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Up the Street:
Mario Radice and Cesare Cattaneo's Camerlata Fountain 1935-2010
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Abstract

Up the Street: Mario Radice and Cesare
Cattaneo s Camerlata Fountain 1935-2010

Anthony White(The University of Melbourne, Senior Lecturer)

In this paper I examine Cesare Cattaneo and Mario Radice's Camerlata
Fountain in northern Italy, focusing on the work’s relation to the urban
environment and its “‘mobility” over several decades. As I demonstrate, the
design of Cattaneo and Radice's work relates to the circular layout of a traffic
intersection and was intended to be viewed from the window of a moving
automobile, In this way it continues a tradition, begun by the Futurists and
continued by Le Corbusier, who saw the car as central to modermn art and
architecture, Moreover, the work relates to the concept of mobility in so
far as it was in itially built in 1936 in Milan and subsequently destroyed and
reconstructed during 1962 in its current location near Como, As the history
of the work’s conception, production and reception demonstrates, Cattaneo
and Radice’s work not only responds to the experience of vehicle-generated
mobility in modern society but also reveals the tensions and anxieties

associated with an increasingly dynamic urban environment,
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Up the Street: Mario Radice and Cesare

Cattaneo s Camerlata Fountain 1935-2010

Anthony White(The University of Melbourne, Senior Lecturer)

In their 1935 proposal to build a fountain in a busy, circular road junction
near Como in northern Italy, Cesare Cattaneo, the modernist architect, and
Mario Radice, the abstract painter, argued that the work should closely relate
to the built environment of the intersection, However, rather than responding
to the existing, static architecture, the form of the fountain was to “accord in
its forces and its spirit with -+ the setting of the great highways that converge
there in a radial pattern and with the same tone of rapid and continuous
circulation,”! The completed work, Cattaneo and Radice’s Fountain for
Piazza Corsica in Como-Camerlata [hereafter Camerlata Fountain] addresses
the regular, daily movement of people and vehicles along streets and
highways, and serves as a monument to the intense mobility which has come
to define our experience of modernity. The other way in which the fountain
relates to mobility is the work's literal movement from Milan, where it was
first installed in 1936 before being destroyed in 1945 and rebuilt in Como
in 1962, as well as the proposal in 2008 to move the work from one part of
Como to another. As I argue below, in an examination of the conception,
production and reception of the Camerlata Fountain, Cattaneo and Radice
s work responds to the experience of vehicle-generated mobility in modern
society and reveals the tensions and anxieties associated with an increasingly
dynamic and unsettled urban environment, (fig, 1)

The concept of mobility was dear to the Italian futurist movement, which,
beginning in 1909, saw great movements of people and vehicles as one
of the most pressing themes of modern art and literature, Moreover, the
futurists worshipped the automobile, that quintessential industrial medium of
human mobility, as a symbol of the flight from the past. As F. T. Marinetti,
the leader of the group, argued “A racing automobile with its bonnet
adorned with great tubes like serpents with explosive breath -+ is more
beautiful than the Victory of Samothrace.”? The futurist painter and sculptor
Boccioni titled one of his works “The Street Enters the House”, and the
Como-born, futurist architect Antonio Sant Elia, who imagined a “Futurist
city like an immense and tumultuous shipyard, agile, mobile and dynamic”,
provided in his visionary urban plans for the rapid movement of vehicles
in submerged roadways.? In this sense the futurists envisaged a world of

art profoundly transformed by the intensely mobile activity of the street. In
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concrete examples of painting and sculpture, however, futurist artists were
rarely able to capture the excitement and iconoclasm that they promised
in their theories. Moreover, by the 1920s Mussolini's fascist movement had
taken control of the country and a backward-looking, neo~lassicism gripped
many of the nation’s artists, The futurists pulled back from the radical daring
of their theoretical pronouncements, leaving it to others to realize the more
innovative dimensions of their manifestos,

