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DDR STATEMENT
In this thesis project, the theoretical part of the research and the design-driven part 
are intimately connected. The exploration of the concept of copy in aesthetics, and, 
particularly, in Walter Benjamin's theory of aura, has provided a lens to observe 
several cases of reconstructed architecture. It allowed for the development of a 
reflective approach to reconstruction that investigates the contexts of both places 
and times in which the particular models and their copies had been built. Similar 
to the German philosopher’s idea of translation as a (art) form, not as a secondary 
derivative, reconstruction is also treated as a process of form finding in which a lost 
building is translated into a contemporary context.
The reflective comparison of the contextual aesthetic, architectural, social, and political 
characteristics of the observed cases made it then possible to gain knowledge and 
to understand conflicts and criticism addressed to copies today. The copy addresses 
issues of its context, be that material or spiritual. On this basis the reconstruction 
of Villa Deliella has been set up as a translation project reflecting on the historical 
and contemporary context of Palermo in its urban, architectural, political and social 
dimensions.  

ABSTRACT 
The dissertation investigates the concept of copy, its ideological and aesthetic value 
in current architecture. The focus is on the question, if, after western modernity’s 
rejection and postmodernity’s reconsideration, the copy is rehabilitated today. In 
which context, under which conditions and interventions could the reproduction of a 
past lost building become a model for the future? The research starts from the specific 
case of the demolished Jugendstil villa Deliella in Palermo and aims to analyse in 
general the phenomenon of historical lost buildings reconstruction, in situations 
where city development has to consider architectural heritage. The evolution of the 
mimesis notion and the techniques of "rewriting" prototypes are investigated; specific 
attention is paid to Walter Benjamin’s ideas of authenticity and aura. In synthesis, the 
project leads to the formulation of a design proposal based on artistic strategies that, 
following Benjamin’s ideas, consider situative and contextual aspects of Deliella’s 

site in today’s Palermo.



The dissertation investigates the concept of copy, its ideological and aesthetic 
value in current architecture. The focus is on the question, if, after western 
modernity’s rejection and postmodernity’s reconsideration, the copy is reha-
bilitated today. In which context, under which conditions and interventions 
could the reproduction of a past lost building become a model for the future? 
While acknowledging the existence of diverse notions of the copy across 
different cultural, social, and political contexts, this project confines itself to 
analysing and advancing the theory and practice of the copy in a contempo-
rary European context. It aims at filling a theoretical and methodological gap 
that has resulted in an often-polemical controversial surrounding individual 
reconstruction projects, e.g. the City Palace and the Schinkel’s Bauakademie 
in Berlin.
The project idea starts from the case of Ernesto Basile’s Jugendstil Villa De-
liella in Palermo, which was demolished, following an obtuse aggressive at-
tempt of urban speculation, in 1959. The villa has become the symbol of 
the so-called “sack” of Palermo, a devastating action carried out from the 
1960s onwards by a certain political and economic class, in collusion with 
the Mafia, which upset the city’s urban and territorial structure and wiped out 
countless important historical-architectural testimonies. Today the need to re-
build the villa is very much felt and requested by the community. The politic 
administration is currently actively working to carry out the acquisition of the 
area with the aim to realise an Art Nouveau museum. The debate is raging on 
how to carry out the reconstruction: copy of the lost villa or contemporary 
reinterpretation? Taking this question as a starting point, the research aims 
to find a theory of reconstruction that could be the foundation for cases of 
lost buildings in complex situations, where city development has to consider 
architectural heritage. 
The dissertation begins with the in-depth study of the lost villa, its author and 
its context. Particular attention is paid to Basile’s poetic, with reference to his 
conception of copying and reconstruction. One of the most specific aspects 
of his design method consisted in borrowing elements from the repertoire of 
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tradition and recomposing them, using a modern language. The following 
sentence that he wrote in 1907, referring to the reconstruction of the collap-
sed San Marco Bell Tower in Venice, summarises his idea of reconstruction: 
“it is indeed indispensable and honest that the work, without falsity, without 
hypocrisy, appears for what it really is, new.” In the same occasion he em-
phasized the position of those who would have liked to build the new tower 
in a contemporary style, which would not copy the ancient forms of the lost 
building.
A constant of his buildings are the quotations and references to the medie-
val and renaissance Sicilian architecture, combined with the free schemas 
and floral forms of the Art Nouveau. On the subject of reconstructions of 
lost historical architectures, to him it was necessary to intervene using a mo-
dern language that objectively differentiated the new buildings from the old 
structures. For the reconstruction of the old neoclassical town hall of Reggio 
Calabria, that had been destroyed by the earthquake in 1908, e.g., he decided 
not to make a replica of the disappeared building, but designed a new pala-
ce in Liberty style. The general layout and some details however recall the 
pre-existing architecture.
The research continues by investigating the evolution of the notion of mime-
sis, from the philosophers of antiquity to contemporary aesthetic reflection. 
The conceptions of imitation that emerge from the writings of figures such as 
Aristotle, Quintilian, Phaedrus, Vasari and Quatremère de Quincy, although 
expressed in very different periods, fields and contexts, all share the same 
principles: on the one hand, each of them attributed to the purely imitative 
copy a pedagogical function; on the other, they all argued in some way that 
emulative copies instead determined the creation of works of art that, while 
remaining in a relationship of continuity with tradition, were representative 
of the artistic culture of their time.
In continuity with this vision, Walter Benjamin’s thought developed, introdu-
cing new fundamental elements to the aesthetic speculation on copying, such 
as the aura and politicisation of art. According to the German philosopher, 
despite the extraordinary possibilities that modern reproduction techniques 
allow, the aura of a work of art, i.e. its authenticity, cannot be duplicated. The 
aura is not an intrinsic property of the work but is linked to the relationship it 
establishes with its context, at a precise moment. Moreover, the vain attempt 
to re-propose auratic and sacred works, typical of totalitarian regimes, is seen 
by him as an anachronistic and retrogressive activity that inhibits the function 
of cultural emancipation of the masses that Art should have. His writings sug-
gest that he attributes the ability to perform this task to works that reinterpret 
tradition, such as a hypothetical translation of Faust into a modern film that 
does not attempt to exhume the aura of Goethe’s drama, but rather tries, so 
to speak, to re-actualise it. Similar reflections were made by Benjamin regar-



