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The Master of Desiring

mixing memory and desire … (T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land)

Desire, as we all know, feeds on itself. Not only the object or per-
son that are being desired, merely an image, even just a phan-
tom, of them can rekindle desire and set it aflame. Consumed by 
desire, all wanting and yet deprived of it, the feeling can spread 
to every limb. Not only do we desire because desiring lends 
intensity to our sense of self, it also affects others and, as if by 
magic, ignites their desire in turn. If desiring is to experience 
the lack of something that is being wanted, will possessing that 
something bring satisfaction or merely strain our feelings?
While not the only sense by which we sustain our desire – surely, 
smell and sound hold their own – the eye is perhaps the most 
privileged organ by which we fasten on the object of our desire 
and indulge the feeling we hold for it. To stare, as if to fixate a 
prey, or only furtively glancing at it, can turn beholding into a 
feast (for the eye) or into torture (for the heart). Unable to take 
ones eyes off something makes the lack of it all the more pain-
ful, the memory more maudlin, the loss unbearable. If such 
desiring inhabited our surroundings, transforming them into a 
chamber of longing, what would they look like? I suggest that 
they would come straight out of Carlo Mollino’s imagination, 
and not only from his mind but his apartments, too. Where lan-
guid sculptures, half-blind mirrors, spidery tables and deeply 
cushioned seats induce a curious sense of strained relaxation, 
of unfulfilled yet savored appetite, there is the haunted house 
of desire. Because it is the body that desires, not just the eye 
and the heart, it matters where and how we find ourselves 
when caught in a state of desiring. Engineering will be no less 
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important than imagination and theatrical flair in order to induce 
a state that triggers anticipation. The mild dread when the 
lights go out and the thrill when the curtain rises, flooding the 
audience with the «air of another planet»1, are only some of the 
commonplace experiences that make theaters the ideal venue 
for desiring. The experience of sudden transport – Karl Friedrich 
Schinkel’s definition of the theater’s unique accomplishment, 
namely to move the audience to another time and place without 
requiring them to raise more than an eye – is also the definition 
of wish-fulfillment2. In yet another respect is the theater the true 
arena of desire: we transfer not only our attention according to 
the power of the stage, we also shift from the actor’s role to the 
actor as a person and back again, as do the actors themselves. 
Hence it is possible to say that we desire an actor in a particular 
role rather than only seeing her or him on stage in whatever 
guise. Ideally the actor must be a person we might desire, and 
his or her role one we affectively like or dislike. What actors ac-
complish turns out to be rather close to the heart of desire itself: 
we wish for it and cannot have it; we have her and cannot keep 
her what she is, or was, or might be. 
Carlo Mollino (1905-1973) built such a theater for himself, more 
than once and in different domains. Preparing his domestic 
‘stage’ in an apartment where he did not really reside but rather 
acted, on the snow-covered slopes of his native Piedmont and 
in the rice paddies of its plains, but always with an eye to their 
possible role as stage, as the arena of desire. To begin with, 
something that was to occupy him for many years, schussing 
down the snowy slopes, he made a charade of a popular ‘sport’ 
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Copertina del numero speciale dedicato al vetro della rivista 
«lo STILE nella casa e nell’arredamento» diretta da Giò Ponti, 
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that celebrates speed and danger. Most of the photographs he 
took as a theorist of discesismo – of downhill skiing – he took in 
his garage. Striking the perfect pose while staying immobile, he 
could then blend the shot into winter landscapes he seemed to 
traverse at great speed.
Throughout his life Mollino also busied himself with the theatri-
cal stage. Before the Second World War, he toyed with theatri-
cal sets, and as early as 1950 began to design auditoria3. If 
set designs and the reshaping of theatres seem to have been 
improvisational pursuits at first, in hindsight they could not have 
developed a more durable hold on Mollino’s imagination. Theat-
er and cinema lure their public onto treacherous ground. By this 
time, the moral opprobrium against theatrical sham may have 
waned, but the technologies of spectacle and the psychology 
of performance were destined to transform the very nature of 
modern media experience. More than ever, it was difficult to 
keep the world of the stage and screen apart from reality, as 
illusions of every kind slipped from the phantasmagoric into the 
political and back, turning the century’s life itself into a decep-
tive, even desperate spectacle.
