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Tradition as Transformation: Gio Ponti’s
Program for the Modern Italian Home,

1928-1933

Long-lived and seminal in Italian modernist architecture and design,
Giovanni (Gio) Ponti (1891-1978) enjoyed a career as an architect,
designer, and writer that spanned an impressive period of six decades. He
promoted a modern Italian aesthetic in architecture and design through
his writings, his aggressive support of the decorative arts exposition, the
Biennale di Monza (later the Triennale di Milan), and the example of his
own work. As a testament to his important contribution to Italian culture
in the interwar period, especially in his role as director of Domus, one of
[taly’s most influential interior design magazines of the 1920s and 1930s,
he was awarded the Royal Academy of Italy’s prestigious Premio Mussolini
(Mussolini Prize) in 1934.! Steeped in Italy’s rich humanist tradition,
Ponti chose the modern Italian home as his arena. Within this realm, he
addressed many diverse issues, from Italy’s cultural heritage to machine
production.

Ponti presented his architecture and design program for the Italian
home in a series of polemical essays that he wrote and published in Domus
between 1928 and 1933. In 1933, he compiled them in La casa all'italiana
and classified them under ten headings indicating some of his major
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concerns in the period: “the renewal of art production,” “the renewal of
architecture,” and “the formulation of style.”> The variations in his
writings and works in this period reflect the transformation that occurred
in Italian architecture and design from the mid-1920s to the mid-1930s:
the shift from the Milanese Novecento’s emphasis on Neoclassical forms
to the Italian Rationalists’ emphasis on those of the machine age.? The
Rationalists and the Milanese Novecento architects shared, however, the
desire to develop a modern idiom that would relate to historical Italian
culture.

Ponti’s Early Career

Ponti began his career in the aftermath of the First World War when
the call for a return to order in political, economic, and artistic matters
was heard in Italy as well as in other European countries. Although
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victorious, Italy emerged from the war in severe economic crisis.
Politically, Mussolini’s rise to power began in 1919 and culminated in an
open dictatorship in November 1926. Inspired by the lessons of imperial
Rome and Napoleon, Il Duce used the accouterments of imperialism (at
its most basic was his choice of the fasces as a symbol of power) for his
own aggrandizement and that of his regime.* His aim was to raise a united
Italy to the political and cultural level of its European rivals.” Under state
control, Italy’s depressed economic situation began to change. A broad
range of public works were undertaken, including new highways, im-
proved ports, the electrification of the railroad, and new city plans. Jobs
created by the increased industrialization of the north encouraged mass
migration from the agrarian south. Northern cities grew and the middle
and working classes became more affluent.

In Italy, where the classical tradition was the country’s native
tradition—its natural and rightful heritage—design in a classical vein was
the preferred mode of expression in the 1920s and 1930s. The classical
ideal was an ambiguous concept that not only encompassed works of art
that were thought to transcend time, but also represented a canon of
absolute formal values, based on form, proportion, and linear simplicity.
In addition, the concept embraced the myth of the Mediterranean world
as Arcadia, which generated recurrent rustic or folk images to support the
notion of the continuity of peasant life. Italian designers, stressing the
country’s links with its celebrated past, explored the rich and varied
potential of classical and vernacular motifs.

The most critical development in Ponti’s career came in late 1927,
when Ugo Ojetti offered him the directorship of the new magazine,
Domus.6 The first issue was published in Milan in January 1928.7 Aimed
at a cultured elite, it became a platform from which Ponti expressed his
views on architecture, interior decoration, fine and applied arts, and
Italian culture. Ponti choose the home as his arena for discovery and
experimentation. As the eminent Italian architect Camillo Boito had
explained in 1880: “In a democratic society such as ours, the essential
monument, the dominant feature, so to speak, of the world of architecture
must be the house. The Greeks had their temples and propylaea; the
Romans their amphitheaters and baths; the first Christians their cata-
combs and basilicas; the knights in armor their cathedrals and city halls,
and so forth. We have our dwellings.”®

Both the magazine’s title and Ponti’s editorial “La casa all’italiana”
(The Italian-style House) in the premiere issue set the tone of the
publication until 1932, when both the format and the editorial opinion
were modified.® Domus, the Latin word for house, alluded to the domestic
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FIGURE 1
Gio Ponti (1891-1979), vignette for

inaugural editorial, “La casa all’italiana,”

Domus (January 1928): 7.

environment of ancient Rome and symbolically evoked an idealized
vision of the home as a shelter from public life.}% Ponti’s drawing of a
Latin ancestor holding a diminutive house in the form of a pedimented
aedicula appeared above his first editorial (Fig. 1). As an emblem of the
[talian home, the pedimented classical aedicula would typify the deco-
rated Novecento style.!! Through words and images, Ponti hoped to
evoke in his readers a shared notion of Italian identity.

Reflecting the cultural climate in Italy in the years immediately
following the war, Ponti endeavored to create an Italianate heir to the
glories of Italy’s historical past, but one not limited by them.!? Like others
of his generation, he used the language of classicism to develop a design
program that could be both modern and traditional. Consequently, his
works in all media, ranging from architecture and ceramics to metalwork
and textiles, exhibit an extraordinary consistency.

