly personalised and redesigned them

according to their taste and the specificity of the context. He states:

"novelty is not to be found in the elements, but in the way in which they are
brought together and grouped together to achieve a specific aim. (...) The

56 Basile E. Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento. 1882. P. 136 (my translation).
57 Basile E. Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento. 1882. P. 28 (my translation).
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artist did not propose a faithful copy, nor a pedantic imitation of the ancient,
but only aimed at turning and adapting the ancient forms to the new needs

of his time.”58

In his opinion, from the study of ancient works, it is necessary to extrapolate

elements of general composition such as:

"the special shape of the contours, the projection of some parts and the re-

entering of others, the different heights, to which full and empty spaces are

connected, which then determine the contrasts of light and shadow (...)".%
These were the teachings that the classical repertoire could still provide. According
to him, Greek Doric architecture had achieved the ideal balance in the relationship
between structure and decoration, since decoration was precisely the expression of
the construction system and formed an inseparable whole with it. He writes that
when comparing two apparently identical temples, generated by the same canonical
invariable method, one discovers differences in the proportions, in the relationships
between the parts, and these differences "make alive and strong the idea of the
artist" who created them. While respecting the general schemes, each architect left
his "comprehensive power of art", his creative imprint on his own work. By contrast,
he considers the work of the treatise writers such as Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola,
Vincenzo Scamozzi and Andrea Palladio harmful, because with their "grammar of
art" and the rigid rules established and canonized, they had pushed architects to
generate buildings that were always the same and had inhibited their freedom of
expression. He is convinced that in designing the "compass and the sixth should be
set aside" and freehand drawing should instead be used in order to find new
creative solutions.

At a certain point in the book, he argues that throats, bulls and echini should be

freely modified, distorting the embalmed rules of the treaties and favouring the free

line guided by the eye and by feeling. In that same page of the manuscript, he

58 Basile E. Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento. 1882. PP. 126-127 (my translation).
59 Basile E. Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento. 1882. P. 49 (my translation).
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sketches several times, as an example, the same moulding with different
proportions and inclinations. The direct experience of drawing Greek Sicilian
architectures, characterized by singular lines, curves, geometries and proportions,
while respecting the orders, had shown how deceptive and far from reality were the
proportional relationships rigidly canonized by the treatises, in their academic
interpretation of the classical repertoire. He also expresses the need to renew the
Italian schools, on the German and French models, promoting the study of the
history of art and architecture with the dual aim of obtaining, on the one hand, valid
and prepared professionals, and on the other hand, cultured masses that can
distinguish the true works of art from those generated exclusively by the sterile
imitation of the past.

In the last part of the book, almost apologizing for the repetitiveness, he writes again

that:

“with fixed rules and norms, imitating only without any freedom,
architecture can never be art, but science of archaeologists; an appearance of

art and nothing else.”®

It is interesting to note that still in 1910, 28 years after that youthful manuscript,
Basile looking back at the architecture of the late nineteenth century, describes it

with the same bright tones of the time and with very similar phrases:

"what came from the process of restoration - there was no true and sincere
manifestation of art - indeed with the premeditated renunciation of all

originality was less art - was made of archaeology and not architecture.”®!

In short, for the young Ernesto the practice of copying is the main obstacle to
progress in the field of architecture. But taking into consideration Basile's early
works, one could find contradictions between the language he uses to conceive

them, and his declared aversion to imitation. Probably in some ways this

60 Basile E. Architettura, dei suoi principi e del suo rinnovamento. 1882, P. 140 (my translation).
61 Basile E. sull’architettura contemporanea. Manuscript dated 1910, reported by Gianni Pirrone in Palermo
una capitale. Dal Settecento al Liberty. 1989 Milano. Electa_ P. 268 (my translation).
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discrepancy exists, due to the presence of explicit formal and stylistic references that
he borrows from the architectures of the past, but it can be read as his personal path
of progressive detachment from tradition, towards the search for his own style.
Basically he, seeking a language specifically anchored to the origins of his island,
refers, from the beginning, to Greek architecture and to the Sicilian-Norman
architecture, which he had studied down to the last detail. His pupil Caronia
Roberti, describing one of his first works, the Calatafimi Ossuary Monument,

designed in 1885, reports the words of the teacher:

“It was my thought to do something severe and simple ... useless any
ornamentation whose effect could not be recognized at a distance ... a few
masses appreciable from far ... sought finesse in the general feeling of lines
and silhouettes. Such are the artistic criteria from which I moved and of
which I had a few steps from Calatafimi, a splendid example: the temple of

Segesta” .62

The work, which stands on a high podium, is made up of pure superimposed
volumes: the pyramid trunk of the base, the obelisk and the stepped structure that
connects them. The fulcrum of the composition is the Doric prothyrum, with a
triangular tympanum framing a round arch. The pediment, the angular acroteries
and the trabeation are the only elements that could recall the temple of Segesta, but
they are strongly stylized, not easily recognizable and placed in a new context. If
one looks at the preliminary sketches, the prothyrum, in its first versions, is closer
to the main front of a Doric temple: it has four columns in the round, instead of the
two side semi-pillars that were then made. The creative process that generated the
work is clear: Basile, inspired by the nearby Doric temple, indirectly evoked it in the
lines and clear volumes, borrowed some formal elements and then reworked them

to adapt to the new architecture; almost a postmodern operation!

62 Caronia Roberti, Salvatore. Ernesto Basile e cinquant’anni di architettura in Sicilia. F. Ciuni editore, Palermo
1935 _ P. 23 (my translation).
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Figure 36. E. Basile, Calatafimi Ossuary Monument 1885

Figure 37. The Doric temple of Segesta, Calatafimi. 5th century BC.

Two years later Basile built a villa in Rome for the Spanish painter José Villegas
Cordero in Hispanic-Moorish style and here the imitative process was even more

explicit. The building, which no longer exists, was clearly inspired by the Alhambra
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of Granada, and built around a central courtyard surmounted by a dome. The main
facade was characterized by a forepart on which opened a large three-mullioned
loggia with pointed arches that rested on slender columns and tall pulvinos, single
in the center and double on the sides. The loggia, decorated with typical motifs of
the Arab tradition and bordered by a frame with geometric stars, was almost an
identical copy of the two symmetrical loggias that protrude towards the interior of

the Patio de los Leones at the Alhambra.

Figure 38. E. Basile, Villa Villegas Rome 1887 (demolished)

Figure 39. Patio de los Leones, Alhambra, Granada 14th century
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In the same years he drew up the project for the National Exhibition of Palermo in
1891. This immense ephemeral work, which made his notoriety take off, was a sort
of eclectic "collage": Basile wanted to give a Mediterranean and at the same time
modern expression to the whole exhibition complex and to this end he used evident
formal references taken from both the repertoire of tradition and from
contemporary architecture. Zevi's critical description of the building makes us

understand the models from which Basile drew his inspiration:

"Pavilions inspired by the Norman world, and a gallery of machines closed

in on the facade by heavy towers, a provincial echo of the Parisian prototype

of 1989".6
Fabrizio Agnello and Mariangela Licari, in a specific work dedicated to the virtual
reconstruction of these disappeared architectures, La ricostruzione della citta perduta:
I’Esposizione Nazionale di Palermo (1891-1892)%* have documented the main sources
that probably inspired the Basile in the excited months in which he designed the
immense work. The monumental access to the exhibition, in its general
composition, is clearly inspired by those of the facades of the Norman cathedrals of
Cefalu and Monreale: two symmetrical lateral towers framing a portico. But the
geometry and size of the central portico of the entrance designed by Basile are even
identical to that of the southern facade of the cathedral of Palermo. This architectural
element has been faithfully reproduced, except for the decorations, on a scale of one-
to-one, and then re-proposed in a different context. The source of inspiration for the
dome, illuminated by windows at its base above the festival hall is also clear: the
Hagia Sophia Mosque in Istanbul. Other strong similarities can be found between the
Palace of Fine Arts and the similar one that was built for the Universal Exhibition of
Philadelphia in 1876. The two scholars point out that the general layout of the

Exhibition also has a clear reference: the museum designed by J.N.L. Durand for the

83 Zevi, Bruno. Storia dell’architettura moderna. Einaudi Torino 1975_ P. 170 (my translation).
64 Marsiglia, Nunzio. La ricostruzione congetturale dell’architettura. Storia, metodi, esperienze applicative.
Grafill Palermo 2013.
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second Grand Prix and underline the fact that Basile's personal library was
equipped with several books by the French writer such as the Recueil et Parallele des
édifices de tout genre... and the Précis des lecons d’architecture...