Some of the most ambitious attempts to address the modern reality of
urban dynamism were made not by painters and sculptors but rather by
modern architects, The French architect Le Corbusier imagined the modern
city and its buildings as dominated by the reality of the motor car, arguing
that a “city made for speed is made for success,”* He designed one of his
houses, the Villa Savoye, in such a way that a semicircular driveway around
the ground floor corresponded to the turning radius of a Voisin automobile,*
The car was essential to Le Corbusier’s vision in two senses: he believed that
the type of mass production already established for cars could be applied to
housing, and his urban plans were dependent upon the possibility of rapid,
carbased transit between one part of the city and another, a utopian vision
of a swiftmoving city which enabled a multiplication of the area devoted
to traffic and in which “Cafes and places of recreation would no longer be
the fungus that eats up the pavements,”® As John Tomlinson argues in The
Culture of Speed: The Coming of Immediacy, the increased speed made
possible by automobiles and other forms of transport, which is connected to
the progress of reforming change in modern society, can involve significant
forms of liberation, and many have been willing to sacrifice anything to
achieve it, Nevertheless, speed can also lead a diminishment of experience,
and planners who facilitate the increasing speed of everyday life can be
guilty of what Tomlinson has described as Le Corbusier's “indifference and
insensitivity to the social anthropology of street life.”” After all, the advent of
faster and faster travel creates a situation in which the nervous systems of the
city's inhabitants are fundamentally altered, As Georg Simmel once argued
in respect of the modern city: “The rapid crowding of changing images, the
sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance, and the unexpectedness
of onrushing impressions. These are the psychological conditions which
the metropolis creates.”® In light of Simmel's remarks it is possible to
examine the increased tempo of everyday life made possible by the
combination of improved roads and faster cars and ask whether the resulting
impoverishment of experience is worth the benefits of convenience and
more rapid exchanges between individuals and communities. The question
I want to pose is whether Cattaneco and Radice, in directly addressing the
reality of modern traffic behavior in Camerlata Fountain, contributed to the
loss or diminishment of experience brought about through the ever-hastening

speed of vehicular transport, or whether they ameliorated the deleterious
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effects of the increasingly rapid, mechanized transit of bodies across the
surface of the earth, (fig. 2)

The intention behind the work was clearly spelled out in the original 1935
report proposing the fountain to the government of Como, Cattaneo and
Radice began from the premise that the location, which was then called
Piazza Corsica, was not a traditional Italian city square. The surrounding
buildings, in their estimation, were hybrid, disordered and lacking in dignity,
and a state of confusion was caused by a proliferation of pavements, tram
lines, telephone poles, signs, and gas pumps, Moreover, the square’s very
existence was related not to the buildings per se but rather to the junction
of major highways and roads leading to neighboring cities. As the authors
pointed out, furthermore, the Piazza was already characterized by great
amounts of traffic; a fact that they believed would be intensified due to the
city of Como's recent decision to exclude any residential function for the
square in future urban plans. The square was and would be, in other words,
not a place for living in but a place for moving through.® Contributing to
this sense of mobility was the fact that the routes meeting at Piazza Corsica
were feeder roads from the first restricted access, toll motorway anywhere in
the world which led from Milan to Varese and Como and which had been
completed only a few years earlier. In his discussion of these motorways
Richard Vahrenkamp has argued that “accessibility to tourist destinations
for the residents of large cities in Italy influenced motorway construction”,
and the original purpose of these roads was largely to convey tourist
traffic from the metropolitan centre of Milan in the south to the popular
holiday destinations of the lakes and mountains on the border with
Switzerland, '°(fig. 3)

Inspired by the context of this intense traffic region Cattaneo and Radice
argued that their fountain should be conceived directly in relation to the
environment—not however to the surrounding buildings and the immediate
inhabitants of the area—but to the existence of and uses for the major roads
which determined the traffic flow around the square, The work addresses
the local environment of the traffic junction but also the nonlocal network
of places to which the Piazza is connected, and in this sense the fountain
speaks not to a place in particular but rather the quality of the square as a
place of transit and tourism, What this implied for Cattaneo and Radice was a
new conception of a fountain, one that had to take into account the square’
s function as a major traffic hub but also the fact that the most viewers would
experience the work in an extremely short time while travelling at a rapid
pace in a vehicle, The public, they noted, who “circulate for a few moments
-+ is mostly a public of drivers, that see turning around, and need to grasp
the complex from any point of view,”!! From these principles they reasoned
that the Fountain would have to be vertical in emphasis to be visible from

a distance, transparent so that drivers could see through it, curved so as to
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develop in time and be equally viewable from any point as the viewer moves
through the roundabout, and composed of what they described as “ample
and clear thythms” in a harmony accessible to whoever looks at it and
understandable in an instant, *(fig, 4)

