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 Projecting into the void from a rocky cliff on the southeastern edge
 of Capri is a peripherally located building that occupies a central
 place in architectural culture. Casa Malaparte is so isolated that you
 cannot simply stumble upon it during a casual visit to the island,
 you have to really want to see it. One of those hard-won destina-
 tions of architectural pilgrimage, like Eileen Gray's E1027 or Kazuo
 Shinohara's Tanikawa House, the casa requires you to journey by
 plane, train, taxi, ferry and funicular before slogging the last part
 of the way on foot through Capri's tangled underbrush. Yet even
 those with the greatest sense of purpose are often thwarted. Casa
 Malaparte is private property, and an invitation to visit is accorded
 only to a privileged few. Most people, then, approach the building
 along the cliffside path, only to find the most mundane of devices,
 an inconspicuous gate, blocking their way. Bypassing this obsta-
 cle and instead tackling the house from the sea - as some do by
 climbing the steps connecting it to
 the water - is feasible, but illegal. So
 when you reach the gate you can only
 retrace your steps, stop at a given spot
 along the path where the view of the
 building is unimpeded by the shrub-
 bery - the same standpoint that has
 long given us the iconic shot of the
 building - and stare at it from the pre-

 scribed distance, savouring a brief
 moment of unmediated visual contact

 with the coveted object.
 Mystical inaccessibility aside, the

 peculiar design of the building, 'one of
 the strangest habitations of the west-
 ern world',1 has remained an enduring
 source of fascination. Casa Malaparte
 does not quite fit into any style. To this

 day there is no consensus on whether
 it is surrealist, rationalist, vernacular,

 modern, postmodern or something
 else entirely. The figure of its original
 owner, the writer Kurt Erich Suckert,

 more familiar by his nom de plume ,
 Curzio Malaparte, has proved equally
 hard to pin down, and not just in terms of literary genre, but per-
 sonality-wise too.2 Negotiating writers' houses always implies a ten-
 sion between what you see - the biographical details supplied by
 the domestic environment - and what you know about the owner
 and his work. This undertaking becomes even more difficult when
 the writer plants decoys in the physical space of his house and hides
 behind a smokescreen in his books, as Malaparte does. That said,
 the story of its original owner, and his uncommon life, is a useful
 place to start if we want to unlock the Casa Malaparte and access its
 wider political and social habitat.

 Born in 1898 in Prato, the 'Manchester of Italy', Kurt Erich Suck-
 ert had a Milanese mother and a German father, a master textile

 dyer. The third of seven sons, he was placed shortly after his birth
 with the family of his wet-nurse, Eugenia Baldi, and her metal-
 worker husband, Milziade, who raised him

 until he was seven. After a few years spent with
 his itinerant natural family, in textile towns
 in Piedmont and Lombardy, young Kurt was

 sent back to Prato in 1911 to attend the prestigious Liceo Cicognini,
 the same school that had famously fostered the talent of Gabriele
 D'Annunzio, writer, poet, journalist, playwright, all-round Casa-
 nova and ultra-nationalist, who would go on to be a major influ-
 ence on Italian culture under Mussolini and beyond. As a promising
 high-school student, Kurt lodged with Guido Perini, a republican
 lawyer known for his broadsides against the church and Italy's dys-
 functional monarchy. And it was through his teachers at the Cicog-
 nini that Kurt met the writer and poet Bino Binazzi, who became his

 mentor, introducing him to the classics and to nineteenth-century
 French literature, and who would take him on Sundays to literary
 gatherings at the Florentine cafés Paszkowski and Giubbe Rosse
 ('Red Coats'), where the talented Kurtino, aged only 14, would first

 encounter the irrational and anti-democratic avant-gardism of
 a number of writers affiliated with Lacerba magazine, namely

 Ardengo Soffici, Aldo Palazzeschi and
 Giovanni Papini. These café visits not
 only nurtured his gift for words but
 sowed the seeds for his lifelong affair
 with politics, a topic discussed with
 peculiar virulence in these Florence
 hotspots - witness the famous 1912
 brawl at the Giubbe Rosse between

 the local contingent and a squad of
 Milanese futurists led by Tommaso
 Marinetti. This was Italy on the eve
 of the First World War, a country
 inflamed by class tensions, colonial
 delusions and nationalism, all related
 in varying degrees to a widespread
 frustration with the failings of the
 Risorgimento (the process of national
 unification) and resulting disillusion
 with parliamentary democracy.

 Intoxicated by this turmoil, the
 restless Kurt explored the far reaches
 of the political spectrum. So while
 head of the Prato branch of the Young
 Republicans, he also flirted with Gari-
 baldi nostalgies, went on strikes with

 anarchists and stormed the streets of Prato alongside right-wing
 syndicalists inspired by the French political theorist Georges Sorel,
 a group whose ranks would later supply the 'muscle' of fascism.
 Perhaps the natural outcome of this thirst for confrontation was to

 embrace war. At the age of 16, against his family's wishes, Kurt went

 to Avignon to train with an Italian branch of the French Foreign
 Legion led by Giuseppe Garibaldi's nephew Peppino. This was in
 February 1915, three months before Italy's entry into the war. After
 this, the Legion was disbanded and its members absorbed into the
 51st Infantry Regiment of the Italian army.

 For the next three years Suckert fought in the Eastern Alps on Ita-

 ly's border with Austro-Hungary - experiencing all the butchery of
 trench warfare, at high altitudes and with punishing winters. When
 the Austro-Hungarian empire collapsed in the summer of 1918 he

 was sent to the trenches in the Marne, to sup-
 port French and British efforts to contain the
 final German offensive on the western front,
 where he distinguished himself as commander

 Mario Vellani Marchi,
 Caricature of Curzio Malaparte , 1928

 © De Agostini Picture Library /
 Bridgeman Images
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 of the 94th Section of Flamethrowers. For Suckert, the Legion was

 'the harbinger of fascism', and the Great War his 'first life experi-

 ence'.3 He returned from it a prodigiously young lieutenant - just
 20 years old - proudly displaying French and Italian medals on a
 chest bursting with patriotism, yet with a lung damaged by German
 mustard gas. He went on to excel both as a press officer during the
 Treaty of Versailles and as an executive in the Warsaw embassy dur-
 ing the Polish-Soviet war (1919-21). At this point he could easily have
 embarked on a diplomatic career, but he chose instead to pursue lit-

 erary glory in Rome, armed only with his charm.

 His first years in the capital were not easy. In 1921-22 you might
 have seen him approaching the likes of Giorgio De Chirico or Luigi
 Pirandello at the Caffé Aragno in via del Corso, or editing articles
 for local newspapers II Tempo and II Mondo in his boarding house in
 via Lucina. However, he initially strug-
 gled to gain the recognition he hoped
 for. His political invectives and poems,
 expressing the ethos of a movement
 of his own invention called 'Ocean-

 ism' - naturalism meets the Nietzs-

 chean Übermensch - elicited no more

 than a few raised eyebrows among
 the Roman intelligentsia. 'One must
 be anti-bourgeois ... usefulness is not
 necessary in life', Suckert declared.4
 Both left and right saw him as ideolog-
 ically inconsistent, but possessed of
 a dangerous gift for rhetoric. His Viva
 Caporetto (1921), a pamphlet denounc-
 ing the 'bourgeois' and 'cowardly' Ital-
 ian military apparatus during the war,
 was banned only two weeks after pub-
 lication. 'Those men who push people
 to war and, when war is declared, go
 into hiding in a safe corner ... they are
 fodder for the rioting plebs' - Suckert's

 words were now as incendiary as his
 flamethrower had been.5 While such

 a talent for agitating passions in the
 populace might have been regarded
 with suspicion in the literary world -
 no less a person than the communist ideologue Antonio Gramsci
 branded Suckert 'a wild arriviste with a streak of chameleonic snob-

 bery' - it did not go unnoticed in more turbulent circles.6 Impressed
 by his persuasive hyperbole, Mussolini's blackshirts approached
 Suckert, keen to harness his talents in recruiting new young mem-
 bers. Won over by the success of their charismatic leader and his
 revolutionary agenda, Suckert joined the party in September 1922
 as a trade union manager in Florence. 'It is the first time a man of
 letters takes control of a union', he pointed out immodestly upon
 his appointment.7