In short, the young Ernesto, while criticizing the copy and imitation, could not
avoid referring more or less explicitly to different stylistic repertoires. Even his most
mature works will always reveal the sources of inspiration, but in a less direct way,
as the process of appropriation and reworking of models will be more complex and
hermetic. Just to give two examples, mention may be made of the lowered arches
and protruding side pillars of the church of Santa Maria della Catena in Palermo,
which inspired the external porticoes of Villa Igiea and his design for the facade of
the Electric Power Station in Caltagirone in 1907, and the dome of the medieval
church of the Martorana proposed again in the Tavernetta del tiro al piccione that he

built for the Florios in Palermo.

Figure 40. Superimposed images of the porticos of the 1891-92 National Exhibition pavilion
and Palermo Cathedral. (Image taken from: La ricostruzione congetturale dell’architettura. Storia,
metodi, esperienze applicative. Grafill Palermo 2013).
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The models that Basile borrowed from the historical tradition, such as, for example,
the tower, the pilaster that rises above the eaves line, or the “clef faillante” of its
rusticated arches, then became pieces of his personal repertoire, elements that he
recombined and reinterpreted in an original way with the floral forms of Art
Nouveau to express his personal idea of Art.

Perhaps the best synthesis of Ernesto's complex relationship with the copy is
represented by the epigraph that stands out on the imposing entrance gate of his

studio house where it is written in Latin: «Dispar et Unum - 1904».

2

Figure 41. E. Basile. Villa Ida Basile, detail of the main door. Palermo 1904

Figure 42. E. Basile. Villa Ida Basile, the inscription: DISPAR ET UNUM 1904
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The two adjectives, which can be translated as "different and unique", are used
in the neutral genre and evidently refer to his work (opus), built in 1904. From the
motto can be deduced the concepts of diversity, non-homologation, uniqueness,
independence; qualities that he has always searched for in his work in opposition
to the mere copying. This attitude distinguished him not only in the design of new
constructions, but also in his experiences of partial transformation of pre-existing
architectures and the reconstruction of lost historical buildings. With regard to the
latter field, there is a written document from 1907 signed by Basile which clearly
illustrates his position: it is the report on the project of rebuilding of the Bell Tower
of San Marco in Venice. On the night of July 14, 1902, the ancient bell tower collapsed
into a huge pile of rubble. After heated debates, the city council of Venice decided
to rebuild a facsimile of the ancient architecture, discarding, as will be seen later,
various other hypotheses that were then formulated. In 1906, however, a few
months after the laying of the first stone, works were interrupted, due to the
numerous criticisms that were directed at the way in which the new tower was being
executed. When the base had already been built and the walls had reached a height
of four metres, the Venetian citizens asked for clarifications, above all regarding the
colour of the bricks that were being used and the marble steps of the base that had
replaced the originals. A special commission of experts was then appointed,
composed of Ernesto Basile and the engineer Antonio Federico Jorini, chaired by
the restorer and painter Alfredo d'Andrade, in order to express a technical and
aesthetic judgment on the project, and then to restart the work appropriately. The
three published a report on 2 May 1907, in which they basically recommended the
use of modern materials and techniques for the new tower, which would make it

clear that it was a reconstructed work and not an original one. They declared:

"In the special case we can't talk about restoration at all. We restore what we
have existing parts of and the missing ones are completed in the same way
or on the possible traces of the others that existed before and here instead it

is a complete remake; (...) it is indeed [in this case] indispensable and honest
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that the work, without falsity, without hypocrisy, appears for what it really

is, new. Time will then give them their patina”.
It is clear that Basile, in tune with the other two members of the commission,
denounced the need, as far as possible, not to make a false historical, even if by now
the decision to rebuild the bell tower “com’era e dov’era” - as it was and where it was
- had already been taken by others some time ago.

