“The Falsification of History?”... It’s all False!

One of the most important problem the 20th Century left us as a inheritance, is the concept of Falsification of the History, and related with this, the idea of overprotection of the monuments and historical sites.

In reality this was just a trick necessary impose a new language of architecture totally decontestualized and shows that the modernist architects were much more respectful than the traditional ones regarding the ancient monuments.
In practice, certain types of people consider the creation of architecture based on tradition a “falsification of history”, while it is permitted or downright desirable to copy the modernists.

Annoyed by this hypocrisy, and having to write an article for the publication of the students’ work, I decided to confront the problem in hopes that the meaning of this concept can be clarified once and for all. Thus, we can be done with it once and for all.

For this dilemma to be faced and resolved, answers to several simple questions must be given to questions such as: What is the meaning of Falsification of History? Is it really appropriate to speak of Falsification of History? If Falsification of History shocks people, why is this not the case as well for what we could call Falso Futuribile (Falsification of Futurity)?

To provide an answer to the preceding questions it is necessary first of all to explain the reasons, if reasons they be, why the concept of Falsification of History arose, then, the connotations it has acquired first in the Restoration field then that of art and architecture criticism.

Since I must sadly admit that this sort of discussion – as is the case for just about everything having to do with architecture and urbanism – arises only and exclusively at conventions of experts, and always fails, therefore, to involve public opinion. Yet it is the public that has to live in the environments created by these experts. I think it is extremely important to offer the possibility of understanding this concept as well as the speculations about it to “lay people”. So doing will mean that anyone – not just architects – will finally have the opportunity to decide whether or not the concept of “falsification of history” in architecture represents a “just cause” or else if it is just a lie!

It is useful, above all, to reread the book of Cesare Brandi – Teoria del Restauro (Giulio Einaudi Edizioni – Turin 1963) and the chapter “Falsificazione” in particular.

Here it is immediately explained that the problem of falseness is just a matter of judgment, and so it can never be considered from a simple pragmatic point of view.

Brandi says: «Therefore falseness is based on judgment. Now the judgment of falseness assumes a judgment in which a predicate is attributed to a particular subject, the contents of which consist of the relationship of the subject to the concept. The judgment of falseness is thus recognised to be problematic, where the basic determinations that the subject should or should not possess are referred to, but possession thereof is claimed, where, in a judgment of falseness the lack of congruence of the subject with his or her concept is established, and the object itself is declared to be false ».

I do not think it is necessary to provide further explanations on the subject, since Brandi’s words are sufficiently clear: the problem of presumed falseness consists in the “judgment” that is given of an object, hence the judgment, as such, is a subjective problem!...

Now let us ask ourselves: subjective of whom?

Another, highly important step towards understanding falseness, is the question of the intentionality of whoever produces or puts in circulation a falsification. Once again Brandi settles the matter unequivocally as he points out that, according to this intentionality, a net differentiation between copy, imitation and falsification comes into play.

He singles out three fundamental cases: «the production of an object to resemble or reproduce another object, or in the manners either in the style of a determined historical period or of a determined artistic personality, for no other reason than documentation of the object or the pleasure that one intends to derive from it; production of an object as above, but with the specific purpose of deceiving others as to the era, the material authenticity, or the creator; placing of the object on the market or other distribution of the object, even if it has not been produced with the intention of deceiving, as in the case of an authentic work different in period, material, fabrication, or artists from the ones attributed to the object itself». The first of the three cases comes under the domain of the copy or imitation, the other two, according to Brandi, point to the two basic conceptions of falseness: «only in the given case can historical falsification be distinguished from artistic falsification, which ends up appearing as a subcategory, since every work of art is a historical monument as well, in since the intention to deceive is identical in both cases».

This history of art is full of examples of “artists” and their “pupils”. The latter take inspiration from their masters and reach noteworthy levels, yet, they base their production on the personality of others. None of these “pupils” are ever accused of plagiary, amorality or crimes against the aesthetic. In fact we have the opportunity to study their works in all the art history books. Hence, the problem of the false is one which we “moderns” invented.

Furthermore, if the return to tradition and classical precepts had been considered an act of falsification, neither the Renaissance, nor Neoclassicism could ever have existed.