Ponti’s Concept of Neoclassicism

In 1921, following service in the First World War and earning a
degree in architecture from the Milan Polytechnic, Ponti opened an
architectural office in Milan with Emilio Lancia (1890-1973) and Mino
Fiocchi (1893-1982). The influential and conservative periodical Archi-
tettura e Arti Decorative (Architecture and Decorative Arts), between
1922 and 1927 under the direction of the Roman architects Gustavo
Giovannoni (1873-1947) and Marcello Piacentini (1881-1960), referred
to the Milanese group as “a fasces of architects . . . ([Giuseppe] De Finetti
[1892-1952], [Giuseppe] Fiocchi [1893-1], Lancia, [Giovanni] Muzio
[1893-1982], Ponti) that seems oriented toward a return to the rhythm
and equilibrium of the classics.”!? Together they would develop a modern
architectural idiom informed by neoclassicism that came to be known as
the Milanese Novecento."* Muzio, the unofficial leader of the group,
wrote an impassioned article, “L’architettura a Milano intorno
all’ottocento” (Milanese Architecture in the Nineteenth Century) in
1921, in which he characterized his work and that of his contemporaries
as a reaction against the eclectic and historicist architectural styles that
flourished in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.!> Muzio
aspired to “reestablish the principle of order” in the fabric of urban
architecture.!® He noted that many of the architects of the group had
been stationed in the Veneto region during the war, where they
experienced and learned from the great architectural works of Andrea
Palladio (1508-1580).17

Moreover, Muzio noted that “the major impulse in the transforma-
tion of Milan, from a quasi-medieval city to a modern city, was given by



Napoleon.”!® Historically in Italy, Milan was not considered in the same
category as Rome, Florence, or Venice, the great city states that had
flourished in earlier centuries. With the rise of industry in the north of
Italy, however, the Milanese bourgeoisie took on new importance. In an
attempt to link themselves with the traditional Milanese aristocracy, they
chose neoclassicism as their style.!

Muzio’s so-called Ca’ Brutta (Ugly House) of 1920-1922, a large
apartment building in Milan, shows a fresh interpretation of classical
architectural values.?® The architectural historian Dennis Doordan has
noted that “Muzio combined the severity of neoclassical forms with the
complexity of mannerist compositions in a way that distinguishes the
building from any possible interpretation as an exercise in period revival
design. As a result, the Ca’ Brutta appears unequivocally as a building of
the Novecento, or twentieth century, and not one of the sixteenth or
eighteenth centuries.””! In 1931 Muzio provided an explanation of the
Novecento architectural movement in his article “Alcuni Architetti
d’oggi in Lombardia” (Some Architects Today in Lombardy): “An
absolute Italian-ness was desired and zealously sought, and sometimes,
perhaps, this lapsed into regionalism, but to have always remained faithful
to our own great tradition, alive and continuous through the centuries,
seems to me a great virtue. This happened because of [our] profound
conviction that the essential schemes and the universal and necessary
elements of architecture of the classical periods are always valid.”??

Parallel developments were evident in the fine arts. Influential
painters such as Carlo Carra and Giorgio de Chirico used the words
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“classicism,” “craft,” and “order” to characterize the return to traditional
values in their works. The founding in 1919 in Italy of two important
magazines, Valori Plastici and La Ronda,? gave life to this search for a
recovered inheritance that reinforced the myth of the Mediterranean and
the monumental tradition.?* Writing in the early 1920s in Valori Plastici,
Alberto Savinio, brother of de Chirico, called for “the restoration of an
artistic, religious and social code.”? Already de Chirico and Carra had
created Metaphysical Painting, which sought to express a deeper reality
beyond the visible.?® By juxtaposing the columns, arcades, and broken
statuary of antiquity to the train stations, flags, and other realities of the
modern city, de Chirico imbued objects with personal, poetic meaning in
an effort to synthesize inner and outer reality. Through his subject matter
the painter seemed to seek the reconciliation of the past with modernity.
Margherita Sarfatti, an influential Fascist art critic, recognized that
Italian artists, such as the painters of the Novecento, could “absorb the
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ancient Roman tradition with spontaneous freshness, avoiding copy or
servile imitation,” as artists had done during the Renaissance.?’

Overall, Ponti’s editorial direction of Domus was grounded in his
respect for the past, and his writings radiated nationalistic pride in the
legacy of Italian culture. With poetic fervor, he expressed his love of the
architectural forms (arches, niches, vaults, columns) and materials
(stone, plaster, fresco) that to him gave order to architecture, and that
stemmed from Italy’s rich historical heritage. Moreover, Ponti contrasted
[talian vernacular forms developed as a response to its gentle climate with
the functionalist architecture of the North, which he considered cold and
impersonal.