 During his first years in the party Suckert demonstrated a
 strong commitment to the fascist cause, and was one of the sig-
 natories of the 1925 'Manifesto of the Fascist Intellectuals', along-
 side D'Annunzio, Marinetti and Luigi Pirandello. 'Fascism is like
 an empty tube, you can put whatever you want
 in it', Pirandello would later say, and indeed
 the party operated per via negativa , attracting

 a motley crowd who were bound together more by being against
 something - against modernity, against democracy, against ration-
 alism, etc - than for anything in particular. In the absence of such
 a common purpose, there was ample scope for marking out indi-
 vidual positions.8 'I am a maverick fascist', Suckert said, unsurpris-
 ingly.9 But there were also structural reasons for his endorsement
 of the movement. Mussolini's call for national renewal by turning
 against communism and against capitalism resonated both with
 his advocacy of Risorgimento ideals and his sense of discontent
 - victory in the First World War had come at the cost of crippling
 public debt, swingeing wage cuts and escalating class hatred. In fas-
 cism, Suckert saw an authentically Italian alternative to the moral
 bankruptcy of northern European civilisation, made manifest in
 its ruinous war: 'the fascist revolution will restore authority, faith,

 dogma and heroism against the scepti-
 cal, critical, rationalist and Enlighten-
 ment spirit'.10 Not long after penning
 these words in Europa Vivente ('Living
 Europe', 1923), 11 Kurt Erich Suckert
 turned into Curzio Malaparte.

 'A fascist writer must have an Ital-

 ian name', Mussolini commanded in
 1926. 12 Suckert embraced the order,
 insisting that he longed to be 'Italian
 not only in spirit, but also in name'.13

 His quest for the perfect literary han-
 dle was happily resolved when he
 chanced upon an obscure 1869 booklet
 about the alleged Italian origins of one
 of the Duce' s role models, Napoleon
 Bonaparte, and discovered that his
 family name was formerly 'Malapa-
 rte', a surname with overtones of an

 aristocratic lineage, akin to Malaspina
 or Malatesta, the latter perhaps best
 known to an architectural audience

 for being the clients for Leon Battista
 Alberti's first building, the Malatesta
 Temple in Rimini. Soon Suckert was
 writing to a friend, 'Malaparte is my
 banner!'14 The choice was not acciden-

 tal: Mala- parte - the bad- side, as distinct from Bonaparte's bon or
 good - had multifarious connotations that reverberated with the
 writer's mixed Italo-German background and his mission of stirring
 up the masses by offending bourgeois sensibilities at every possible
 opportunity. A master in the art of branding, Suckert slowly intro-
 duced the public to his manufactured persona, only making Curzio
 Malaparte his legal name in 1937. 15

 By then Malaparte had elbowed his way up to the highest ech-
 elons of public life. 'To achieve success he was capable of any
 amount of mischief', noted the disproving Antonio Gramsci a few
 years later.16 He became the mouthpiece of 'fundamentalist' fas-
 cism {fascismo integrale ), not only as editor, from 1924 to 1928, of
 The Conquest of the State - a magazine defiantly named after a 1919
 article by Gramsci himself - but also as leader of the literary move-

 ment Strapaese (from 1926) and author of tomes
 such as Barbarian Italy (1925), Don C amaleo
 (1926) and The Arch Italian (1928). Expressing his

 Curzio Malaparte, 1940
 © Ullstein Bild /

 Getty Images
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 antagonism at will, not least against Mussolini's regime in Rome -
 which he criticised for making 'compromises with the bourgeoisie
 ... inappropriate to the revolutionary spirit'17 - Malaparte gained
 a following among provincial hotheads the length and breadth of
 the peninsula.

 In late 1929 this ability to probe and shape the voxpopuli secured
 him, at the startling age of 30, the post of editor of the Naples daily
 Il Mattino. Just three months later, he took over the helm of an even

 more prestigious publication, Turin's La Stampa - Fiat's newspaper.
 At that time the car manufacturer was in conflict with its left-lean-

 ing workforce, and company boss Giovanni Agnelli saw in Malapa-
 rte the right man to reverse the situation: he was to turn La Stampa ,

 a 'serious' newspaper with declining sales, into a popular daily
 with sensationalist local news and sports sections, all the better to
 distract workers from politics, and dampen their fervour.

 Whilst at La Stampa Malaparte seems to have been especially
 prolific. Aside from the daily editorials, he found time to skewer
 topics as diverse as The Intelligence of Lenin (1930) - a political analy-
 sis of Soviet Russia - and Technique du Coup d'État (1931) - a treatise
 on the Machiavellian skills of a number of professional revolution-
 aries including Napoleon, Trotsky and Mussolini. Yet Malaparte
 was perhaps too self-confident an editor: he ran the newspaper in
 an autocratic manner, often ignoring Agnelli's directions, rubbed
 shoulders with the factory workers (like the union manager he once

 was) and used his new platform to criticise the regime in Rome and
 the odd attention-seeking blow on the Duce himself.18

 As a result, Malaparte quickly exhausted the patience of his
 employer, who in January 1931 asked the Duce for permission to
 fire him - a request that must have been granted without too much

 brooding. A disgruntled Malaparte then cashed in a generous
 severance cheque and relocated to Paris to lick his wounds. From
 the French capital he supervised the publication of his Tech -
 nique du Coup d'État , which enjoyed considerable success, despite
 Trotsky's scathing criticism: 'in the book of the Italian writer
 Malaparte, who is something of a fascist theoretician, Lenin and
 Trotsky have many conversations, and they display as much intel-
 ligence as nature made available to Malaparte'.19 That text was
 Malaparte's last real attempt to establish himself as a leading
 political thinker and launch a new career in the Ministry of Foreign
 Affairs - an ambition which was not entirely ungrounded. Rumours

 from Rome suggested that the Duce approved of the book - possibly
 because he emerged from it as an inflexible leader - and was consid-
 ering making its author an ambassador-at-large.20 Thus Malaparte
 spent several months in Paris waiting for a call from Rome.

 But it was a call that never came. Crushed by the silence of the

 'boss' - 'there is no place for me in Italy'21 - he filled letters to friends
 back home with a stream of vitriol aimed at Rome's establishment,

 heedless of the consequences. In two of these letters, intercepted by
 the Italian secret service, he lambasted the withered fascistness of
 Air Marshall Italo Balbo, heir apparent to Mussolini and a fiery man

 famous for his jet-black goatee and obsession with Charles Lind-
 berg-style transatlantic flights: 'Balbo has gotten fat',22 Malaparte
 sneered, 'he seems a minister of Louis Philippe
 I',23 'if he is given free rein bad things will hap-

 pen to fascism'.24 This time the enfant terrible of

 the regime had gone too far. Balbo immediately
 reported the insult back to Mussolini - ' My
 Ducei Before assuming command of the second

 Atlantic crossing, I have the honour to proceed against Malaparte'.25
 The seasoned statesman resolved that the writer should 'have a dose

 of his own medicine'.26 Consequently, when Malaparte returned to
 Italy in late 1933, he was arrested, charged with anti-fascist activity
 and defamation, and sentenced to a five-year exile in Lipari, a tiny
 arid island off the northern coast of Sicily.