In actual fact, every period in the history of architecture, except that of the Modernist Movement has cherished the tradition that came before it and has been able to add something new.

The Modernist movement, on the contrary, basing its expressiveness on reducing history to nothing, the tabula rasa, could never have co-existed with a tradition capable of encouraging thought, so it repudiated history!

On that subject it is of interest to quote Viollet – Le – Duc who, referring to our inability to emulate the magnificence or quality of the architecture of the past, had observed:

«we like to take revenge on the knowledge we lack through scorn [...] but disdaining does not mean feeling ». A further reflection on the false must be made, if false is indeed the term. It concerns ancient statues. Where would Winckelmann have been, had it not been for the fakes made by the ancient Romans? Yet, these false pieces were made for profit!

Many sculptors’ workshops were paid huge sums to make copies of the greatest Greek artists to satisfy the tastes of rich senators, emperors, etc. and embellish their villas: it is only thanks to the work of these falsari (falsifiers) they we can now admire works such as the Laocoon, the so-called Farnese Bull, the discuss thrower of Myron, etc. …these are wonderful works, but they are copies. People appreciated and still appreciate them, independently of the intellectualising of critics and art historians.

So, we should ask ourselves: what is the problem?

When a building fell into ruin in ancient times – the history of fires in Rome is never ending - it was rebuilt in its original form, on the original site or, even better, having more character than the preceding one.

Archaic temples were rebuilt in the Hellenistic style which, according to contemporary thought is the crime of falsification, but—aside from some biased nineteenth-century theory, which, however, has never been proven – no-one has ever asked whether the Romans were great artists or simply miserable copiers. Obviously they were great artists, and it is equally obvious that the problem cannot be sought in the method of the artists but in the judgment, often hypocritical, of those who judge. I want to return to this subject later. To give an idea of what a great gap there is between the positions of ordinary people (the great majority) and the so-called orthodox thinkers (a small minority made up of art and architecture historians, critics, archaeologists … fortunately not all of them!), I will quote from Brandi, the story and the judgment made of the events surrounding the Campanile of San Marco in Venice and the Holy Trinity Bridge in Florence: «The rebuilding of the Campanile of San Marco, which is really a copy rather than a reconstruction, but which functions as a reconstruction for the urban environment it was intended to complete, again raises the problem of the legitimacy of a copy put in place of the original, or removed for better conservation, or else which has disappeared.

Now, neither in historical nor in aesthetic terms can replacement with a copy be legitimised, except where the replaced work of art has the sole additional function of being a complementary element, and is not valid in itself. The copy is a historical and aesthetic falsification and as such may have justification for purely didactic and commemorative reasons, but it cannot replace the original.

What was required for Piazza San Marco was a vertical element: the Campanile; the exact reproduction was not required unless out of sentimental nostalgia for the tower. This must be said, too, for the Holy Trinity Bridge which had to be restored, and for which anastilosis was necessary, and which could not be brutally replaced by a copy. This is a far more serious matter, since, if the Campanile of San Marco only represented a work patched up in the course of time, the Holy Trinity Bridge was a sublime work of art, so the falsification performed is all the more criminal.

The nostalgic adage – as it was, where it was – is the very negation of the principle of restoration. It is an offence to History and an insult to Aesthetics, implying that time is reversible and works of art can be reproduced any time anyone wants ».

So the question is: in a democracy, is parochial sentimentalism more important to History and Aesthetics or specious offence?

What could be said of the work to supplement, recreate and complete, marvellous, in my opinion, performed in the workshop of Bartolomeo Cavaceppi on most of the Roman statues (now making the rounds of the most important museums in the world): was his, for the orthodox thinkers of his era, a criminal act which mortally offended them, or else was he considered a great figure from whom such works were to be commissioned?

I think I can speak for the entire world population in asking: who cares about the offence!

Thank heavens the Campanile and the Bridge fell when the “power” of the Restoration Charter had not as yet come to reign supreme!

Try and imagine piazza San Marco now with a Foster- or Eisenman- style skyscraper in place of the tower, or a Calatrava-style bridge in place of the Trinity.

