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ESSAY DESTRUCTION, IDENTITY, INDUSTRIAL HERITAGE

WHENMITHS FALL OLIVETTI
CORPORATEARCHITECTURE
AND ITS LOST IDENTITY

By Giorgio Nepote Vesin (Universita Roma Tre) and Martina
Ulbar (Politecnico di Torino)

ABSTRACT

The research sought to investigate the Olivetti typewriter company’s
generalized loss of identity in the Canavese region, starting from the analysis
of the processes that led to the progressive abandonment of the corporate’s
architectural heritage in the second half of 20th century.

Under the presidency of Adriano Olivetti (1938-1960), after the second World
War the company entered the electronics’ field. Aware of the Italian
technological backwardness, the corporate looked at the most technologically
developed countries. The role of USA soon became crucial: here Olivetti
founded the very first research centre in 1952, followed similar pioneering
experiences in Italy where the commitment of Le Corbusier for an electronical
centre (1960-1965) marked the apex of this season. The failure of this project
reflected the economic and management-level crises that followed the sudden
death of Adriano in 1960 and that caused a global corporate’s reorganization.
After the first reluctance of the BofD, new investments were settled for
electronics, and triggered the most demanding architectural program in the
whole company's history both in Italy and abroad. In the Canavese region -
Olivetti’s birthplace that the research aims to investigate - the project of a
cultural, political, and economic community - the Comunitd started by
Adriano in the 1930s - led to a wide improvement of the constellation of
buildings dedicated to electronic research, training and production, often
followed by facilities.

Nowadays, mostly none of those architectures recalls the name Olivetti.
Hardly anything has been said about their dismission, partial or complete
destruction that led to an identity’s collapse in the 1990s. This process seems
to be even more impactful in those places where the company had its
strongest influence, where its buildings - and its legacy - lie as in an elephants
cemetery.

Among them, the industrial hub of Scarmagno (1962-1988) assumes a crucial
importance in this research. Placed in the heart of Canavese, plants,
warehouses, offices, training centres, library, infirmary, and other facilities of
this new complex were entrusted to internationally known Italian architects,
as Eduardo Vittoria and Marco Zanuso. The architects conceived an activities’
container that conveyed space quality, modularity, prefabrication,
technological innovation.

Given the chronology and the complexity of its transformations, Scarmagno
hub is taken as a paradigmatic example of this phenomenon of oblivion,
increased by the recent debate on re-functionalization.

By comparing the documental heritage at Associazione Archivio Storico
Olivetti (Ivrea, Italy) with the corporate house organs, the recent bibliography
on Olivetti corporate history, and local and national newspapers, the study
aims at highlighting the gap in the traditional Olivetti tale told by the
architectures left after the myth’s fall.

»
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In this contribution’, the permanence of the Olivetti company identity in
Canavese - to be considered as a pivotal area of Piedmont located at the foot of
the Alps between Valle d'Aosta and Lombardy - is examined through the
parable of the Scarmagno production pole. Considered the very heart of the
region, it represented a strategic settlement located along the highways to
Aosta, Turin, and Milan, about 13 kilometres from the city of Ivrea - Olivetti's
birthplace. Between the 1960s and 1990s, it became a paradigmatic case of the
rise and decline of the company’s theories regarding the relationships among
production, territory, community, and city. Linked to these aspects is the slow
but inexorable process of abandonment and progressive destruction of the
buildings, both cause and consequence of the loss of identity in this location,
which is especially significant in relation to its proximity to the company's
hometown.

In Olivetti’s school of thought, the element of territory was an integral part of a
production cycle both directly - through agricultural activities - and
indirectly - amid the secondary and tertiary sectors - other than being a
catalyst in the processes of social change. These theories had experimental
implications in territorial transformations, and, more specifically, the
Canavese region became the area of application of community principles.
Adopting a systemic approach led Ivrea’s satellites to assume a central role in
the region’s overall development. The history of Secarmagno hub is set in this
context. Starting in the early 1960s, this area took on the role of “epicentre of
social governance of production™ and represented an experience through
which the relationship between planning (urban planning) and programming
(economic policy) became directly and immediately explicit.