Ponti’s writings were lessons on how to incorporate modern technol-
ogy and functionality into the Italian home while respecting tradition.
He proposed that “innovation was a natural fact of evolution.”?® He
wrote: “[the house] is not only a ‘machine & habiter.” 7% “Its ‘comfort’ is in
something superior . . . in the invitation that the [talian-style house offers
to our spirit to amuse itself in restful visions of peace, that include, in the
full sense of the beautiful Italian word, comfort.”° By referring to the
machine a habiter (machine for living), the central theme of Le Corbusier’s
work, Ponti hinted at the scope of his knowledge of contemporary
architecture and design. He had visited and exhibited at the 1925
“Exposition internationale des arts décoratifs et industriels modernes” in
Paris. There he would have seen Le Corbusier’s progressive Pavillon de
PEsprit nouveau, Josef Hoffmann’s classicist Austrian Pavilion, and a
variety of French Art Moderne structures.

Domus was the vehicle through which Ponti intended to educate the
[talian public about matters of style and taste. Many articles addressed the
use of antique furnishings in the modern home, and others celebrated
important historical examples of architecture and applied arts, including
Palladian architecture, eighteenth-century Venetian furniture, and Turk-
ish Ushak carpets. Ponti always included works by both native and
foreign artists, and in late 1930 initiated a monthly review of “interesting
things from other magazines” in which he reprinted illustrations from
publications such as House and Garden (U.S.A.), Deutsche Kunst und
Dekoration (Germany) and Art et Décoration (France).3! Domus reported
on progressive, functional architecture by Walter Gropius and Robert
Mallet-Stevens. In 1928 the architect Enrico Griffini (1887-1952)
contributed two articles that analyzed the achievements of the architec-
tural program of the “Die Wohnung” (The Dwelling) exhibition at the
Weissenhofsiedlung in Stuttgart in 1927. As director of Domus, Ponti had
one enduring goal—to educate the taste of the Italian buying public. He
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advised his readers that the new architecture and decorative arts of the
1920s and 1930s were creating “the style of today.”*?

Ponti’s Design Projects in Ceramics

Ponti’s own design projects provide insight into his program for the
modern Italian home. In 1923 he began what would be a very productive
relationship with the centuries-old ceramics manufacturer Richard-
Ginori** as the company’s artistic director and product designer.>* His
designs were derived from traditional forms and decorated with classical
iconography. Ponti studied and sketched ancient vessels on view in public
institutions in Florence and Rome. His desire to create objects that were
in “harmony with Italian custom” found expression in works that had a
classical form language at their core.*® The Attivita gentili: I progenitori
plate (Fig. 2), for example, convincingly combines several formal and
symbolic values of Roman and Latin culture. Formally the design was
inspired by both Roman and Etruscan precedents: the compartmentaliza-
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FIGURE 2

Ponti, Le attivita gentili: I progenitori (Noble
Activities: Our Ancestors), plate, designed
1923; made by Manifattura Ceramica
Richard-Ginori, Doccia, near Florence,
[taly, 1924. Glazed porcelain with gold;
diam. 32.7, depth 3.2 cm. The Mitchell
Wolfson Jr. Collection, The Wolfsonian,
Miami Beach, Florida.
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tion echoes the hermetic layout of ancient Roman wall painting and the
gold lines that delineate the figures recall the incised decoration of
Etruscan bronze vessels. On a symbolic level, the plate’s title and the
figures representing the arts and industry embody Italianita (Italian-ness)
and its basis in the abstract and humanistic constructs of the Italian
classical tradition.3¢

The Richard-Ginori Company participated in many important
design exhibitions of the period. Ponti’s ceramics received critical acclaim
at the first two Monza Biennali in 1923 and 1925 and at the 1925 Paris
international exhibition of decorative arts. The Biennale was organized
in response to a debate in Italian cultural circles regarding the production
of decorative arts, the quality of technical and artistic instruction, and the
rapport between schools, stores, industry, and the Italian market.3” The
exhibition showcased the production of Italian artisans with the hope of
making their products economically competitive in an international
market. Quality craftsmanship and modern Italian design that would not
copy past historical styles were encouraged. Ponti felt justified in using
elements of the past in order to evolve a fresh, new interpretation of
classical values, as the plate described above demonstrates. His work did
not imitate past styles but was inspired and informed by the Italian
classical tradition. More typically, however, the Italian installations at the
first and second Biennali and the 1925 Paris decorative arts exhibition
confirmed that disorder and eclectic historicism remained in design by
Ponti’s countrymen.38

Nonetheless, Ponti’s influence on Italy’s small manufacturers of
products for the home was far-reaching. He stressed that the applied arts
were “unequivocally ‘social’ arts” representing the “collective achieve-
ment of the creator, the executor, and . . . the person who orders and uses
them.” With Richard-Ginori’s introduction of him as a product
designer, the defined role of the Italian architect expanded, following the
examples of Josef Hoffmann in Austria and Bruno Paul and Henri van de
Velde in Germany, while the architect’s imprimatur gave the consumer
confidence that the product was well made. Ponti was paraphrased in Le
Arti Decorative as saying, “his intent wasn’t to make unique pieces of art,
but to reeducate all workmen, to create types of ceramics that will not lose
their value with serial production.”# Ponti’s point of view was not new or
unique, for the design reform movement had been gathering momentum
since the end of the nineteenth century. The Deutscher Werkbund,
founded in Germany in 1907 as an association of manufacturers,
architects, artists, and writers, played a leading role in this movement.
The Werkbund inspired similar organizations in Austria, Switzerland,



Sweden, and England.#! By the 1920s, designing quality objects for
industrial manufacture was seen as an economic necessity throughout
Europe and the United States. Ponti’s work for Richard-Ginori brought
Italy into this mainstream.