At this point I think it is possible and appropriate to look at the present situation, especially the indiscriminate extension of the concept of falsification of history – a concept which had arisen for matters concerning restoration – to the creation of new architecture and urban design.

Anyone who dares to depart from the modernist trend and tries to regain possession of a tradition reaching back millennia is branded as a falsifier!

The 1931 Athens Charter makes a fundamental point as far as our problem is concerned. For this very reason, in consideration of the moment in history when it was written – a period in which a modernist idea based on the reduction of history to nothing was pursued – it should indeed be revised. Those guidelines, which came about as a result of the tides of opinion in that period, have led to urban and architectural deterioration, rather than the protection of monuments and historical centres, which had been the original intention. For example, I quote point 8 of the “Instructions for the Restoration of Monuments” drawn up by the Italian Ministry of Education in 1938 as a consequence of the Athens Charter: «for obvious reasons of historical dignity and for necessary clarity in the present artistic conscience, it is absolutely forbidden, even in areas not of monument or landscape interest, to construct edifices in ancient “styles”, in so far as this represents a double falsification, of the ancient as well as the recent history of art».

In the name of the soundest principles of democracy, and in the light of the environmental disasters that have occurred thanks to this “enlightened architectural and urban-planning” approach, I have no qualms about condemning this article as a defence of the crime of devastation of Italian cities and the Italian territory.

Thanks to this imbecility, historical centres have been subjected to the most atrocious assaults, while citizens relegated to the outlying areas have been treated like guinea pigs to be used for testing the “new and most advanced ways of living in the modern city” ... the only people who have benefited from these “modern successes”, obviously, have been the property speculators and, now, the psychologists, psychiatrists and sociologists who, in spite of themselves, have been “forced to derive earnings” from the hardships of the poor victims sacrificed in the name of the alleged modernity!

What can it or could it matter to the poor “uneducated citizen that the “learned scholar” considered himself or herself offended “for obvious reasons of historical dignity or due to the necessary clarity of present-day artistic consciousness” by the high-quality architecture that could have been produced in the new quarters, as in the historical centres?

We cannot help but deplore the fact that the so-called rationalist architects of that era, blinded by the mirage of modernism, got round the public bodies in charge of inspecting building projects by presenting designs “in the style”, obtaining the building permits then, once the works were under way, built whatever they felt like building, not giving a damn about what ordinary people might like. The absurd thing is that these “pioneers of the blocks of flats” have been glorified by those architecture departments that should have abhorred them, instead of being remembered as the hack builders they really were!

Politicians, supposed people of culture, or architects, etc. promoted the “building of housing” after the World War, instead of “promoting architecture itself”.

For the very reason that anyone can form an idea of what is at the heart of the modernist movement and in order to reflect on whether or not the restrictions placed on the buildings constructed in those years were just, I want to mention point VIII of the Futurist Manifesto by Sant’Elia: «from architecture so conceived no plastic and linear practices can arise, because the basic characteristic of futurist architecture is transitoriness: buildings will not last as long as we do. Every generation will have to build its own city; this constant renewal of the architectural environment will contribute to the victory of “Futurism”, which has already established itself with the “Words in Liberty”, “Plastic Dynamism”, “Music without rhythmic quadrature” and ”the Art of Noise”, for which we struggle relentlessly against the cowardliness of the traditionalists».

To decree that architecture must be transitory is, I feel, a lucid, premeditated criminal act. Indeed, the idea that public or private money, whichever it may be, must constantly be spent to build and rebuild a building is reprehensible.

With these scandalous decrees, the only interest sponsored by Sant’Elia and its followers was that of the property speculators, who had the greatest interest in producing transitory and “basic” edifices.

It is absurd not to give consideration to producing long-lasting building as well as the financial condition of the customers!

In that era, probably, due to the need to rebuild and with population growth, this attitude won votes, but it is a shame that those who should have taught architecture theorised that squalid construction was the true modern architecture!

Now it seems shocking to say the least that architecture departments insist on keeping on with misguided teaching: just think that students are taught not to give a damn about the genius loci or the people who will have to live in the buildings they design, or else that it is all right to design buildings that are “irreverent and desecrating” in the context, etc., those students will firmly believe in what they have been taught and, when they become architects, they will create buildings that clash and contribute to the loss of any worth in the urban setting; if the students are even cleverer, they will become professors and teach students to come up with even more horrible monsters, for obvious reasons of historical dignity and for the necessary clarity of the present artistic consciousness!