Though Mollino was licensed as an architect and worked in his 
father’s engineering firm for more than 15 years, the nature of 
his architectural works cannot simply be classified as building 
or even as design, but rather as the creation of settings. Set-
tings for specific activities, such as horseback riding and alpine 
skiing, or for places that induce particular states of being, such 
as private retreats, auditoria, exhibition spaces, and even the 
intimate world of dreams. What remains constant across the 
wide range of buildings he designed, and what anchored them 
in his imagination, is also the single characteristic they share: 
theatrical destination4. All of them set the stage and play to the 
curiosity of visitors and observers; all of them imply spectators 
and yield an infinite number of images. Just as a stage set is not 
constructed to function as the equivalent of the reality it repre-
sents, but rather to recast that reality as a memorable image, 
so Mollino’s buildings produce unique impressions even while 
performing their mundane tasks. «I forget every thought and 
remember only images», declared Mollino’s alter ego Oberon 
in the journal Casabella (1934), and this may be one of the rea-
sons, he surmised, that as an architect he only recalled «sensa-
tions of his surroundings and his own feelings […] as long as 
they are connected to bodies and he is able to transform them 
into irrational and inexplicable figures»5. 
Steeped in cinema and wielding the camera himself, the young 
Mollino formed his kaleidoscopic vision of existence as artifice. 
At once the metteur-en-scène of his fantasies and an actor in 
them, he never forgot that he was also the spectator. As if in a 
maze of mirrors, he is everywhere to be seen and yet nowhere 
to be found: Behind the curtain or brazenly on the proscenium, 
he sets the lights, prepares the camera, but often arrests the ac-
tion. Some of his celebrated photographs, such as those of his 
Casa Miller (1938) and Casa Devalle (1939–40), play elaborate 
tricks with views and reflections, matching materials that are 
soft and silken with others that are hard and shiny. One of his 
photographs, a color picture of the Casa Devalle first published 
on the cover of the journal Stile in 1942, admixes purplish tints 
to the mirror surfaces, but instead of including the reflection 
of Mollino’s camera and of himself, extinguishes them and 
confines the interior to optical solitude. Remaining an invisible 
spectator, rather than one captured in his own picture, Mollino 
escapes via the pentimento.
Mollino who rarely strained his abilities as an engineer, treading 
lightly on the turf that made his father famous, pursued instead 

a curious and convoluted path of “corporeal” or “incarnate” 
thinking. Whether a hat rack was to be held in place by a coiling 
rod, or the best path of a schussing skier inscribed on a slope, 
Mollino always felt their trajectories in his body before comput-
ing and drawing them. His thinking did not pass through verbal 
or mathematical abstraction. Instead he tapped his intuition 
and drew on experience as a source of ideas. His body was his 
pencil, pondering and straining the forces playing upon it and 
allowing swerving lines to body forth, which is why his works 
possess a powerful sensual appeal and induce vicarious ex-
periences in the observer. Perhaps the skier’s swaying motion, 
sustained by speed and propelled by countervailing forces, 
most completely fulfills Mollino’s ideal of giving shape to things. 
His treatise on Discesismo [Downhill Skiing] could be misclassi-
fied as a design book, a reflection on fluid aesthetics, a sports 
manual, or an ethical tract on the nature of locomotion. When 
he acknowledged that «almost all of my things come about in a 
way I never know» [«quasi tutte le cose mie nascono non so mai 
come…»], he was not only being coy, though he certainly was, 
but he was also honest, in the sense of admitting to irrational 
impulses and inexplicable penchants in himself6.