The choice of the circle as the principle motif of the fountain was
motivated, they argued, by the traffic moving around a circular roadway and
the fact that the circle is a perfect geometrical form immediately graspable by
a viewer, Horizontally and vertically placed circles interspersed with spheres
are placed in the centre of the junction, stacked vertically so as to leave
empty spaces to allow transparency and facilitate visual access across the
Piazza, The effect of the circles and spheres, the authors hoped, would be
to lend an element of harmony to the intersection that was patently missing
from it, From these arguments in the original proposal we can see that the
intention of the creators was to directly address the placeless, transitory
quality of the square but in doing so inject a sense of dignity and balance,
They sought to achieve this by creating a rationally ordered form in a busy
and chaotic transport hub which would help to stabilize and make sense of
the viewer's experience of the built environment. The question remains to
what degree were they successful in this endeavor.,

The evaluation of this success is complicated by several factors, First,
the fountain was not built in its intended location in the 1930s, but rather
was installed temporarily in the Sempione Park in Milan in 1936 as part
of the Milan Triennial of Decorative Arts, Industrial Design and Modern
Architecture, On this occasion the work was constructed of cement rather
than the intended marble and was surrounded not by roads and cars but
by trees, grass and plants, Second, a further layer of meaning was added
to the work when the authors presented it to Marinetti, who was by that
time a member of the Italian Academy, as an entry for an art prize. In a
letter to the futurist, penned in 1939 while the fountain was still visible in
the Sempione Park in Milan, the authors stated that the work expresses ‘the
dynamism of large scale motor traffic.” They also added that “The people
who pass swiftly by have a need for the sudden and decisive emotions that
only our time can provide, Bold forms, of an almost irritating simplicity, of
immediate clarity, in the blinding sunlight,” Elsewhere they commented that
the construction creates a ‘frightening contrast between the slenderness of
the supports and the enormous weight launched into the air,”'3 As Silvia
Danesi points out, in this letter Cattaneo and Radice transformed the fountain
into a “futurist gesture,”* In the process, the earlier concern with providing a
sense of focus and harmony for the drivers who circulate has been changed
to incorporate a rather different experience of the work, The sense of clarity
and dignity that the authors originally claimed was the central preoccupation
of the fountain was overturned in favor of a reading which emphasizes what

Ornella Selvafolta has described as the “asymmetrical swerves” and “unstable
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balances” of the fountain, ' In this reading the dynamism of the work is far
less the cause of harmony and focus but rather what the authors call “violent
emotions’ : irritation, fear and blindness,

The themes of fear and violence would become relevant to the reception
history of the work in later times, Due to the war which began in 1940,
the fountain remained in Milan, rather than being transported to Como.
In 1944, during a bombing raid of Milan by the Allies, the fountain, along
with other structures in the park, was destroyed. In an interview recorded
near the end of his life, Radice speculated on the motives of the Allied
bombing crews in destroying the work: “who knows what they thought it
was, probably an anti aircraft placement,” !¢ Although it is difficult to imagine
anyone today mistaking the sculpture for an anti-aircraft gun placement, in
certain respects the comparison is apt—both are made of cement and have
a circular form, Furthermore, as one of the Milan critics pointed out in an
article describing the fountain, it was located in the park on an axis between
a decommissioned Austrian mortar gun sitting just outside the Castello
Sforzesco and the Arch of Peace,!” The latter is a neo<lassical triumphal
arch originally intended to commemorate the entry of Napoleon into Milan
which, like the Austrian mortar, acknowledges the invading force of a foreign
military power,