 Banished to this rocky Mediterranean outcrop, Malaparte soon
 found himself lost for things to do - 'there is too much sea, too
 much sky, for such a small island and so restless a spirit'.27 Suddenly
 aware of his own powerlessness against the political machine of the
 fascists, Malaparte found solace in re-reading the classics, and in
 particular Homer, in the original language.28 But his stay in Lipari
 was short-lived. After only seven months, claiming lung problems,

 he managed to be transferred first to the more salubrious island of
 Ischia, in the gulf of Naples, before moving again in 1934 to Forte
 dei Marmi, a seaside haunt of the wealthy and cultured in his native
 Tuscany. The transfer came as a great relief - 'finally people of qual-
 ity after a year among fishermen and shepherds'.29

 In Forte dei Marmi, Malaparte's existence was hardly that of the
 outcast: he sojourned in the opulent mock-Renaissance Villa Hilde-
 brand (completed in 1901 and a former residence of D'Annunzio),
 rode around in a state-owned Alfa-Romeo, and was a habitué of the

 Negroni-fuelled parties hosted by Forte's cosmopolitan elite. He also
 returned to his journalistic work, writing satire under the 'innocent'
 Voltairian pseudonym of 'Candido'. In 1935 his old friend and the
 Duce1 s newest heir apparent Galeazzo Ciano then granted him early
 release from this gilded confinement.30 Malaparte proceeded to buy
 the Villa Hildebrand, complete with its Arnold Böcklin-frescoed
 rooms, and prepared his comeback.

 Though he was now persona non grata in Rome, Malaparte sol-
 diered on. In early 1937 he sought to boost his career with the launch
 of Prospettive , a magazine he described as 'printed on American art
 paper'31 and 'in the style of Fortune and Minotaure , yet completely
 Italian and fascist in spirit and content'.32 Prospettive was addition-
 ally Janus-faced: political in its first years (1937-39), vocally support-
 ing the government agenda in order to secure public funds granted

 to pro-regime publications, it was more self-consciously 'literary'
 in its second incarnation (1939-43), when it was on financially and
 politically firmer ground, and could therefore afford to have a lib-
 eral mandate, publishing pieces by André Breton, Federico García
 Lorca and James Joyce, as well as essays on surrealism and existen-
 tialism - then taboo topics in Italy.

 It was at this point in his career, after a visit to Capri in December

 1937, that Malaparte decided to build his own house on the island.
 By the late 1930s Capri, already a choice destination for high society,
 had become particularly attractive to the fascist elite. The discovery
 of Roman villas on the island (Villa Jovis in 1931 and Palazzo a Mare

 in 1935) had sparked a great deal of excitement among Mussolini and
 his men, who were always seeking to legitimise their rule through a
 suggested kinship with Imperial Rome. A 1937 exhibition in the capi-
 tal, highlighting a bond between ancient Rome, Capri and fascism,
 was followed a year later by a series of events on the island.

 Yet if almost overnight Capri had acquired
 Roman affiliations for adherents of the regime,

 it had also long fascinated intellectuals and art-
 ists as Mediterranean . The myth of the Mediter-

 ranean runs deep in European culture, going
 all the way back to the birth of the Grand Tour,

 Left: Adalberto Libera, 'Progetto di Villetta'
 preliminary design, with sketches

 by Malaparte and Amitrano, March 1938
 Right: Curzio Malaparte,

 sketched alternations, reverse side, March 1938
 © mart / Archivio del 900,

 Fondo Casa Malaparte
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 and Capri was - perhaps still is - a key location for its production
 and consumption. Especially in Malaparte's turbulent times, the
 word 'Capri' conjured up images of a pristine realm untarnished
 by the evils of the machine age. But long before the Tuscan writer
 made his appearance on the local scene, the island was home to a
 number of eccentric personalities seeking moral, spiritual or sexual
 liberation. A few of these characters even proclaimed their love for
 the place architecturally: former American Confederate officer John
 Clay McKowen built the Red House (1899), French dandy Jacques
 d'Adelswärd-Fersen the Villa Lysis (1905), Swedish physician and
 socialite Axel Munthe the Villa San Michele (1907), which Malaparte
 dismissed as 'a fake prison'.33 To varying degrees, Capri's bohemi-
 ans were fascinated by the classical heritage of the island, and espe-
 cially the figure of the Roman emperor Tiberius, who galvanised
 their own delusions of grandeur.

 However, Capri was of interest not only to lay architects in love
 with the classical world, but also to a number of forward-looking
 professionals who were more concerned with its 'mundane' past.
 The island's pre-modern buildings inspired the modern fantasies
 of the highly influential Gruppo 7, whose members were seeking
 a 'spiritual' and 'Italian' variant of modernism. Another fan was
 architectural globetrotter and Capri resident from 1932 to 1934 Ber-
 nard Rudofsky, who co-designed the Villa d'Oro in Naples alongside

 local engineer Luigi Cosenza in 1937. Later in life Rudofsky would
 conceptualise his interest in vernacular buildings in his acclaimed
 Architecture Without Architects (1964).34 And even futurist leader Tom-

 maso Marinetti had a soft spot for the island, where he set The Island
 of Kisses, an erotic novel co-authored in 1918 with Bruno Corra, and
 where he later honeymooned with the painter Benedetta Cappa.
 In the 1930s, then, sweet Capri was a magnet for powerful people
 - classic megalomaniacs as well as the avant-garde - and as such,
 it provided the ideal location for a dramatic statement from a man

 fallen into (relative) disgrace.
 The site Malaparte cherry-picked for his house was Cape Mas-

 sullo, a remote promontory in the southeast of the island. Up till
 then the land had been used for rough grazing, as it was a non-
 building zone. How local regulations were bypassed is unclear, but a
 comment by the writer in 1939 alluded to 'the distinguished interest
 of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' - ie, his old friend Ciano, whom
 he had met in Rome when they were both young and dreaming of
 breaking into theatre writing.35 Where Malaparte got the money for
 the house is also something of a mystery. Detractors pointed to the
 severance package from La Stampa ; Malaparte himself, in a 1944
 memoir, claimed to have used revenues from his book sales and
 hefty bank loans - a version of events partially supported by docu-
 ments in the mart archive in Rovereto. What is sure is that the sum

 was enough to buy the entire cliff, and to think of building on it.

 In early 1938 Malaparte entrusted the design of the building
 to Adalberto Libera, an architect affiliated with Gruppo 7 and Ital-
 ian rationalism. By then, Libera was an established name in Italy, a
 strong brand whose icy marble-clad buildings seemed to make man-
 ifest fascism's pretence of a spiritual revolution. The extent of Lib-
 era's involvement in the project is still disputed - Malaparte insisted
 that he used him 'only for legal matters',36 but Marida Talamona's
 1997 study provides a more convincing account.37 In March 1938
 Libera handed in a preliminary design, the famous Progetto di Vil-
 letta. This was essentially a two-storey elongated block, 28m x 6.6m,
 rusticated at the bottom, rendered on top. On the ground floor,

 a corridor running along the southern edge of the building connects
 bedrooms, bathrooms and kitchen. On the first floor the architect

 positioned a dining room looking towards the sea, and a large
 terrace set back into the cliff-face. A simple staircase connects the

 two levels. The design was submitted for approval to Capri's plan-
 ning committee, but Malaparte was already thinking of changes,
 because he pencilled a new plan on the back of a copy of the sub-
 mitted drawing. Talamona has interpreted this sketch as an attempt
 by Malaparte to explain to the contractor, Adolfo Amitrano, a design
 that Libera had discussed with him but had not yet completed. A let-
 ter from Malaparte to the architect ten days later seems to support
 this hypothesis - 'Amitrano is begging me for a copy of the plan,
 without which he cannot do anything ... please send it to him as soon
 as possible, okay?'38