Through all these expenditures of energy and emotion, Mollino 
cultivated a pose calculated to exceed the camera’s capacity to 
absorb every one of its attributes. There are virtually no candid 
snapshots of Mollino, but a bewildering range of photographs 
that cast him in a variety of roles, all played by an unchanging 
persona. This is not to say that he was solipsistic, because he 
needed to lure others into the lair of his imagination in order 
to stir his own mind to work and flex the muscles of his body. 
On the ski slopes, it was Leo Gasperl; on the racetrack, Mario 
Damonte; in the air, his Swiss flight trainer, Albert Rüesch, who 
performed ideally what Mollino attempted for himself without 
taking up the gauntlet of the professional7. For the camera, 
he performed with dedication; for the calculated thrill of erotic 
excitement, he initiated lady friends into his wiles, and recruited 
others for more arduous assignments that required dressing 
the part as much as they relied on undressing as an art. His 
erotic photographs have been turned into semi-clandestine 
objects of private collectors and vanity publications, but they 
would be worth analyzing as a domain of his imagination that 
is intimately bound up with his design work rather than as the 
self-indulgences of a fetishist.
There is no doubt that Mollino’s designs for furniture and his 
exquisite furnishings for private residences owe their qualities 
to the same sensibility that he schooled by studying Surrealist 
imagery and the photography of Man Ray in particular. What 
Ray and Mollino have in common is precisely their capacity to 
endow objects with the animate state of bodies and conversely, 
to objectify human limbs as fragmented representations of 
emotional states. This was as far as Mollino ventured into the 
making of objects and images that owe their raison d’être to 
art. In the domain of art proper, his friendships with the painter 
Italo Cremona and the writer Carlo Levi were defining for his 
perception of the city and his manner as an arrangeur of ob-
jects for his camera. He designed as much for the camera 
as for various private or ostensibly practical purposes. His is 
camera-ready work, for nothing that shapes the image escapes 
his forethought: Lighting is all-important, the qualities of every 
surface and their reflections congeal in the instant the shutter 
opens. These images retain a direct connection with their set-
ting through a succession of internal frames that typically break 
the format into sharply divided segments. Such framed views 
assume spectators who, by implication, turn into observers 
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whose attention is as divided as the composite assembly of the 
parts captured in his images8.
In 1943, Mollino carefully composed a drawing that refracts the 
draftsman’s visage by reflecting just one half of his face in an 
unframed mirror, held in place above his knees by a telescopic 
arm, while the view behind him extends to rice paddies beyond 
the curtained pavilion that he pitched, tent-like, between their 
watery surface and a blazing sky9. As a matter of fact, the set-
ting shares its sharply segmented fields of vision with the office 
of an eye doctor, its reversal of inside and outside and its dis-
junctive perspective with stage design. This pure line drawing 
assembles its multiple views, ranging from too near to too far, 
into a montage much as the physicist Ernst Mach attempted 
when he turned the eyelid into the ultimate “frame” of what 
we see. Apart from the centrally suspended mirror, everything 
seems to drift toward a liminal position, teetering toward the 
edges of our field of vision. The similarity with Mach’s image 
from the inside of the eye’s cavity reaches beyond the bounda-
ries of human vision and suggests another eye, one seen as if it 
were carved at a monumental scale and staring straight at the 
viewer: Claude-Nicolas Ledoux’s (1736–1806) famous image of 
the theater as the hollow of the eyeball and the illuminated stage 
as the world beyond its eyelid.