ding the translation of literary texts: he wrote: “It is the task of the translator 
to release in his own language that pure language, which is under the spell 
of another, to liberate the language imprisoned in a work in his re-creation 
of that work.” The good translation in this sense transforms and renews the 
original, tries to update its contents, independently of the resemblance with 
it, and almost aims to become a work in itself, an expression of its own time 
and historical context.
It is precisely the theme of “translation as re-creation” that has provided the 
dissertation with a key to examine several case studies of reconstructed archi-
tecture. The different approaches between philological reconstructions -such 
as the Berlin City Palace- and buildings that translate the model they refer to 
-such as the new Masters’ Houses in Dessau- are therefore analysed focusing 
on their adherence to their contemporary contexts and their ability to evoke 
the lost monument. 
Observation, comparison, reflection, analogical transposition, adaptation of 
case study characteristics is guiding the design choices. The aim is to carry 
out a “translation” of Villa Deliella that can take root on the original site, whi-
ch time and people have modified: a 2.0 version of it, among the infinite pos-
sible ones, expressing the values and expectations of the present community. 
The idea is to dig up the foundations of the villa and leave them exposed as 
in a sort of archaeological park, surrounding the perimeter with an enclosure 
made of fragments that resemble the outer walls. Its spaces can be used for 
outdoor activities and artistic events. A sort of modern ruin that becomes an 
element of a large urban garden. The art nouveau flowers and plants are tran-
slated into plants in a park. Today’s Palermo is a city suffocated by vehicular 
traffic that needs green and pedestrian areas. Hence the idea of not designing 
a building. The new museum that is to be built could be created by converting 
one of the thousands of buildings confiscated to the Mafia, which have been 
waiting to be used for decades; such an action would give a strong signal of 
legality and civic awareness and would lead to considerable savings in envi-
ronmental, energetic and economic terms. 
However, at this preliminary design stage I am also considering a version 
with a new small building and a partial reconstruction of the base and garden 
of the missing villa.

Villa Deliella in 1910

... and its empty site today



Design version with a new urban garden and fragments of the old façade Design version with partial reconstruction and new buildings in the garden