 In the absence of definitive evidence, however, this point
 remains unresolved. What is clear is that Malaparte is in a hurry:
 'We must be quick, quick, it's crucial to be quick',39 concerned
 as he was about the amount of red tape he had to fight through.
 Libera soon complies: the new scheme is a slightly larger and longer
 block (29m x 9m), but the volumetric qualities are unchanged.
 The rusticated cladding covering the lower half of the elevations
 has disappeared, and the ground floor features a new layout. The
 entrance has moved to the north, while the corridor is in an axial

 position with rooms either side. And to the front is the blueprint of
 the appartamento padronale as we see it today: two identical doors,

 two symmetrical bedrooms and bathrooms, the studio spanning
 the whole width of the building. The appearance of this drawing
 was followed by a flurry of activity. In mid-May Malaparte discussed
 with Amitrano the idea of an external staircase; in early June the
 two were in Capri concocting the first design featuring the famous
 wedge-shaped element; in mid-June the writer sent the contractor

 a new rough draft of plans and elevations. At this point Libera mys-
 teriously disappeared off the radar: 'I have tried to call him many
 times, but no one answered'.40 The Tyrolean architect and the Tus-
 can writer were distinctly different personalities - Manfredo Tafuri

 described them respectively as 'rigorous' and 'amoral'41 - but there
 is no indication that this alone caused their rift. The end result, in

 any case, was that Malaparte, left to his own devices, made so many
 changes to Libera's design that the architect never claimed author-
 ship of the final building.42

 Instead, the odd couple - the sophisticated writer and the prag-
 matic contractor - spent the next year refining the details of the
 design and preparing the site for construction. Their collaboration
 was not always smooth, Amitrano being too slow for the impatient

 Malaparte: 'That's not how things are done'43... you're wasting my
 time44... I have no reason to be satisfied with you.'45 The project
 got the green light from the planning office in September 1938,
 and construction began in early 1939. Yet it advanced by fits and
 starts, since from late 1939 to mid-1943 Malaparte served as war
 correspondent in Ethiopia, France, Greece, the Balkans, Romania,
 Ukraine and Finland, and returned to Capri only when on leave.
 Throughout the construction process Amitrano built and demol-
 ished portions of the building, first giving Malaparte's architec-
 tural fantasies material consistency, and then patiently tearing
 them down if the result was not to the untrained designer's liking.
 The prime example of this is the entrance of the house, first carved

 on the southern elevation, then pierced through the staircase in
 axial position, and finally restored to its original position. This
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 Above: Adalberto Libera, revised design,
 Casa Malaparte, April 1938

 Below: Curzio Malaparte and Adolfo Amitrano, revised
 design, with introduction of wedge-shape, June 1938
 © mart / Archivio del 900, Fondo Casa Malaparte

This content downloaded from 134.148.10.13 on Fri, 24 Feb 2017 16:39:24 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Curzio Malaparte, revised designs,
 Casa Malaparte june 1938

 © mart / Archivio del 900, Fondo Casa Malaparte
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 was a piecemeal, trial-and-error approach to building: costly and
 decidedly unmodern.

 What was modern was 'the design from within' logic of Malapa-

 rte's method. The predominance of plans and cross sections among
 the writer's drawings suggests that his primary concern was to sort

 out the layout of the interior. The exterior then followed, its design
 responding to the arrangement of the rooms inside: windows ran-
 domly punctuate the facades, as well as practical needs; the stair-
 case is moved to the outside to give the building more mass, and
 with it, more rooms. Little by little Malaparte remoulded Libera's
 block and for a short period in 1939, following the latter's depar-
 ture, ideas were communicated to the contractor using technical
 drawings drafted by Uberto Bonetti - a young futurist painter and
 acquaintance from Forte dei Marmi, following the writer's 'aes-
 thetic and architectural directions'.46

 As an amateur architect Malaparte needed help to get things
 done, and continuously sought advice from his entourage: Roman
 architect Luigi Moretti - Tonight at nine Moretti came for dinner';47
 Prospettive art director Orfeo Tamburi - 'It was I who gave him the
 design of the curl on the roof-

 top';48 Naples architect Carlo
 Talamona - 'a more harmoni-

 ous distribution of the open-
 ings could bring the design of
 the house back to the concept
 of a modern house';49 and
 even his housemaid - 'Maria

 told me that the house looked

 better before, but hers is the
 taste of the common people,
 and I do not trust it'.50 Yet the

 final decision always rested
 with Malaparte, who devel-
 oped some architectural skills
 in the process and person-
 ally fetched the material for
 the fit-out on numerous trips

 through the peninsula: mar-
 ble slabs from Carrara, stone slabs from Castellammare di Stabia,
 windows from Pisa, alabaster from Volterra, woodwork from Rome,

 'super-expensive'51 horsehair mattresses and sofas from Milan.
 Construction often stalled, not just because of Malaparte's peri-
 odic absences, but because of the difficulty in procuring building
 materials, especially steel, during wartime, and then transporting
 them to the site by boat and on the backs of mules. In summer 1943,
 however, the house was ready for the writer to move in on his return

 from Russia, his final stint as a war correspondent.

 Malaparte christened the house by completing Kaputt in its stu-
 dio in the autumn of that same year, but did not take up permanent

 residence in his 'portrait in stone'. After serving as liaison officer
 for the American army between 1944 and 1945, he shuttled to and
 from Rome over the next two years before relocating to Paris in
 1947, where he resided until 1950.52 Letters to and from the house
 custodian Ciro Amitrano reveal the reasons behind his absence:

 'I cannot leave Paris before finishing this book', Malaparte wrote,
 'If I come to Capri, I will do nothing' 53 ... 'Capri
 is cut off from the world'.54 'You are right', Ami-

 trano replies, 'after a while Capri obfuscates

 the mind'55 ... 'it makes you stupid and the brain stops working'.56

 Malaparte seemed to fear that a long stay on Cape Massullo would
 diminish his most cherished asset, creativity. This concern is also
 reflected in the design and use of the house. Female guests with
 whom Malaparte ostensibly entertained intimate relations were
 allocated a room of their own - 'the room of the favourite' - a space
 close to, yet separate from, those spaces in which 'masculine' crea-
 tive powers were exercised and restored, that is to say, Malaparte's
 studio and private bedroom. Kurt Forster has commented on the
 'misogynistic obsession with creativity' of writers and filmmak-
 ers orbiting around Casa Malaparte.57 This obsession is much in
 evidence in Malaparte's notes: 'every woman is an enemy of the
 work of man',58 'bitches, not good women, make you want to excel'.59

 For Malaparte, women are a catalyst for creative production, and are
 to be managed with care - 'he gave to himself, and reluctantly, no
 more than one a week',60 hence the sharp demarcation in the plan of
 the house.

 This preoccupation with creativity, as much as compartmentali-
 sation, is also found in the most famous cinematic representation of

 the house, Jean-Luc Godard's
 Le Mépris (1963), which, among

 other things, is a story about
 a film that struggles to take
 shape. On Cape Massullo,
 Malaparte not only preserved
 and exercised his creativity,
 but also put it on show. In one
 of his books he relates how

 Erwin Rommel had paid a
 visit to the house prior to the
 Allied landing on mainland
 Italy. The Wehrmacht gen-
 eral was so impressed by the
 building that he asked the
 writer whether he had bought
 it readymade or designed it
 himself. The answer was a

 typical Malapartian pun, 'the
 house was already here, I designed the scenery ',61 accompanied by 'a
 sweeping gesture' towards the four large windows in the living room,

 whose edges are surrounded by a moulded wood frame of the kind
 traditionally used for paintings. Though this anecdote is most likely
 apocryphal, it is nonetheless significant because it exemplifies how
 Malaparte designed and used his Capri house as a platform to pro-
 mote his creative persona.