For Mollino, the theater furnished an abiding metaphor for his 
desire to cast things into the light of deeply personal inter-
est and to build a stage, however small and exclusive, for an 
audience of one, himself. The objects in his tableaux never 
shed a mysterious loneliness, and invite us to share precisely 
the aspect that symmetrically corresponds to the loneliness of 
their creator. He recognized a kindred soul in the architect of 
Turin’s most curious monument, the Mole Antonelliana. Mollino 
photographed it from the studio of his painter friend Italo Cre-
mona as a spectral giant haunting the city in a dream scripted 
by Alessandro Antonelli (1798–1888), a dream that had already 
cast its spell over Nietzsche’s last months in Turin when he 
besieged Jacob Burckhardt with the news that it marked the 
advent of Zarathustra’s architecture10. In his essay of 1941, 
Mollino, admiring Antonelli’s lonely quest for height, never-
theless conceived of the monument as made of «magic and 
power in (shades of) gray». Instead of an overbearing presence, 
Mollino saw in the Mole «a melancholy sense of immanence 
and abject silence conjoined in a fatal atmosphere of deliber-
ate, yet resounding solitude»11. Within the theater of the city, 
the immensely tall Mole-its record height eclipsed only by the 
Eiffel Tower in 1889 – induced an anxious trance that tethers the 
“Zeppelin” of a building to its Surrealist antecedents from Dürer 
to De Chirico. In a word, Mollino completely refashioned the 
Mole as an image whose power is utterly theatrical and thereby 
as illusory as it is expressive.
The theatrical quality of Mollino’s own drawings finds its coun-
terpart in photographs that likewise conserve or elide traces of 
the photographer’s presence. Sometimes it’s only the lighting 
and staging of objects, sometimes the spectral presence of the 
lens that conjure a sense of inhibited action. Mollino was ever 
intent on recasting his interiors as much for the images they 
would yield as for the uses their occupants might have made of 
them. Strikingly similar interiors had also been invented by the 
young Raymond McGrath (1903-77) for a client of a very spe-
cial sensibility, the English don Mansfield Forbes in Cambridge, 
England. Inaugurated in 1929 as a radically modern setting for 
gatherings of like-minded friends in their quest for modernity, 
the dream house Finella conjured effects of glass, mirrors, and 
metallic and lacquered surfaces inside the shell of an existing 

house12. This curious creation, laced with intimations of person-
al history, literary predilections, and sexual desires, caused a 
stir, launching the architect into the domain of interior design for 
the BBC at Broadcasting House. Finella was widely published 
and almost immediately picked up by Gio Ponti, who featured 
its «ambienti d’eccezione» in Domus as early as 193013. Com-
paring period photographs of Finella side by side with Mollino’s 
Casa Devalle of a decade later induces a momentary puzzle-
ment as to the precise location of such hyper-interiors in the 
cultural geography of their time. Common to both is a particular 
sensibility in the absence of any author or recipient for the sen-
sations they so strongly provoke. In other words, these interiors 
convey someone’s manifest feelings of being host, partner, or 
lone occupant-and both McGrath and Mollino provided amply 
for all of these conditions-no less than they appeal to be re-
membered and conserved, if sometimes only in photographs. 
Mollino took on the job of photography with complete devotion, 
McGrath had to «pursue far and wide the elusive persons of 
Messrs Dell and Wainwright photographers» in order to fix the 
many fugitive and even hidden aspects of Finella14.
Because images played such a fundamental role in Mollino’s 
life, they could not leave his architecture unaffected. Several 
of his private buildings were known exclusively in self-reflexive 
icons, others have survived only in effigy. A peculiarly stagy 
quality unites even the most diverse among them and assimi-
lates them by virtue of optical effects. Light and shade are the 
twin phenomena that play an unending game with each other, 
interrupted only by flashes of illumination bouncing off of mir-
rors, or darkness descending and engulfing them. Shadows 
acquire substance and leave more than fleeting traces. As if to 
give proof of a mysterious process of oxidation, light darkens 
the silver coating of mirrors and adds a shade to their lining. 
Some of the mirrors in Mollino’s private apartment on Via Na-
pione 2 bear patches of mysterious sfumato that suggest a 
darkness deep behind the glass15. Such chemical mutations in 
the silver lining recall Jean Cocteau’s use of quicksilver to open 
the hard surface of the looking glass as the portal to another 
world16. In Mollino’s apartment, the gradual darkening of the 
silver renders permanent the periodic impression of light, but 
the corridor to the past (and a future beyond existence) is lined 
by his «own photographs and other souvenirs of his life» along 
what he imagined to be an «avenue of eclipse»17.