Going back to that notorious point 8 of the “Instructions for the Restoration of Monuments”, and the horrors perpetrated more or less recently in historical centres, we can ask ourselves why the General Rules for the Restoration of Monuments of 1931 were disregarded. In point 6, they ruled: “that together with respect for the monument and its various phases come respect for the condition of the surroundings. These cannot be altered by inopportune isolation; by the construction of new buildings that are intrusive because of their mass, colour, and style». Forty years later, after an assessment of actions taken after 1931, and recognition of the fact that some of the provisions of the 1931 Charter had not been heeded, in the Report on the Restoration Charter of 1972 it was written: Not even minor disorders were to be foreseen due to demands for a misunderstood modernity and crude urban planning, which, using the growth of the cities and traffic as a excuse, led to inobservance of that concept of environment that, had represented a noteworthy achievement of the Restoration Charter and subsequent directives, since it went beyond the limited criterion of the single monument [...]».

The horrendous situation of twentieth-century urban planning can be summarised in the typical hypocritical attitude – “a respectful façade” concealing other aims pursued by those who were supposed to and should keep watch over the architectural and urban heritage: This Historical Centre is not to be touched! (But that was not always the case!), 

In new built-up areas everything, (or almost everything) is allowed, all that needs to be done is to observe the suitability-for-building indexes!

Analysing the most recent disfigurements of Italian cities, it can be ascertained that several fundamental guidelines set forth in the 1972 Restoration Charter were totally ignored, probably depending on the political or financial importance of the applicant. Yet, as the accompanying report implies, the charter had arisen from profound criticism of the horrors caused by demands for a misunderstood modernity and crude urban planning.

A careful reading of the directions in Appendix d to the 1972 Restoration Charter, “Instructions for the Safeguarding of Historical Centres”, which I shall not include here for obvious reasons of space, gives rise to dramatic doubts:

how is it possible today, in spite of the aforementioned guidelines, that “propagandistic” projects like that of the “Ara Pacis” in Rome, the Uffizi of Firenze, the Walls of Urbino, the Scala of Milan, etc., are put forth?

There would seem to be a double standard when it comes to respect and safeguarding: the first is for “ordinary people”, and is made up of bans which are often absurd, the second is for representatives of the so-called “Star System” who, with their big names, are entitled to massacre any place indiscriminately in the name of progress and for political reasons.

A friend of mine told me about a woman from Florence who wept before the picture of the design by Arata Isozaki for the Uffizi and wondered: what will become of us?

Returning to the concept of falsehood of history in architecture, Brandi has explained to us that the main problem -- in general and not just in architecture – arises from the misleading behaviour of the creator of the object towards those who observe him or her; we have also ascertained that the only ones who feel offended by this behaviour are the modern educated people; finally, we have been able to observe from all the instructions given in the Charter, only the ones that served the purposes of the architects have been taken into consideration, and, depending on the individual case: Meier, Isozaki, De Carlo, Botta, etc. are exempted from having to respect anything whatsoever!

The other side of the falsehood of history is represented by those Italian cities which, because of having been the birthplaces of “modernist” or “rationalist” architects, have forgotten all that took place before the twentieth century. So contemporary architects, critics and local politicians call for, or even require, that the building produced by the modernist movement be taken as a model for others: this is what has led to thousands of neo-rationalist, neo-functionalist, neo-Teragni, neo Le Corbusier, etc. projects.

At the same time, the work of those architects who make an effort to return to traditional precepts which have guided Italian architecture and urban planning for thousands of years is ridiculed or, what is worse, criminalised.

If we were to consider the theory of Falsehood of History valid today in Como, and in the specific case Brandi’s examples clarifying intentionality and the sharp differentiation between copy, imitation and falsehood, we would be forced to consider the 1915-19 War Memorial the main example of a double falsehood, both historical and artistic: the structure was built by Terragni, based on a design by Prampolini who, on Marinetti’s suggestion, had converted a sketch of Sant’Elia for a lighthouse tower into a design.