Ponti’s Architecture and Furniture of the Twenties

Ponti’s fresh, new interpretation of the classical idiom may also be
seen in his architectural projects of the mid-1920s, such as the condo-
minium residence at No. 9, via Randaccio in Milan, in partnership with
Emilio Lancia (1925; Fig. 3), and the Villa Bouilhet, in Garches, France,
in partnership with Lancia and Tomaso Buzzi (1926; Fig. 4).4? Both share
a clarity of volumetric space and an overall simplification of form,
exemplified by the compartmentalized ceiling designs and the pure
geometric shapes of the windows and doors. Using signs and symbols of
Italian national identity derived from classical architectural forms
(arches, pediments, obelisks), Ponti enticed the cultured elite to embrace
Modernism. For example, at the center of the house on via Randaccio a
rounded window was framed by a classical aedicula, which presented a
stylized, miniature image of the entire building.# In addition, the house’s
yellow stucco fagade echoed the traditional color of Milan’s Neoclassical
architecture.

The Villa Bouilhet illustrates Ponti’s typology of the small villa
(villino), which he proposed as the standard for the one-family dwelling.
In the first issue of Domus, Buzzi wrote an article on Palladian villas,
citing the villa as the “most Italian” form of domestic architecture.* His
proof lay in the fact that even in foreign languages, “villa”—an Italian, in
fact a Latin word—was used to describe it.#> The Milanese Novecento
architects revered Palladio. They saw in his architecture absolute,
undatable values.# Ponti’s one-family villas, created for an upper-middle
class clientele, included multiple bedrooms and bathrooms, servants’
quarters, large living areas with ample fenestration, and terraces and
gardens integrating the home with the outdoors.

Another of Ponti’s concerns was how to furnish the new Italian home
appropriately. The first forum for his ideas was provided in 1926 by a
competition to furnish an Italian embassy in a foreign country.*” The
competition was sponsored by La Rivista lllustrata del “Popolo d'Italia” in
Milan.*® Ponti and Buzzi envisioned an interior unified by frescoed wall
and ceiling decorations and classicizing furnishings. Robust Renaissance-
derived furniture forms were used in the ambassador’s study (Fig. 5),
whereas refined and elegant furnishings inspired by the late eighteenth
century were used in the rooms for the ambassador’s wife.
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The drawings for the embassy competition*’ serve as precursors to the
furnishings that Ponti first publicly introduced at the Third Monza
Biennale in 1927, where with Ugo QOjetti’s encouragement he joined the

governing council.®® Ponti’s work was shown in two installations: Il
Labirinto and Domus nova.’! While both collections presented modern
furnishings, they differed in their production costs.> Stylistically, how-
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FIGURE 3 (facing page)

Ponti and Emilio Lancia (1890-1973),
house in via Randaccio, Milan, 1925. From
Architettura e Arti Decorative (1926-1927):
572.

FIGURE 4

Ponti, Lancia, and Tomaso Buzzi (1900-
1981), entrance hall of L’ Ange wolant,
Garches, near Paris, France, 1926. From
Domus (September 1931): 31.



62 Studies in the Decorative Arts/Fall-Winter 1997-1998

FIGURE 5

Ponti and Buzzi, Italian ambassador’s study,
design for a competition sponsored by La
Rivista Hllustrata del “Popolo d’Italia,” ltaly,
1926. From Architettura e Arti Decorative
(December 1926): 184.

ever, the works in both collections were very similar. Ponti believed that
it was important “to arrive at being rich by means of grandness, not . . . of
preciousness.”>

The section of the exhibition devoted to Il Labirinto included the
work of the architects Ponti, Buzzi, Lancia, and Michele Marelli, as well
as the designers Pietro Chiesa, Paolo Venini, and Contessa Carla Visconti
di Modrone Erba.>* The objects shown were presented as part of a rarefied
collection of decorative arts: luxury items for an upper-middle-class
clientele. Ponti’s contribution to the Il Labirinto installation comprised
furniture, Richard-Ginori ceramics, and Christofle pewter (Fig. 6). His
furniture, including case pieces, étagéres, a divan, and a tea table, were all
handcrafted in small workshops.’® The shape of the divan distantly
resembled that of ancient Roman bronze couches, such as those found at



Boscoreale. Its taut profile was enhanced by the strong markings of the
walnut-root wood and the metal mounts that serve as capitals for the
columnar legs.*® The cabinet (Fig. 7) was first seen in the embassy
competition drawings.’” This ultra-refined piece, produced in gray maple
with gilded accents, took its graceful form from the bold convex and
concave undulations of seventeenth-century Baroque architecture.