Similarly, but with his own pen rather than the chemistry of 
silver compounds, Mollino transposed light, reflection, and 
darkness in a vignette of entirely Surreal cast, moreover illus-
trating a literary experiment of his own: Based on a souvenir 
photograph taken in the room he occupied when sojourning 
with friends in 1934, he designed an illustration for his (incom-
plete) serial novel L’Amante del Duca18. By imitating the rigid 
lines of wood engravings so dear to Max Ernst in the 1920s, 
Mollino “ages” the already preterite photograph of a country 
house interior and hardens it into a chip of time. This is the 
real Mollino, forever staging scenes in which his feelings make 
all the difference: He reverses the contrast between the sunlit 
window and its blinding reflection by turning the room into a 
nighttime chamber with curtains brushing against the mirror 
glass. A brief spell in the countryside assumes the guise of 
memory as if Odilon Redon had put his pencil to it. By plung-
ing the viewer into night and keeping the antiquated interior in 
a state of inexplicable suspense, Mollino conjured the suspi-
cions and anxieties of the sleepless. Soon he began to arrange 
his objects – a fossil, a small sculpture, a piece of fabric – on 
hard surfaces that “expose” them and redouble them in reflec-
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tion, creating a large number of still lifes in dialogue with the 
photography of Surrealist inspiration.
Mollino’s experiences with private mise-en-scène and im-
aginary settings converged in a series of theatrical venues he 
designed after 1950. First, with the auditorium of the state radio 
company RAI in Turin, he turned what remained of an indoor 
circus into the twin lobes of stage and arena, chiefly for musi-
cal performances. In 1952, the Cinema-Teatro Balbo experi-
mented with an even deeper interpenetration of audience and 
stage, recalling Gropius’s Total-Theater projected for Piscator 
in Berlin, and in 1964–65, Mollino pulled out all the stops for a 
new Theater in Cagliari, where a deep cavea would have ac-
commodated balconies on an elevated second shell. Of these, 
only the RAI Auditorium was built, but the frustrating failure of 
the other projects had not quelled Mollino’s preoccupation with 
everything theatrical when he was suddenly called to elaborate 
plans for the Teatro Regio of Turin in 1965. Late, but not too late, 
a project came his way in which he could invest every quantum 
of his lifelong avocation. The Teatro Regio opened only after his 
death, but it bears his imprint in every detail.
The original court theater in Turin was among Europe’s most 
celebrated, both for its architecture and its Baroque stage pro-
ductions. After a fire and heavy-handed renovations, the theater 
languished through the Second World War and its aftermath 
until an ambitious lord mayor recognized the integrative power 
of municipal monuments and steered the commission Mollino’s 
way. The fits and starts of its history challenged Mollino to 
project a building that would encompass and exceed its own 
history. And that is precisely what he did: On the celebrated 
square, he rebuilt the colonnaded front, and in the gap between 
its backside and the depth of the lot, he opened a vehicular pas-
sage under a tall canopy that doubled as an external foyer. From 
the cross-passage, theatergoers catch a first glimpse of the 
interior in its three-story height and soon find themselves circu-
lating on platforms of swerving contours. Stairs soar like mag-
nificent trees and their structural supports branch in anticipation 
of the fan-shaped ceiling. Folded like napkins of old into coffers 
of varying polygonal shape, the crisp ridges of this waffled con-
crete ceiling expand to form an extraordinary canopy. A good 
deal of the theater’s effect derives from the contrast between 
its unpromising presence on the square – although the square 
greets visitors from one of the theater lobbies as if one was run-
ning back into a friend just after taking leave a moment before 
– and the breathtaking nature of the circulation area. Passing 
through one of the narrow stone gates with their oval mirrors 
reflecting theatergoers into infinity, an ascent begins that holds 
its own in comparison with such foyers as Hans Scharoun’s at 
the Berlin Philharmonie, inaugurated shortly before construction 
began in Turin. Maybe one could think of the Teatro Regio as the 
largest stage on which Mollino indulged his private desire for an 
architecture that would hold its secrets to the last while teasing 
us along and keeping us prisoners of our own desires.
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