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In Riola di Vergato near to where the Limentra and Reno,ritrest is a sloping wooded

rise on which a small castle is perched. This is the Rocchetta Mattei, a-ldkkeam
residence characterisegl & complicated exotic structure (Figure 1). It stands in the Reno
Valley past the adjacent village of Riola and beyond the road and railway
communications, hemmed in by the ring of Appennine Mountains, bristling with small
churches. Amongst these, albait visible from the Rocchetta, is Montovolo with its
sanctuary, a pilgrim destination tip the beginning of the last century. The place in
guestion, which conveys an exclusive and singular aspect, is situated not far from the city
of Bologna and yet iteems to belong to a world far remouved in both space and time.
From various photographs taken in 1875 it transpires that the building was located high
up, surrounded by a composite landscape of water (rivers), lands (cultivated fields, small
villages, wood) and mountains (the Appennines). Various sketches of landscape by
Ottavio Campedel | i in 1850 (Figure 2), t he
show the future Rocchetta, in picturesque foreshortened images; its mdieval
structure is showngomplete with crenallations and towers, but the true Rocchetta, the
one carried out, emerged along the lines of eclectic Hispaaloic or Turkish models
interwoven with a Ne@othic and Art Nouveau style (Figure 3). In the photos taken in
1900, the builcig, which stands out against a background of rich vegetation that
squeezes it in a varied and wetldered mass, appears in its definitive expression,
bristiling with towers, spires, onion domes, windows with Arabic arches and fired brick
decorations.

At first sight the Rocchetta Mattei looks like an architectural curidsifget another

example of eclecticism applied to private building, but it should not be forgotten that
eclecticism generated at the height of the nineteenth century in the nostalgio&fie
Revival, iI's the style that supports dr eams
in which many Places take form. The Bavarian castle of Neuschwanstein, built by
Ludwig Il, is exemplary in this respect. We like to think of such residebeasg

scattered throughout Europe and America, and accordingly the metamorphoses of a
multiple castel a castleinasmuch as it is isolated in the landscape or in the middle of a

park, therebybringingto mind the idea of a established feudal nobility, thbe real or

imaginary, andnultipledue to the proliferation of styles which bring it to life.
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Figure 1.View of Rocchetta Mattei

Figure 3. View of the true Rocchetta emerged along ihed of eclectic Hispanérabic or
Turkish models interwoven with a Nemthic and Art Nouveau style
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The Rocchetta is, then, raultiple castle as it where, but it is alsmore then what it
seems when it first meets the eye, being more audacious thercotiséructions of the

kind. All told, it is not only the imprint of a dream but also the realisation of a secret ideal
meticolously accomplished. Tiptay of deceptiois of relative importance, exploiting, as

it does, a certain lack of resources in favobira spiritual staging that links symbols,
figures, shades of colour, viewpoints and particular atmospheres. The impossibility of
attaining precious materials (marble, ivory, precious stones, tapestries) is transformed
into a creative plan: modest matésiébrick, stones, painted plaster, cement, plaster cast,
even papiem©c h®) restor e, thanks to the skild|
effects, a truly sumptuous and magic appearence. In the fittings and objects it was the
visual nature, tb form, tactile sensation and intensity of evocation which were to prevail
rather than their intrinsic value, as such. But the Art Nouveau style (evident in the
ceramics, in two magnificent fireplaces (Figude®), in certain stucco work and staired

glass windows is precious itself and even today yields unespected splendours among
other partly destroyed somewhat rough or bizarre decorative work.

Figure 4. The ceramics in the fireplace

Figure 5. Detail from fireplace
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The Rocchetta was intended asharmonious microcosm and is a mysterious place
(Figure 6). The enraptured and elusive shadow of utopia permeates its characteristics,
but, as is the case with all utopian projects, it is indefinitelyreédfrring, and vanishes in

a game of reflections seingly without a centre. Today, stripped of its furnishings and
fittings, and pervaded by evepreading disorderliness it appears as a somewhat
unhinged construction shorn of meaningful connections and the interior order which once
underpinned its strugte. And yet it retains an enigmatic fascinating vitality
notwithstanding the vitality of the empty spaces that can be filled in by the imagination,
the spectre of a magic will. Its Arabothic soul and the labyrinthine nature disconcert
the viewer withunexpected paths and astonishing this harmony because the obliqueness
and disfiguring of the spaces lend an illusionist effect and these in turn reflect an
intention to mask. Indeed, as we shall attempt to show, it comprises an architectonic
structure fouded on the simplest geometric shapes and a precise philosetapeutic
principle.

Figure 6. Interior view from the Rochetta

Thanks to the natural wvertical rigour whic
the Rocchetta acquires in our eyesort ofadditional life which restores the original

form, prior to being stripped by art thieves. A completely immaterial life resurfaces,

visibility (Figure 8); in the rhythmic flow of the decorative details, the bichromatic
harmony, the scansiasf the Arabic arches through the stone aureoles that crown a few
interior and exterior passages in the austere beauty of remarkably luminous ambulatories,
the mimetism of Moorish model s. Piacentin
attentive to detgi suggests an imaginative case. Through his photographs and the present
study my intention here is to evoke the spirit which must once have infused Cesare
Mattei when he planned, built and lived in his Rocchetta.
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Figure 7. Interior view from the Rochedt

Figure 8. Interior view from the Rochetta

Count Cesare Mattei, Therapist and Feudal Signore, 1809-1896

Cesare Mattei was a singular intertwining of figures. His contemporary, Alfonso
Rubbiani, a negothic architect and a sort of Violl-Duc of Emiia, defined him as

fifeudal lord, alms giver, thaumaturge, artisfFeudal lordis perhaps sefxplanatory

but it is the attributeghaumaturgewhich represents the core of this evasive personality.
Mattei was indeed an e s opute thée ioveniodaf Elécwor 0 o f
Homeopat hy, which he defined as a finovel