A reference to Il Labirinto in the magazine 1927: Problemi di Arte
Attuale credits the architects of the group with an “acute sensibility to the
woods used in the making of furniture, playing on the hot and lively
colors of the materials, making the most rational use of them.”*8 Ponti’s
designs were elegant and refined, employing expensive wood veneers and
inlaid or applied ornament to give the simple, linear forms of the furniture
visual excitement. During this period, he utilized some wood inlays
and woods with distinctive markings that enhanced their surface
beauty—walnut, especially walnut-root wood, mahogany, and ebony.
He limited ornament to metal mounts in brass, bronze, and green
patinated bronze, usually applying them as capitals and as mounts on
the feet of long tapering legs. Roberto Papini stated that, “Gio Ponti
redresses the criteria of purely rational furniture with the rarity of the
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FIGURE 6

Il Labirinto group, installation Il Labirinto,
Third Biennale of Decorative Arts, Monza,
1927. From Guido Marangoni, La Il Mostra
internazionale delle arti decorative a Monza
1927 (Bergamo, 1927), 16.
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FIGURE 7

Ponti, cabinet for Il Labirinto, Third
Biennale of Decorative Arts, Monza, 1927.
From Domus (February 1928): 4.

material and the refinement of forms.”® In this luxury line, Ponti may

have been looking at the furniture of contemporary French designers,
such as Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann, who used figured woods often with
ivory inlays; Eugéne Printz, who experimented with exotic veneers; or
Jean-Michel Frank, who arranged veneers into geometric patterns.
Moreover, the use of walnut with wood inlay was a traditional Italian
furniture treatment.®

The Domus nova Line

Also displayed at the Third Monza Biennale, the Domus nova line, on
the other hand, was designed by Ponti and Lancia as low-cost furniture
for La Rinascente department store in Milan.®! The use of the Latin
phrase Domus nova (New Home) was a marketing tool meant to link this



modern furniture with traditional Italian craftsmanship and design in
the mind of the consumer. The project was serious, for La Rinascente
had already established itself as the most important of the Milanese
department stores,® and its main headquarters, in Milan’s historic Piazza
del Duomo, was a visible symbol of the increasing affluence and
consumption in Milan. Ponti also knew of contemporary French design-
ers who had worked for department stores, such as Maurice Dufréne,
who in 1921 established the design studio La Maitrise at Les Galeries
Lafayette.63

Created for a middle-class consumer, the Domus nova line, like the
designs for Il Labirinto, incorporated elements used by the Novecento
architects such as niches, obelisks, and columns. Constructed from
traditional woods like walnut and mahogany, with mounts in brass or
copper, the furniture was produced at moderate cost because of its spare
use of metal garnitures and avoidance of wood inlays and expensive
woods. Some of the pieces were painted with a synthetic lacquer and
often given a straw rather than upholstered seat. The latter evoked the
traditions of chairs with straw, rush, and cane seats frequently used in
Italian interiors. They ranged from the simplest vernacular forms of the
ladder-back chair and its evolution as the chiavari chair,® to types in
high-style furniture.%

The four rooms of “modern furnishings” presented by La Rinascente
at the Biennale included a living room, dining room, master bedroom,
and girl’s bedroom.% Ponti and Lancia designed the furniture, interior
decorations, and table service in the dining room, as well as the carpets in
the bedrooms. Each of the rooms had wall decorations executed by Ettore
Colombo and Arturo Songa after designs by Ponti and wall panels
painted by Hilda Semenza. Other furnishings included glass designed by
Pietro Chiesa Jr. and Napoleone Martinuzzi, ceramics designed by Ponti
for Richard-Ginori, and mural decorations designed by Buzzi. Leading
into the La Rinascente installation was a vestibule furnished with
ladder-back chairs with rush seats (Fig. 8).

Ponti based his work on the notion that the Italian home would be
“furnished with loving comprehension of its material and ethical
functions,” would not represent “transitory fashion,” and would be
testimony to Italian “intelligence, life, [and] culture.”é? Essentially, the
furniture he designed for Il Labirinto and for Domus nova embodied these
ideas by bowing to tradition through references to neoclassical and
vernacular forms.

Roberto Papini, the art critic for Emporium, noted in his review that,
“the architects Emilio Lancia and Gio Ponti have resolved well the
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double problem of economical and aesthetic furniture at the same time;
they have resolved it with much taste tending toward the simplicity of
neoclassical forms. ... La Rinascente, offering them to its clients of
limited financial means, has done a good job.”¢8

Yet Ponti’s designs for Domus nova were extremely conventional in
contrast to many avant-garde designs produced in Germany in the same
period. Marcel Breuer’s and Mies van der Rohe’s furniture in tubular steel
had created an entirely new aesthetic. Tubular steel furniture was
light-weight, readily movable, and easy to care for. Furthermore, while
Ponti promoted well-designed, low-cost products, he did not always

produce them.® The Domus nowva line was criticized by the architect and

FIGURE 8

Il Labirinto group, installation Domus nova,
Third Biennale of Decorative Arts, Monza,
1927. From Emporium (August 1927): n.p.




design critic Ferdinando Reggiori, who wrote, “Art, for now, of genuine
luxury: even the prices displayed and in demand bear witness to it,
including those of Domus nova, furnishings that La Rinascente wishes to
have pass as a bargain. Six thousand or more lire for a bedroom, a few
nude and crude pieces of furniture, seem to be really a lot, the value of the
art included; nor do they persuade the public . . . to prefer these to other
traditional mahogany and bronze furniture.”’® Considering that the
average salary of an Italian worker was five hundred to eight hundred lire
per month, Reggiori’s remarks were fair.”