The relationship established between the fountain and military history
raises the question of whether there might be any further correspondences
between the work and wartime events and infrastructure more generally.
If we go back to the original justification for the fountain, the many roads
and highways in the region of Como, it is interesting to note that one of the
motivations for building roads in this area was the necessity for highways to
enable supplies and vehicles to get from one part of the country to another
during military conflict, As Vahrenkamp has argued, one of the lessons of
WWI was that the heavy trucks which supplied the front destroyed many
streets thereby creating a need for more substantial and efficiently managed
roads,'® In this way, the rapid movement along roads and highways to which
the fountain refers are part of a military-industrial infrastructure that relies
on speed for wartime defense and offence. Paul Virilio has argued in Speed
& Politics: An Essay on Dromology, that changes in culture and society,
including the dominance of rapid movement with its attendant infrastructure
of mass produced vehicles, extensive highway systems and advanced
technologies of electronic communication, are generated by the requirement
for speed inherent to the military-industrial complex. From this he concludes
that “history progresses at the speed of its weapons systems,”!? Significant in
this regard is the fact that the Milan Triennial at which the fountain was first
unveiled was opened just a few weeks after the proclamation of the Italian
Empire in Africa, which had been created through Mussolin{'s brutal military
occupation of Ethiopia in 19356, To the degree that the fountain is about
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speed, then, it is also about war, and so Radice’s half-serious comment about
the anti-aircraft gun placement was especially insightful. (fig. 5)

After the fountain was finally reconstructed and installed in the site near
Como for which it was originally intended in 1962, discussion of the work
has provoked both reminiscences of the past and protests about the present.
Prompted by proposals mooted during 2008 to relocate the work to a central
location in Como where it could be more readily appreciated by tourists,
local residents, who were largely opposed to the idea of shifting the work,
recalled fond childhood memories of the fountain, One writer to the local
newspaper La Provincia di Como recalled that as a boy he had watched
the work being constructed in the early 1960s with his nose pressed to the
window of his bedroom, and that in his youth he had spent many nights
with his friends seated at the edge of the pools or on the lowest ring or
standing on the raised circle, This, however, he added, was before there
was such a “disgusting” amount of traffic, the latter being a theme echoed
by many other writers to the same newspaper, one of whom argued that the
traffic in the square had become “unbearable” 2° Another writer to the same
newspaper pointed out that the Piazza, “devastated by incessant traffic, is
clearly no longer, not even in spatial terms, what it once was,”?! Yet another
noted in 2010 that

What use to the citizens of Camerlata is a fountain that expresses “harmony” through
its structure when its environment is degraded and impoverished to the point where
the meaning of urban redefinition that Cattaneo and Radice thought to give to the area

through the monument has been betrayed 22

Many contributors to the debate in the pages of La Provincia di Como
argued that in view of the severe damage caused to the sculpture, which
has been blackened by pollution and cracked by the vibrations of moving
vehicles, that it was not time to move the sculpture away from the
intersection for which it was intended, thereby eliminating its site-specific
nature, but rather to reduce or redirect the large amount of traffic circling
through the square, What this suggests is that the idea of site-specificity
has been destroyed, not by a change in the sculpture but rather by a
transformation of the context for which the work was built, The city has
become too mobile even for a work expressly designed as a monument to
mobility. (fig. 6)

Although the original purpose of the Camerfata Fountain was to add a
level of order and clarity to an otherwise chaotic stretch of urban space, in
the various readings of the work activated by its differing contexts, the work’
s meaning is mobile in ways that exceed this aspiration for harmony. In one
context it was imagined as providing a guiding fulcrum to a busy intersection;
in another it was conceived as an astonishing, even fearful construction,

connected not just to a national road system but also to the historical events
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of wartime Europe which ultimately led to the work's destruction, Lastly, in
recent debates among Como residents about the most appropriate location
for the rebuilt structure, it is apparent that the work has, in a sense, not only
outlived its usefulness but is also in danger of being destroyed once more,
not by military hardware but by the very forces of speed, mobility and
transport infrastructure that the Fountain was originally designed to tame.
Perhaps in the repeated outcries of local residents regarding the insufferable
traffic situation in Camerlata, for which debates about the work’s destiny
seem to be the touchstone, the Fountain may continue to act as a beacon of
reason for a more harmonious urban environment than the town planners of

Como have allowed for up to this day.
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