In another passage of the report, the conflicting opinions that the intellectuals of
the time had expressed, immediately after the collapse of the bell tower, on the
methods of reconstruction that should be adopted, are briefly summarized. The
following are cited: the supporters of the "as it was where it was"; the promoters of
the construction of a new modern tower; those who no longer wanted to rebuild it,
leaving the ruins visible; and, finally, those who wanted to rebuild it, but in another
position of the square. The report mainly emphasizes the position of the
“modernists” who would have liked to build the new tower in a contemporary style,
which would not copy the ancient forms of the lost building. This last idea, strongly
supported also by Otto Wagner, comes from the three experts between the lines

explicitly approved. In fact, they write:

"there were also those who imagined changing the design of the Bell Tower
with a new style, thinking and perhaps not wrongly, that if it had collapsed
in other times, when love and study of the past were the foundation, not
obstacle, to the search for the new, no one would have thought to rebuild it
not say the same way, with the same materials and imitations of the old
processes, but not even with the same forms and would have become

something different, with the feeling and the will of the art of the moment.”
66

In 1910 Ernesto Basile was also a member of the commission that was appointed

by the Italian government for the reconstruction of the cathedral of Messina, which

8 Relazione 2 maggio 1907 dei sigg. D’Andrade, Jorini e Basile - Relazione 1 maggio 1907 del pittore prof.
Cesare Laurenti sul progetto di ricostruzione del Campanile di San Marco. Officine Grafiche C. Ferrari, Venezia
1907_ PP. 15-16 (my translation).

8 Relazione 2 maggio 1907 dei sigg. D’Andrade, Jorini e Basile_P. 14 (my translation).
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had been destroyed by the earthquake of 1908. Of the Norman church, built in 1123,
only part of the apses and the perimeter walls of the naves and transept remained
standing. Basile proposed to consolidate and restore the surviving walls of the
naves, leaving them in a state of ruin, and not to rebuild the roof, transforming this
part of the ancient religious building into a sort of open-air museum. His idea was
to build a new church adjacent to the old one, which would incorporate the transept
and the apse. In the end, his proposal was not accepted and, in 1923, the remaining
ancient walls were demolished and a replica of the cathedral was rebuilt in
reinforced concrete with claddings in an assumed medieval style. Gustavo

Giovannoni, referring to this specific case in Messina, wrote:

"It is to be wondered if such a reconstruction with an organism completely
different from the original was appropriate, instead of following the
proposal of Basile to make a new cathedral, leaving the front part of the old
as an open atrium, accessing the part of the transept and the presbytery,

remained almost intact".6”

Also in this case, as for the bell tower of San Marco, Ernesto's idea was to intervene
using a modern language that objectively differentiated the new building from the
old structures; not a copy of the disappeared temple, but a contemporary
architectural artefact.

During his career, Basile was confronted on several occasions with the task of
transforming existing buildings or rebuilding missing architectures. Even in these
cases, his attitude was always consistent with the principle already expressed for
the Venetian bell tower, according to which "the work, without falsity, without
hypocrisy, appears for what it really is, new". The most famous case was the
enlargement and transformation of the already mentioned palace of Montecitorio
in Rome, which was originally designed by Gian Lorenzo Bernini and completed by
Carlo Fontana. In 1902, Basile was commissioned to build the new seat of the Italian

Parliament and decided to demolish the rear part of the building and to add a new

87 Giovannoni, Gustavo, Il restauro dei monumenti, Ed. Cremonese, Roma 1946_P. 57 (my translation).
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building to the seventeenth-century wing that was maintained. The facades of the
new added building could have been conceived continuing the style and rhythms
of Bernini's elevations, but Basile chose instead, without reverential fears and in
contrast to the then prevailing national-popular historicism, to use the
contemporary architectural language: the Jugendstil. The old and new parts of the
building, while forming a unitary architectural organism, are now clearly
distinguishable and objectively report the historical events of the palace. Boscarino

describes the intervention in these terms:

"On that important professional occasion, Basile had not renounced either
the respect for the pre-existing architecture of the old palace of the
Innocentian Curia, dating back to the Bernini-Fontana, nor its architecture
by inserting a very modern building, while respecting the complex logic of
the existing ancient organism. He thus avoided the solutions frequently
adopted by what we can call the classicism of the new Italy of the time".%

Another case in which Ernesto was confronted with a pre-existing building was
the extension of the already mentioned Favaloro villa in Palermo, which had been
built by his father in 1889. In 1914 Ernesto added an iron and glass winter garden to
the villa and inserted an octagonal cantilevered tower in the southwest corner of the
building, designed in pure Liberty style. On the first floor he propo