His criticism of Ponti’s prices aside, Reggiori went on about the
Biennale: “We Italians begin, at last, to make decorative arts in the full
sense of the word; since the need to think and operate with method is
finally understood.”? Yet the Biennale’s importance as an international
exhibition was limited, and foreign participation was low. Writing in
Emporium, Roberto Papini noted that the French had sent a rather
lackluster representation of their decorative arts industries. He even
criticized the premier French ébéniste of the period, Fmile-Jacques
Ruhlmann, for presenting a work that was “absolutely unworthy of his
good name.”” Nonetheless, while the Biennale attempted to get Italian
manufacturers and consumers to embrace a new era in the decorative arts
industries, it also achieved recognition outside of Italy for the quality of
Italian artistic production.

In 1927, the group of Il Labirinto also furnished and decorated Alla
penna d’oca, a Milanese restaurant run by and for the Lombard Press
Syndicate, a center of information on the state of Italian society. While
the Fascists stressed the sanctity of Italy as the inheritor of ancient Roman
values, they also believed in the inherent merit of traditional Italian folk
culture.” Thus the designers relied on Italian vernacular tradition to
evoke an overall feeling of pride in Italian culture. The caption in Domus
referred to the dining room as a “sacellum,” an ancient Roman votive
chapel (Fig. 9). By using a Latin word, an ordinary club dining area was
supposed to be elevated in the mind of the patron to a sacred place.

The artists of Il Labirinto deftly combined classical and vernacular
motifs, from the folkish simplicity of the wall paintings to the traditional
furniture forms. The restaurant was decorated with cavelike enclosures
which highlighted its basement-level location. The walls were painted
with “small views of Italian towns (from Soave to Capri) from which
famous Italian wines take their names.”” By depicting the wine-
producing regions of Italy on the walls of Alla penna d’oca, the members of
Il Labirinto celebrated an industry, but, more important, an Italian skill
passed on from generation to generation. The furniture included a long
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FIGURE 9

11 Labirinto group, Milan, interior of Alla
penna d’oca restaurant, Milan, 1927. From Gio
Ponti, ed., L’ambiente moderno in Italia
(Milan, 1930), 168.

table with two upright supports based on Italian Renaissance prototypes,
as well as simple stools and a bench.

Ponti’s designs of the late 1920s reflected his desire to create a
modern analogue to the Neoclassical forms that had unified the Milanese
landscape in the Napoleonic era. Like other European architects of the
period, he saw classicism as a way of regaining order in a visual landscape
that had been cluttered by the eclecticism of the late nineteenth century.
Whether Ponti was emulating the work of his contemporaries in France
or Germany or exploring Northern Italian Neoclassicism, his designs of
this period were remarkably uniform. In order to appeal to the Milanese

bourgeoisie, Ponti used the symbols that resonated with meaning for
them.




Ponti in the 1930s

Ponti’s changing design aesthetic was put into focus at the Fourth
Triennale in 1930. While Ponti’s own work maintained Neoclassicizing
overtones, he was acutely aware of the work of progressive architects in
Italy and elsewhere in Europe and America. He straddled the fence
between favoring luxury handcrafted objects over economical machine-
made ones in his positions both as an organizer of the exhibition and as an
exhibitor. The governing board, which included Ponti, the architect
Alberto Alpago-Novello, and the painter Mario Sironi, summarized the
four most important tenets of the exhibition as: modern interpretation,
original invention, perfect execution, and efficient production.”

As a full-scale representation of his program for the modern Italian
home Ponti conceived the Casa delle vacanze (vacation house).”” He
described it as “a true and real single-story ‘typical little house’ [villino
tipico], an example of the most studied and convenient modern weekend
house.””® Domus reported that it was not an “economical house” but
rather “belongs to those manifestations characteristic of a class educated
to taste and comfort.”? Ponti’s attempt to unite disparate styles, however,
fell flat in this project. He unsuccessfully combined elements of the
decorative Novecento style, such as the classical pediments above the
windows, and machine-age components, such as the tubular metal railing
on the roof and stairs (Fig. 10). Moreover, the interiors, decorated using
Domus nova furniture and De Angeli Frua textiles, evoked rural, peasant
traditions.