 In the late 1940s Malaparte was in the limelight again thanks to

 the success of Kaputt (1944) and The Skin (1949), hallucinatory war
 accounts that assaulted the reader with a catalogue of obscenities,
 human misery and general marciume ('rottenness'). Many were
 curious to see his Capri house. When Malaparte was on the island,
 artists, media people, politicians and military officers were regu-
 lar visitors: 'we would spend two or three days sitting on the rocks,
 fishing or drinking in the hall by the fireplace, or stretched out on
 the terrace looking at the blue sky'.62 When he was absent, the cus-
 todian was instructed to allow those who asked to visit to admire

 his work ' una casa come me1.63 And of those visi-

 tors, he wanted to know 'their name ... that is
 the only thing that interests me'.64 In this way,

 Living room, Casa Malaparte, Capri
 © Gabriele Basilico / mart, Archivio del 900,

 Fondo Adalberto Libera
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 'the house, like me' amplified the resonance of Malaparte's written
 work, reviving a social capital much diminished by his years of exile.
 And perhaps fundamental to the house's profile was its flat roof,
 whose size and conspicuousness make it the actual main facade in
 the eyes of the visitor, and a sort of Corbusian solarium. Malaparte
 naturally had an agenda of well-being and hygiene, but he seemed
 to value this space even more as a stage for his

 public appearances. In a similar way, the inte-
 rior design aims to keep the spotlight on its
 owner. The generous provision of bedrooms
 on both floors - four bedrooms on ground
 level, one on the piano nobile - suggests the
 presence of guests in the everyday life of the
 house, yet visitors would usually only see
 Malaparte around lunchtime (he preferred
 to work at night and slept all morning in his
 quarters), when he made his grand entrance
 into the living room through a small, yet con-

 spicuously placed, wooden door.65 This living
 room, a hall the size of a ballroom, was, and
 indeed still is - as the layout and furniture
 have been admirably restored by the Suckert
 family inheritors to their original state - punctuated with pieces of
 furniture so distant from each other as to make communication dif-

 ficult, unless during an unusually busy event. And the rough-hewn
 stone used for the opus incertum flooring was meant, as Malaparte
 offhandedly revealed, to 'thwart anyone from dancing',66 so as not
 to divert attention from the celebrated host. If Casa Malaparte is
 an 'architecture of hedonism', then, as Martino Stierli suggested at
 the 2014 Venice biennale, it is not everyone's idea of hedonism, but
 Malaparte's own particular brand, which seeks the subtle pleasure
 of imposing on others his own idiosyncratic
 desires. Nor is it entirely correct to say that
 the house is the abode of a 'Dionysus', as
 Tafuri wrote in 1981. For what Dionysus sug-
 gests is an abandoned pursuit of pleasure,
 whereas in this space thoughts and actions
 are instead disciplined by the owner, who
 uses the building's iconographie and chore-
 ographic potential to overwhelm his guests,
 even 'starving them' on one occasion67 -
 behaviour more appropriate to Narcissus
 than Dionysus. Also in some sense appro-
 priate to Narcissus is the articulation of the
 design of the house around two large voids
 - the living room and the rooftop terrace
 - which in turn corresponds to a Freudian
 reading of narcissism which highlights in its aetiology the idea that
 something is lacking, and a state literally rendered in this architec-
 ture through the absence of matter. It seems especially telling, then,
 that these voids are the most celebrated spaces of the building.

 Narcissism, like its cousin dandyism, implies a certain contrar-
 ian style, which in Casa Malaparte is present in spades. Malaparte
 and his guests may have belonged to the Italian middle class, but
 instead of bourgeois comfort we find a Spartan austerity peppered
 by flashes of luxury reflecting the martial temperament of the
 owner, a decorated war veteran and man of action, aloof and self-
 disciplined but with a penchant for teasing and ambivalent leanings

 towards delicacy and roughness. The living room, for instance, is
 too large for informal meetings, too draughty in winter and too dark

 at night, having no chandelier and few outlets for electric lighting.
 This is not a space to share and mingle, but rather to contemplate
 - the objects on display, the view outside, Malaparte himself strik-
 ing a pose like a statue: 'it seemed as if he were always wearing a

 mask'.68 In contrast, while the living room
 has an aloof feel, the dining room - small,
 dominated by a large Tyrolean stove and
 clad entirely in dark wood - exudes a kind
 of Alpine domesticity. This is a place where
 people can actually get to know each other,
 with a suggestion that such relations are
 possible only outside the normal bounds of
 bourgeois sociability. The guest accommoda-
 tion on the ground floor is also far removed
 from anything you would find in a standard
 middle-class interior. In its dark corridor and

 four stripped-down bedrooms you breathe
 an atmosphere of privation more suited to
 a prison than a house - 'the house must have
 a hard character, like a jail or a fortress'69 -

 a fetishisation of Malaparte's experience as an exile and convict.
 Outside, archive photographs show that until February 1944 a rail-
 ing ran around the sides of the rooftop, evidently to prevent people
 from falling down the cliff. But Malaparte clearly grew impatient
 with such commonplace concerns, because the railing was soon
 gone. Removing it made the rooftop a relatively unsafe space to walk
 - echoing Malaparte's feelings about his professional condition: 'it
 is dangerous to be a writer in Italy'70 - but it also enhanced the view
 of the beautiful surroundings and provided a more appropriate

 stage for his superman public persona - gods
 do not need railings. Fashion brand Erme-
 negildo Zegna channelled this quality in
 a recent tv ad for one of its men's fragrances,
 which shows an impeccable young profes-
 sional speed to Cape Massullo in his 1965 Alfa
 Romeo Giulietta, climb the staircase at a sol-
 emn pace, and finally experience a moment
 of pure ecstasy with a heavenly female part-
 ner on top of the building.

 All of these features confirm that Casa

 Malaparte was devised to put on show a
 'blissful state of mind', yet it would be sim-
 plistic to dismiss it as just a piece of pr. The
 Capri building is the autobiographical house
 of a controversial man who navigated first

 fascist and then republican politics with remarkable vigour and
 cunning. But apart from his trasformismo , Malaparte is interesting
 because his life and work provide a commentary on Italy's difficult
 relation with the apparatus of modernity, to which his personal
 brand of fascism promised an alternative. And so whereas Gio-
 vanni Gentile, the official theorist of the party, attempted to legiti-
 mise fascism by promoting it as a fully-fledged modern doctrine
 spawned from the German idealist tradition,71 Malaparte saw it as
 a non-modern way of being, as having to do with spirit , not intellect.

 As his friend, the novelist Alberto Moravia implied, Malaparte was
 perhaps 'not an intellectual' because 'he did not believe in ideas' -
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 a comment echoing scholarly observations of fascism as praxis , not

 ideology.72 Therefore if the house is interesting, it is also because
 Malaparte managed to translate this spirit into built form. From
 this standpoint, the Casa is not just the daring feat of a controversial
 writer, but a precious piece of historical evidence. For what we see
 in this isolated corner of Capri speaks of issues that transcend the
 geography of the house and the history of its
 designer - issues having to do with the past of
 an entire national culture.

 Let us start with the distinctively Greek
 look of the house. Besides the setting (from
 the windows one can easily picture Odysseus'
 ship sweeping by the nearby sea stacks), there
 are other evocations of ancient Greece in the

 dramatic isolation of the building, poised
 even more precariously on the cliff edge than
 the Temple of Poseidon in Cape Sounion; in
 the theatre-like staircase leading to the altar-
 like rooftop terrace; in the living room, with
 its rough-hewn stone floor, chopped Minoan
 columns and Pericle Fazzini's wooden relief;
 and in Alberto Savinio's lyre-themed floor
 tiles in the studio in the front. Here, Malaparte reveals a fascina-
 tion with the ancient world akin to Munthe and company, but with

 a polemical twist. As the writer noted in the early 1950s, central
 to his work is the analysis of decline - 'the gist of my activity as a
 writer is to see why and how societies become rotten to the core'.73
 This condition preoccupied a contemporary of Malaparte, the Ger-
 man philosopher Oswald Spengler, who saw it affecting modern
 western civilisation as a whole.74 For the Tuscan writer, however,
 decline was concentrated in one modern nation: Italy. In his view,
 the country had 'lost its spiritual sovereignty
 over the world after the Lutheran reform' and

 ever since had been condemned to a vicari-

 ous existence, compelled to 'copy, badly, the
 European democratic and liberal system', in
 the process losing 'its historical originality'.75
 As a 'Latin nation', Italy was - in Malaparte's
 opinion, at least - 'unfit for modernity'.76
 'Counter-reformation', or the establishment
 of a fascist anti-modernity, seemed to him
 the only way out of this stalemate.