Hence, reiterating Brandi’s concepts, it was produced «in the manners or in the style of a determined period in history or by determined artistic personalities » or, what’s more, «[...] even if it was not produced with the intention of deceiving, as in the case of an authentic period, work, or one made from material, by a factory or by creators different from the ones attributed to the object in itself».

going against what had been the intentions of Sant’Elia and his “disciples”, the building is protected by law and, as such, subject to expensive restoration work.

If we really must respect the intentions of the artist, we cannot ignore what was at the heart of his theories: «the basic characteristic of futurist architecture is transitoriness: we will last longer than buildings. Every generation will have to build its own city; this constant renewal of the architectural environment will contribute to the victory of “Futurism”, [...]». In that case, where and when can the falsehood of history be spoken of?

Why is it that the effort to provide a dignified and peaceful building and urban environment, inspired by the noblest past, is to be considered a criminal act, whereas copying the alleged “great modernists” – who, with their erroneous works and theories have caused the loss of any value whatsoever in architecture as well as soaring maintenance costs, is to be seen as the proper conduct to pursue?

If the problem, then, is only that of deception, I think that no “traditionalist architect” has any intention of deceiving anyone with his or her modus operandi. If anything, he or she will be motivated by a profound respect for monuments, historical centres, the landscape and, above all, the inhabitants; he or she will have not intention of leading people to believe that the work was produced in another era or by a great artist from the past: hence, he or she will not have any intention of offending anyone.

This architect will have an interest in cancelling the offences perpetrated against the “poor, uneducated people” by those who, with the “presumption of culture”, has deceived them, making them think that a city, the daughter of our “modern civilisation” and expression of our times was being created around them. Any dictionary will tell us that deception literally means falsified presentation of truth.

The actual situation in urbanism today shows us that the only and true deception, is what has been committed by the so-called experts who, with their manner of passing judgments, have wanted us to believe that zoning, modern outskirts, large traffic arteries right in the middle of residential areas, living units, the elimination of any extra decorative element, etc. corresponds to the true expression of modern civilisation, the true ideals of life, urban planning and architecture.

By the same token, the Athens Charter, referring to restoration, explained that (Point V) «the experts have understood the various communications relative to the use of modern materials for the consolidation of ancient buildings; and approve of the judicious use of all the resources of modern techniques, in particular, that of reinforced concrete ».

The Charter, therefore, “strangely” in line with the intentions of Sant’Elia, called for abandonment of traditional techniques and materials, in the name of the more up-to-date, modern and “transitory” technologies and materials.

History, however, has taught us that these truths were actually falsehoods: the buildings “restored” through modern technologies and non-traditional materials (especially resins and cements) were seriously damaged later on by the aging of these new and modern components that had been introduced under the aegis of the experts!

Who then is telling the truth? I feel that without any doubt the only falsifiers are the theoreticians of the falsehood of history, those who, with their “erudite pedantry”, have attempted or try to convince the “uneducated masses” that their “knowledge” would guide them towards a better future.

This mass of people, stricken with a certain cultural inferiority complex when face to face with the experts, have passively accepted these theorems in so far as they are “expressed by people who understand the subject” even if, deep down within themselves, a sense of disgust and refusal has simmered. Every time this came out, it was too late, or it was said in lowered voices among friends with whom there was nothing to be ashamed of in “not understanding” contemporary architecture and urban planning.

The degeneration of these “cult doctrines”, the domain only of the initiates in the Departments of Architecture, has now led to urban and architectural situations which, by intention, impose themselves with their dissonance, irreverence and desecration – to use two words highly in vogue among contemporary architects and critics – these speak to us in a language which is certainly not one of this planet, made up of contorted edifices, where it becomes a problem even to enter and walk, where titanium, glass, or metal projections threateningly stretch their fingers over anyone who dares to walk under the structure, etc.

Question: even if these creations do not exist, have never existed, nor, it is to be wished, will ever exist on this planet, should they not be considered a False Future?

If so, why doesn’t anyone have the courage to feel offended?

The hard judgment is up to posterity. For us, there is the awareness that we are finally admitting that the problem of the Falsehood of History is entirely a False Problem!
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