A much more notable contribution—the Casa elettrica (Electric
House)—was made by the architects of Gruppo 7 (Group 7).8° At the
previous Biennale in 1927, Gruppo 7 exhibited several projects. Now, the
Electric House served as a full-scale prototype of their new, rationalist
architecture. Regarding the inclusion of Group 7, Ponti wrote: “Whoever
has learned to know the characteristics of the architecture and interiors of
Muzio, Buzzi, Alpago, and those of Pagano, Rava, Frette, can see for
themselves the extremes of these two tendencies. But they both bring a
wealth of references, one of historical experience, the other of rich
experience determined by technique and new aspects of plan and scale.”8!
In a letter to Luigi Figini regarding the Electric House, Gino Pollini
wrote: “Ponti said that he would like it if we would make a thing [a
pavilion] of some luxury, because it [the Triennale] is already full of
projects for small economical rooms with the usual colorful paint.”®
Gruppo 7 advocated a modern idiom that “combined national identity
and international values without sacrificing the integrity of either.”
They asserted, along with the Novecento architects, the traditional
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FIGURE 10

Ponti and Lancia, vacation house, Fourth
Triennale, Milan, 1930. From Lidia Morelli,
La casa che vorrei avere (Milan, 1931), 574.

[talian primacy in the arts, and relied on the classical tradition to guide
their creations.

By the mid-1930s, under Mussolini’s guidance, Italian industry was
making a concerted effort to improve the economy and elevate the
national consciousness of Italian design through the use of new and
indigenous materials.#* For example, Ponti designed furniture with a new
material, aluminum. His furniture designs in aluminum “demonstrated
the possibilities of the noble use of this metal, which is abundant in
[taly.”85 A large table commissioned by the Montecatini Company was
constructed from modern materials with new manufacturing techniques
but in an overtly ancient form (Fig. 11).8 Ojetti described it as a “table
... with legs formed of graduated disks . . . like the legs of antique chairs
and tables in the museums and the paintings of Rome and Pompeii, of
exquisite invention and workmanship, and pleasing in color by the
contrast of the black top and the opaque silver tone of the hard
aluminum.”#

Ponti’s concept of modern architecture and interior design included
the “moral reference to the antique, as a motif and example of grandness,
not as a repertory of stolen and corrupt motifs.”® The table designed for

.,




the Villa Vittoria in Florence (Fig. 12) was created to complement the
owner’s collection of Novecento paintings. Its archaic form, realized in
bronze and marble, embodied the movement’s ideals.

Ponti was explicit in his ideas regarding modern furniture, stating
that the fundamental requirements were for pieces to be “well executed,
of top materials, logical conception, easy to use: these are the qualities of
modern furniture.”®® He saw these issues as separate from the “beauty of
furniture,” which entailed “taste, education, experience, intelligence,
fantasy in design, and the harmonizing of colors and materials.”®® The
first set of parameters were inherent to all good design, the second set
related to personal taste and style. In Domus Ponti proposed models that
could reconcile the traditional with the modern. His furniture designs
changed according to the requirements of the client and according to the
materials used, but all of them freely demonstrated his skillful interpreta-
tion of the classical idiom. The sideboard seen in Figure 13 was inspired
by sideboards and pier tables popular in the late eighteenth and early

nineteenth centuries. The extreme attenuation of the leg with its tapered
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FIGURE 11
Ponti, table, Fourth Triennale, Milan, 1930.
From Domus (July 1930): 16.
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FIGURE 12

Ponti, design for a table for the Contini-
Bonacassi residence, Villa Vittoria,
Florence, 1931. Crayon and pencil on paper,
39.4 x 49.5 cm. The Mitchell Wolfson Jr.
Collection, The Wolfsonian.

line gives the table a crisp modern shape. Regarding the use of classicism,
he wrote: “From classicism comes a fully spiritual lesson of logic, clarity,
simplicity, and humanity, which comforts and guides architects toward
work that adheres freely to the principles of today.”!

Ponti’s new reductivist manner was evident in his Case tipiche
(typical houses). These multiple-dwelling housing units erected in Milan
were given the names Domus Fausta, Domus Julia, and Domus Carola,
overt instances of Ponti’s continuing interest in associating modern
design with the great works of ancient Rome. On their fagades the
housing units retained a classical profile, with the use of alternating
rounded and squared arches for windows, yet they shed extraneous
decorative devices (Fig. 14). Seen in the context of the Milanese
streetscape of this period, Ponti’s houses presented a crisp, clean vision of
modern life, unencumbered by the encrustation of decoration so preva-
lent on houses built in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
For the interiors, Ponti worked with a flexible open plan, allowing usage
to be determined by the occupants. The dining room furnishings by Ponti
(Fig. 15) also exhibit the same overall simplification of form as the
Domuses.

While the Case tipiche may be seen as Ponti’s response to the building
typologies promoted at the Weissenhofsiedlung in 1927, the houses never
strayed far from their Mediterranean sources. Ponti promoted and
embraced new architectural forms and techniques, but fervently believed
that the machine aesthetic had to be reconciled with native traditions.
Regarding the renovation of the home, Ponti wrote: “If you are
determined to make a clean sweep of things, eliminate only the things
that have no character, that are not authentic. ... Make a fresh and



serene house, without pretext and without poses, with a sincere and
honest simplicity, with a harmonious and bright order: you will be secure
in creating a truly beautiful house. A modern house.”*

In the mid-thirties Ponti moved toward a more encompassing and
fluid conception of classicism in his designs, one independent of
decoration. He went to the heart of classicism as abstract geometrical
form and used the principles of mass, volume, and proportion to define his
work. “There exists a classical continuity beyond classical forms and
examples,” he wrote.”> Overall Ponti created a feeling of modernity
through his choice of materials and through the streamlined design of his
individual furnishings. Guided by the experiments of Italian avant-garde
architects including the members of Gruppo 7, he gradually moved away
from a strict reliance on Neoclassical decorative motifs to a more rational
use of materials. The Daho grocery store (Fig. 16) demonstrates his deft
handling of chromed metal and glass (materials promoted by the
international avant-garde) in order to create a unified and hygienic
atmosphere. “Modernity,” Ponti stated, “is selection, and only active,
impassioned, and meditative selection.”