 This was Malaparte in the mid-i920S, but
 these convictions are also to be found in his

 mature production, which bears the same
 undertone of anti-modernism and nostal-

 gia for an authentic past, located in ancient
 Greece and its myths. However, this love for Greece and the Greek
 idiom of the Capri house ran counter to the prevailing mood in the
 capital, where the regime's iconography revolved around ancient
 Rome. Malaparte considered Mussolini's regime - which had just
 discarded him - as not representative of true fascism, which was
 instead 'a phenomenon with a rural origin',77 whose 'capital never
 was Rome',78 and whose true roots lay in the Strapaese, the galaxy of

 Italian villages and provincial cities, like his own Prato. 'Rural fas-
 cists were key to Mussolini's seizure of power
 ... he must carry out their will'.79 Malaparte's
 fascism therefore took aim not only at modern

 systems of belief - capitalism and communism - but at Mussolini's
 imperial Roman fascism as well. In this respect, the uncorrupted
 Greek look of Casa Malaparte is a condemnation, equally, of moder-
 nity and of the critique of modernity via ancient Rome proffered by
 official fascism.80

 Aside from these ideological implications, the building speaks
 of another problem, the condition of Italian
 intellectuals after national unification. Given

 the chronic underfunding of the culture
 industry, this is a sector that has traditionally
 been underemployed.81 A common solution
 has been freelance work in journalism and
 politics, fields that are always keen to enlist
 fresh new talent in the perpetual struggle for
 hegemony in the writing of the history of the

 nation. Unsheltered by institutions, Italian
 intellectuals have therefore consistently been
 valued for their ability to persuade a wide
 public (as opposed to engaging in critical
 thought with their peers). And with persua-
 sion to be achieved by any means necessary,
 the result has often been media saturation

 as they take on the role of outré preachers, rather than thinkers, in
 order to reach 'the most illiterate population' and 'the most igno-
 rant bourgeoisie in Europe', as the character played by Orson Welles
 curtly states about Italian society in Pierpaolo Pasolini's short film
 La Ricotta (1963).

 As an overexposed and underemployed writer (the former by
 choice, the latter because he burned bridges with publishers and
 patrons all too easily), Malaparte exemplifies this category. Writ-
 ing inflammatory texts was for him first of all a source of income -

 'I have to make ends meet, and therefore
 write articles ... you don't make a living from
 literature or politics, but from freelance jour-
 nalism'.82 And it is no accident that the floor

 in the front studio of Casa Malaparte con-
 tains a great number of lyre-themed tiles, an
 obsessive reminder of the double nature of

 his job, the lyre being at once the symbol of
 the art he loved and practised - poetry - and
 the currency he was paid in, the Italian Lira
 - 'Do you know what they say when I walk in
 this room? They say that Malaparte walks on
 LireV83 Selling his virtuosity to the strongest
 leader must therefore have seemed to him

 a minor concession in return for the recog-
 nition and financial security he coveted. In

 a moment of painful honesty Malaparte admitted that 'For many
 years I, too, have been a whore, like all the others.'84 In doing so he
 offhandedly accorded himself a title that only consummate profes-
 sionals with a big drive but little qualms can aspire to - for exam-
 ple, note the same self-appraisal Philip Johnson made in terms of
 his architecture ('I do not believe in principles ... I am a whore').
 Malaparte also seems to have shared with the designer of the Glass
 House the conviction that he could not be on top of his game unless

 he was constantly in the public eye. And this
 impulse permeates the house on Capri just as
 it does the one in New Canaan, a house whose

 Curzio Malaparte, Paris, 1948
 © Roger-Viollet / Topfoto
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 main feature is precisely a narcissistic disregard of the border
 between public and private spheres, enacted through the transpar-
 ency of its glass.

 In Italy there are around 60 writers' houses that are now used as
 museums.85 One of the few to have reached a level of interest com-

 parable to Casa Malaparte is, not coincidentally, the 'Vittoriale degli
 Italiani' belonging to another, albeit more conventional, dandy,
 Gabriele D'Annunzio. Both Casa Malaparte and the Vittoriale - the
 citadel built by D'Annunzio (The Prophet') on Lake Garda from
 1921 to 1938 86 - are born out of similar motivations. Both were con-

 structed by unruly writers upon their forced removal from fascist
 public life. Both are autobiographical works, giving physical form
 to their literary production.87 Yet they could not look more different.

 From the outside the Vittoriale follows the additive logic of the (pre-
 modern) city: as D'Annunzio grew older, more and more extensions
 and outbuildings mushroomed across the plot. By contrast, Casa
 Malaparte follows the modern, or Palladian, logic of the pavilion:
 it is a self-contained, autonomous
 object - at a glance you know where it
 begins and where it ends. While it is
 difficult to capture the Vittoriale in its

 entirety, Casa Malaparte is immedi-
 ately comprehended in its finiteness,
 and this makes it a more felicitous

 architectural motto - the irony here
 being that D'Annunzio enjoyed a
 more successful side career as a cop-
 ywriter, but his Garda property lacks
 the immediacy of his slogans. The
 interiors also embody antithetical
 visual regimes. In the inward-look-
 ing Vittoriale the eye is always con-
 strained in cramped, dark interiors
 cluttered with an insane amount of

 weird objects (more than 10,000 scat-
 tered across the property). While in
 the outward-looking Casa Malaparte
 the gaze flits between isolated geometries, large blank surfaces and
 the bright world outside. If D'Annunzio's domestic surplus numbs
 the senses, Malaparte's asceticism starves them.

 These differences are entirely justified by the fact that the build-

 ings at Lake Garda and Capri represent two dissimilar, yet com-
 plementary sets of core values. With its delirious eclecticism, the
 Vittoriale displays many of the maladies affecting Italy before the
 First World War - a morbid love for the body of the nation, excite-
 ment with military and colonial strength, a fascination with the
 machine - all amplifications and distortions of European cultural
 themes of the same period. For its part, Casa Malaparte is about
 the interwar withdrawal from modern Europe into pre-modernity,
 a specific trope in fascist cosmology. A thin line then connects the
 two estates: at Lake Garda you see the toxic cultural premises of fas-
 cism, at Capri a reaction to the regime's 20-year long binge on phan-
 tasmagorias of imperial Rome. But if the Vittoriale is essentially
 an affirmative gesture, an alternative community with D'Annunzio
 at its helm, Casa Malaparte arises out of rejection, as a retreat for
 Malaparte to shine in his loneliness.

 Malaparte furthermore stands out among his colleagues by vir-
 tue of the fact that he built his estate from scratch - writers rarely

 experiment that far with architecture. In the exchange between dis-

 ciplines, architects are generally the more daring, as their fortunes

 often depend on the translation into built form of ideas previously
 expressed with words. By writing and then building, one could say
 that Malaparte followed a classic trope in modern architecture.
 However, as a wordsmith and not by education a designer, Malapa-
 rte took care to give phenomenal expression not only to the general
 content of his written work - his life and his anti-modernism - but

 also to the form of his writing.

 If it is true that you know what one thing is by looking at what
 it is not , then a comparison of The Skin (1949), Malaparte's account
 of wartime Naples, with Naples 1944 (1978), a deadpan report of the
 same events by British writer Norman Lewis, makes clear the Italian
 writer's compulsion to bend reality to his will. This vocation for the
 unnatural , already noticeable in Malaparte's juvenile production,
 became predominant during the fascist regime, whose rhetoric rati-
 fied and even encouraged non-objectivity.88 For many Italian jour-

 nalists active during the ventennio ,
 the idea that you should stick to the
 facts epitomised everything that was
 wrong with (Northern European) pos-
 itivism and the 'standard man' it pro-
 moted. As an Italian studies scholar

 put it, the common feeling was that
 'by making the writer a mere reporter

 of events, the doctrine of impersonal-
 ity [had] deprived the literary work of

 an individual imprint and stripped
 the writer of an active role in shaping
 new values'89 - the subtext being that
 you could transfigure reality but not
 interpret it (knowledge being impos-
 sible in fascism). Fuelled by his pecu-
 liar distrust of rationalism, Malaparte
 took this 'transfiguration' to an
 extreme, and consistently distorted
 or manufactured facts with the aim of

 stupefying his readership. Eventually he would embrace surrealism
 because it legitimised irrationality and artifice and thus served his
 pursuit of the sensational . 90

 But how is all of this expressed on Capri? Take the living room,
 the most representative space of the house. Here we have a fireplace

 that looks like a glob of crude matter extended from the ceiling
 and then stretched horizontally; a glass panel at the rear creating
 a dazzling juxtaposition of the flames with the blue of the sea out-
 side; windows with moulding frames which literally make paint-
 ings out of the world outside; long and curvaceous wooden tops
 to be used as benches standing on Doric column-shaped water
 closets; a small dark door at one end of the room leading to a cor-
 ridor terminated by the ominous presence of two identical doors.
 Taken together, these individual objects present a Daliesque quality,
 and the ensemble plays with unconscious associations in the typi-
 cal surrealist fashion.91 In addition, we find figures of speech that
 are rife in Malaparte's writing: the oxymoron (the fire-and-water
 fireplace) and the twofold interpretation (the pair of doors) - both
 of which address the theme of doubleness so dear to the Tuscan

 writer. Indeed, Malaparte went to great lengths to achieve consist-
 ency between his literary and his architectural production, because
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 he considered each one of his works a means to publicise his pub-
 lic persona. But since most of his work was autobiographical and
 semi-fictional - 'a writer is always depicting himself'92 - through-
 out his life he basically used his idealised self-image to promote his

 public self,93 or even - akin to Oscar Wilde's Picture of Dorian Gray
 - using his architectural double to age and transform instead of his
 physical self: 'the braid around the windows will look great, espe-
 cially when the colour has turned old, stained, faded or, as they say
 in Naples, "rotten".'94

 We see this in Capri, where Malaparte praised the honesty of
 his 'portrait in stone': the house features 'none of those hybrid
 marriages between Moorish, romanesque, gothic and secession-
 ist styles that some Germans brought to Capri 30 or 40 years ago,
 thus contaminating the purity and simplicity of the Capri house'.95
 But his is not a 'simple' Capri house. One can hardly imagine any
 sensible islander building on the remote and exposed Cape Mas-
 sullo, and with a house whose layout was so at odds with Capri's
 building culture. Also, Malaparte
 claimed to have used 'no bricks, no
 concrete, but stone of the local kind,
 from which the cliff is made',96 when

 in actual fact the building is made of
 many non-local materials - cement,
 wood, steel, stone, tiles and textiles
 from every corner of Italy. Even the
 seemingly natural distribution of
 the greenery shrouding the front
 and sides of the house is contrived -

 'I want the pine trees planted in pic-
 turesque disorder as if it were a wood
 born spontaneously... I want a for-
 est, not a garden, around me, is that
 clear?'97 Casa Malaparte therefore
 seems less about naturalness, more
 about artifice .

 A consideration of Malaparte's
 intellectual background provides
 further support for this hypothesis: even if he consistently denied
 it - claiming, for instance, in The Skin , to be 'nauseated' by a group
 of learned young men he labels 'inverts' and 'Des Esseintes'98 -
 decadent sophistication was his true passion. 'Malaparte's writing
 was a mix of D'Annunzio and Papini', was how Alberto Moravia put
 it in a 1989 interview.99 And taking a step back, we can see how the

 Capri building addresses a number of themes of decadent fiction:
 the punitive introspection, the self-imposed exile in the prison-like
 house, the critique of modernisation, the nostalgia for a bygone
 past, the incompatibility with prevailing social norms, the figure
 of the hero as a marginalised other.100 These obsessions certainly
 played a part in the estrangement of writer and architect. Adalberto
 Libera's memoir, My Experience as an Architect (i960), gets back at his

 client by branding both him and Gabriele D'Annunzio as 'romantic'
 writers unwilling to 'accept reality'.101 Artifice and transmogrifica-
 tion, these were the cherished themes in Malaparte's value system,
 as the writer himself confirmed in the 1937 cinema issue of his
 Prospettive magazine: 'Cinema turned reality into artifice ... this is
 an act of culture and civilisation'.102 Malaparte

 appears to have really meant these words, since
 his chameleonic biography is a treatise on a

 specific artificiality, that of identity in the modern age, and on the

 struggle that comes with constructing one - 'I continuously try to be

 (not to seem) an Italian like all the others, and I cannot do it.'103
 Born in Catholic Italy to a Protestant German father, and by

 turns a republican, war veteran, fascist, writer, journalist, editor,
 amateur architect, film director and even revue host, Malaparte
 spent his entire life constructing and reconstructing himself to not
 only survive but profit from events that pushed millions of Euro-
 peans to their limits - and beyond. The positioning of the house,
 defiantly placed immediately above sea level to challenge the fury of
 the waves, is a good allegory for this heroic quest to survive the 'tem-

 pest' of modernity, a reading also suggested by the closing scene of
 Le Mépris, in which Ulysses, the archetypal mythological hero, looks
 onto the pacified sea from the roof terrace, arms raised in a gesture

 of victory.

 Yet while Malaparte thrived in the turmoil of European high
 modernity, he found himself increasingly out of step with American-

 influenced and consensus-driven late

 modernity. As journalist Luigi Barzini
 Jr put it, in the postwar years his writ-

 ing was 'too good to succeed with the
 masses, and too insincere to succeed
 with critical and thoughtful readers',104

 who could not forgive him for his bla-
 tant fascist past (even though many
 had themselves been supporters of
 fascism) and sneered at his attempts
 to join the communist party. This hos-
 tility cornered Malaparte into an even
 more contradictory, elusive and quar-
 relsome stance. He publicly accounted
 for his flagging popularity as a shared
 predicament in the new era - 'liter-
 ary language is no longer enough to
 express the moral and social needs of
 the modern world',105 and, desperate to

 remain in the limelight, experimented
 with other media - with mixed results. In 1951 Malaparte directed
 Strange Deception , a drama about a Russian pow camp survivor heav-
 ily larded with Catholic rhetoric to appease the Christian Democrats
 and the Vatican, which had just placed The Skin on its index of pro-
 hibited books. The film was critically well received, but flopped at
 the box office because the public could not make sense of its 'high
 and noble poetry'106. His 1954 theatre show, The Women Lost the War

 Too , got tepid reviews, whereas the improbably named Sexophone of
 1955 - a revue that he not only produced and directed but also acted
 in - was an all-out critical and financial disaster.

 That same summer Malaparte even announced a us coast-
 to-coast bicycle ride sponsored by Coca Cola - there are publicity
 shots of him posing on a bike on the rooftop terrace of his Capri
 house, but the ride was cancelled for undisclosed reasons.107 His
 last adventure was a 1956 reporting trip behind the closed doors of
 Mao's China. This was when modernity, which he thought he had
 vanquished, presented him its final reckoning. He fell sick while
 in China, and on his return to Italy a few months later died of a

 lung cancer caused by a modern atmospheric
 weapon, the mustard gas he had been exposed
 to in France during the First World War.108

 Interior views, Casa Malaparte, Capri
 © Andrea Jemolo
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 After his death, both Malaparte as a person and his 'portrait in
 stone' quickly sunk into oblivion. In his last will, incorrigible con-
 trarian to the end, the writer had bequeathed his house on Capri to

 the government of the People's Republic of China. Until his heirs
 successfully contested the document, the house was left in limbo,
 abandoned to the full force of the elements and occasionally van-
 dalised despite the efforts of the loyal custodian Ciro Amitrano.
 Over the following years the Suckerts kept the building hidden from
 view, except for the odd appearance on the cinema screen, and with-
 out doubt this absence fuelled the myth surrounding it.109 In a 1979

 poll organised by Andrea Branzi in Modo magazine, Casa Malapa-
 rte was voted the best work of Italian architecture of the century -

 ironic for a building not authored by an architect, though this fact
 was not widely known at the time.110