The tenth anniversary of the Triennale in 1933, the fifth of the
series, provided an opportunity for reflection regarding the progress that
had been made in Italian decorative arts since the event’s initiation in
1923. When Roberto Papini recapitulated the strengths of the four
preceding exhibitions, he mentioned Gio Ponti’s work as a high point in
each of them: the ceramics for Richard-Ginori were deemed his “first
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FIGURE 13

Ponti, sideboard from the Schejola
residence, Milan, designed c. 1928, probably
made by the cabinetmaker Stefano Turri,
Bovisio, Italy. Walnut-burl veneer with
brass; height 93.4, width 150.5, depth 30.7
cm. The Mitchell Wolfson Jr. Collection,
The Wolfsonian.

FIGURE 14 (overleaf)

Ponti and Lancia, Domuses in via De Togni,
Milan, 1931-1932. From Domus (December
1933): 636.
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successes” and his designs for Domus nova were called “the first Italian
attempt to popularize modern furniture and furnishings.””® Ponti stated
that the “practical program of the Triennale” was “to signal the most
significant models in the evolution of style.””® He wrote that interior
decoration was “where art and technique are both the expression of the
life and customs of people, namely their civilization, their morality, their
health.”?

The bedroom Ponti designed for the installation was inspired, he
said, by the “Italian manner ... without being deformed by ‘modern
style’ ” (Fig. 17).%8 Referred to as “typically Italian in character,” this truly
deluxe installation employed materials that had a long history of use in
Italy: silk, walnut, and bronze.”® The armoire, for example, relied on its
strong contrast of materials—walnut, bronze, and crystal—for its visual
impact. Here Ponti completely discarded the Neoclassicizing conceits
that were present in his earlier furniture designs, and chose geometric,
architectonic forms.

In December 1933, Ponti wrote: “The year that closes has signaled a
leap forward in the adhesion to modern forms of life, in the affirmation of
[talian arts and industries that are of interest in the home.”'® To a certain
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FIGURE 15
Ponti, dining room of a via De Togni

apartment, Milan, c. 1933. From Giancarlo
Palanti, Mobili tipici moderni (Milan, 1933),
45.
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FIGURE 16
Ponti and Lancia, Daho grocery store, Milan,

c. 1931. From Domus (November 1931): 41.

degree he had realized his program to educate Italian consumers and to
promote modern design through a synthesis of the old and the new.
Edoardo Persico defended him as having “more logic than his adversaries
suspect. . . . For Ponti . . . the conquest of modern taste has consisted of
rediscovering the sense of his own work in a world of ideas that could go
beyond the narrow limits of a peasant tradition.”0!

Conclusion

Ponti’s architectural and design output in the period from 1928 to
1933 was grounded in his program for the Casa all'italiana. His designs
evolved from citations of the classical idiom, with decorative features
such as niches and obelisks, to a fuller, more self-confident personal
expression of the classic. He wrote: “From classicism will derive a ‘new
classicism’ intending—as Cocteau has said—that a classic work isn’t that
which has the appearance, but that which has the elements to become
classic.”102

After the Second World War, Ponti continued to develop his very
personal style. His design output grew to include not only items of

JEER SIS | THERE | jap=:

AR LY AR

erfwm L

o

pﬁ;;




Gio Ponti’s Modern Italian Home 77

FIGURE 17

) ) <ofl J b 1 h ¢ ind ol Ponti, bedroom installation, Fifth Triennale,
Ginori, Christofle, and Fontana Arte, but also those of industria Milan, 1933, From Domus (July 1933): 377.

small-scale serial production, such as those he had created for Richard-

manufacture, including bathroom fixtures for Ideal Standard, the La
Pavoni espresso coffee machine, and the Visetta sewing machine for Visa.
Late in his life, Ponti wrote: “Time is measured (even ‘created’) only by
the transformation of things. Where things do not change, time does not
exist and history does not exist.”103

Out of Ponti’s architectural and design work emerged the idea of the
individual consumer’s ability to transform history by continuing to evolve
Italy’s humanist traditions. While his personal aesthetic was steeped in
the classical tradition, in Domus he presented the work of all schools from
the traditional to the avant-garde. Overall, his program was not fiercely
dogmatic. Ponti met the demands of the modern Italian consumer by
basing his works on the formal values of classical order, integrity of
materials and production techniques, and a reasoned response to human
needs. Through the example of his own work, he encouraged his readers
to transform their home environments to meet their personal require-
ments. His interpretation of classicism from 1928 to 1933 would prove to
be the most influential aspect of his career.
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