 Casa Malaparte had been attributed to Adalberto Libera up to the
 late 1980s, when Marida Talamona's research proved otherwise.111
 'This is good architecture, therefore it is Libera's' was the logic that
 spawned a number of studies that glorified the modernist archi-
 tect,112 of which the prime example is the formalist review that Franco

 Purini wrote of the book in which Talamona presented her find-
 ings.113 According to the former member of La Tendenza , 'an architec-

 ture forming such an accomplished single entity and born out of a

 single creative stroke' could only have been built with 'a plan, now
 lost' - a plan that 'must have been drafted' by Libera, but that Malapa-

 rte deliberately kept hidden. And to prove the argument, he superim-

 posed a grid on the plan and cross-section of the house, pointing out
 'traces of proportions, proof of a skilful control of space ... superior
 to both Amitrano's and Malaparte's ability to organise three-dimen-
 sional shapes'. Purini concluded by denoucning Talamona's 'danger-
 ous' evidence-based study, which in his view 'denies the necessity of
 the project ... and the autonomy of the language of architecture'. The
 tirade - based solely on assumptions and inferences derived from
 sketches - reveals how the attribution of the celebrated building to

 a neophyte was seen as a threat to the already precarious status of
 the profession in Italy. Purini's knee-jerk reaction encapsulates a dis-
 course that was averse to acknowledging contributions by individuals
 outside its realm - especially if the individual in question was anath-
 ema to the public, as Malaparte still was in the early 1990s.

 Yet, after decades of critical neglect, Malaparte's controver-
 sial work and figure have begun to attract more interest in recent
 years. While new editions of his books signal his rehabilitation as a
 writer, his agency in the design of the house on Capri has also been
 brought to the fore,114 partly through the efforts of the Suckerts, who

 run a law firm specialising in copyright law, and look after both the

 image and the physical fabric of the building. Given its location, the
 Capri house requires constant upkeep, and Amitrano knew this well
 - 'remember the house must be inhabited, if abandoned it becomes
 dried fruit'.115 The Suckerts not only keep the house in good shape,
 but true to their forebear's go-it-alone spirit, refuse all assistance
 from the Italian state, seeing this as interference in private affairs.
 Reliant solely on their own resources to cover the huge maintenance
 costs, they occasionally rent the house out as a location for high-
 profile art events or fashion shoots - a fate that would probably not
 have displeased its original owner, a man who was very selective in
 his enjoyment of luxury.116

 The manager of Casa Malaparte, Alessia Ros-
 itani-Suckert, says that 'it cannot be understood

 without seeing it in person',117 a Banhamesque

 AA FILES 72

 comment that gets straight to the heart of the matter. Only first-hand

 experience gives an idea of the extent to which the building sustains
 the cult of Malaparte - a cult the man himself started the moment he

 penned his first work. Vigilantly guarded all year round and accessi-
 ble only by invitation, Casa Malaparte still functions today as a sanc-
 tuary of its first owner, whose presence permeates the property so
 strongly that you expect him to walk in at any moment (the house
 is not only a portrait, as Malaparte proffered, but also a frame, and
 as such needs the figure of its owner to fill its voids). This care in
 preservation, however, has not stopped the building from develop-
 ing a life of its own. Casa Malaparte remains widely defined by its
 fictionalisation - as 'the house featured m Le Mépris* - and is popular

 for its hard-to-pin-down design, which has elicited a large number
 of interpretations based on similes or metaphors. These are mainly
 divided into two groups. The first group (among them John Hejduk,
 Peter Eisenman and Manfredo Tafuri) associates the building with
 objects : a coffin, a submarine, a shipwreck, a fossil of a prehistoric
 monster, a strange geode, a brick fallen on the rocks.118 The second
 (which includes Wiel Arets and Bruce Chatwin) defines it in terms
 of building types : as a mix of palace, temple and prison; a museum;
 a mausoleum; an altar; a tomb.119 This allegorical profusion is reveal-

 ing of the building's capacity to play with categories and spark the
 imagination. It also shows how architecture means more to people
 when they see in it something other than mere building.

 In more general terms, architecture's enduring liaison with the
 allegorical is most obvious in the practice of giving nicknames to
 buildings, although this is conditioned, of course, by who is doing
 the naming. When the owner christens the building, as with Casa
 Malaparte, it is usually to brand it and steer the critical discourse in
 a particular direction. When the public comes up with a moniker, it
 is usually to mark an extraordinary or tasteless building - Gherkin,
 Walkie-Talkie, Cheesgrater, etc. In the case of the Casa Malaparte,
 the building's popularity among a much narrower segment of the
 population, namely architects, may have attributed not only to its
 volumetric and iconographie qualities, but also to the way it lends
 itself to the eye. As you walk along the cliffside path, all of a sudden
 the vegetation clears and you get a view of the house. From that angle

 - the most common angle for photographs - the building looks like
 an axonometric drawing. And as Bruno Reichlin has pointed out, the
 axonometric holds a special place in modernism, as the instrument
 of representation that 'constitutes in the two dimensions of the
 drawing paper the mental viewpoint of the architect-demiurge'.120
 Therefore Casa Malaparte, already a forceful presence by virtue of its
 location and design, also conveys a feeling of power through the way
 it is visually understood - something that has not gone unnoticed
 among architects. Just browse a 1999 book celebrating the building
 and you will see that half of the celebrities featured in the publica-
 tion (Michael Graves, Mario Botta, Steven Holl and Arata Isozaki)
 sent the editor a freehand drawing made from that very spot.121

 In the end, Casa Malaparte did not provide an appropriate
 framework for the production of literature - though perhaps
 Malaparte never really expected it to, as he enjoyed writing about
 things from the thick of the action. The house did, however, prove
 to be an excellent device for extending the reach of his creative pro-
 duction, for perpetuating his legacy and creating a myth around his

 persona. Most significantly, perhaps it elicits
 that abandonment of rational thinking that
 Malaparte advocated in his political writings.
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 In helping to realise Malaparte's desire for adoration, the build-
 ing made him the 'object of a secret-type cult, but also an anti-culť,
 to borrow Reyner Banham's famous description of another guru,
 Colin Rowe of Ithaca.122 Today Malaparte's combative spirit still
 lives on in his finest piece of artifice, constantly battling against the
 forces of nature and its inevitable petrification. Viewing the house
 from the cliff, isolated against the deep blue of the sea, one would
 hardly think that it holds a multitude of other meanings, beyond
 those attributable to the figure of its owner. But as a three-dimen-
 sional essay against modernity, a physical platform for the self-pro-
 motional efforts of a literary celebrity discredited by his affiliation

 with fascism, the object of contested authorship and a battleground
 for debates around the autonomy of architecture, Casa Malaparte is

 a sore reminder of truths few Italians are willing to hear.

 For in large part Italy remains resolutely hostile to the modern
 paradigm, fascist in its moral code, provincial in its outlook and

 afflicted with an undiminished sense of its own national self-impor-

 tance in spite of its now blatantly marginal position in global affairs.
 All of these conditions are manifestly in evidence on this remote
 Mediterranean promontory, and so Casa Malaparte is perhaps not
 so much a dot on the edge of a fresco depicting the Italian penin-
 sula, as the vanishing point at its centre, a beacon irradiating multi-
 ple lines of thought, many of which are at the root of the various ills

 affecting the country. Ultimately, then, when we look at the house
 from the nearest public viewing point, what we are really seeing is
 the body of a country laid out for dissection - the clifftop path dou-
 bling as the gallery of a kind of anatomical theatre. It is disconcert-
 ing to discover that such a beautiful building conceals a tainted core,
 but in its own way this is also a measure of its success, at least in
 terms of that marriage of goodness and badness which the 'arch Ital-
 ian' Curzio Malaparte steadfastly pursued in his life and his work,
 and which find their fullest expression in his house at Capri.
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 © Gabriele Basilico / mart, Archivio del 900,

 Fondo Adalberto Libera
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