OLIVETTI AND ITS COMUNITA PROJECT IN
THE CANAVESE REGION

Olivetti centred its industrial policy around the relationship between the city
and the countryside, intending to ensure an alternative growth model - anti-
capitalist or post-capitalist - which constitutes a ‘third way’ beyond state
socialism and liberalism. In this perspective, urban planning was the
privileged discipline, as it ensured the wide-ranging growth of the territory,
thanks also to a close interaction with the social sciences?®. The instrument of
the urban plan - “cathartic journey of reviewing the city and its territory™ -
proved to be crucial as it guaranteed the decentralization of industrial
complexes and the occupation of the rural space in order to reformulate the
relationship between city and countrysides.

In the Olivettian view, the territory was the “optimum of organisable living
space”® through which the Comunitd (Community) - the original way to intend
the community dreamt by Adriano Olivetti - can express itself and where the
planner assumes the role of interpreter of the territory’s needs and head of'its
growth. According to the professionals revolving around Adriano, the plan had
a socio-political value that, on the one hand, followed the guidelines set
overseas by the US’ Joint Centre for Urban Studies and, on the other,
established a new territorial order based on the principles of the Comunitd’. By
employing a participatory process, the local community became a reformation
cell, moving at several levels and scales, from political representation toland
management, from personal affirmation to technological development: “i
piani dovevano essere discussi dalla Comunita, formati nell’ambito della
Comunita, da un ufficio tecnico della Comunita, controllato dagli organi
politici della Comunita, ma discussi nell’'ambito della Comunita®”.

The area’s expansion was structured according to a precise methodology,
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imposed both by the attention paid to the inhabitants and by their attachment
to the environment?: here, an initial phase of understanding and
interpretation of reality was subsequently followed by practical proposals
aimed at governing the territory. This analysis-project binomial - which
became a distinctive feature of Olivetti’s urban planning culture - found its
first application in the Master Plan for Valle d’Aosta. The latter was drawn up
between 1936 and 1937 by a heterogeneous group composed of architects,
sociologists, and economists and was structured as a template to be used in
drafting forthcoming regional master plans'®.

The holistic approach employed in this initial study was further taken up and
developed in different proposals for Ivrea’s masterplan, where the analysis
process gained even more importance through the extensive data and sources
provided in the version drawn up by Ludovico Quaroni, Nello Renacco,
Annibale Fiocchiand Enrico Ranieri between 1952 and 1954. In particular,
regarding the key role of analysis, a dedicated study commission was already
founded in 1952: named GTUC (Gruppo Tecnico per il Coordinamento
Urbanistico del Canavese), it was set up to support the research in the region,
with the final aim of building and managing a production network in the area,
operating on the inter-municipal scale of the Eporediese and the sub-regional
scale of the Canavese.

On top of the above strategies, in 1954, Adriano founded the I-Rur (Istituto per
la Ricostruzione Urbana e Rurale), an institute that provided technical
assistance to private individuals, associations and municipal administrations
based on the British Town and Country Planning model. This initiative
stemmed from the awareness that the communities in Canavese could not live
exclusively off Olivetti nor exclusively off the industry'2. It thus represented an
effort to develop “an organic plan-project of a different company, a different
industrial structure, a different way of producing and working'”.

I-Rur created and financed various productive and cultural initiatives by
establishing social industries and autonomous agricultural associations.
Thanks to these initiatives, Olivetti became a catalyst in the region for
constructing important architecture that turned the community project into a
tangible reality. The construction of Canavese silverware factory in Loranzé
(Carlo Viligiardi, 1960-1962), the stables of the Agricultural Cooperative in
Montalenghe (Giorgio Raineri and Antonietta Roasio, 1957-1958), the
Laboratory in Vidracco (1957-1964., 1984) and the Centro di Comunita
(Community Centre) in Palazzo Canavese (1952-1955) by Eduardo Vittoria, the
school complex and the RTM Laboratory in Vico Canavese (Nello Renacco,
1962-1964) are just some of the buildings that represents one of the less
striking, but more significant, aspects of the Olivetti global project.

All these operations were developed in conjunction with the activities of the
Ufficio Consulenza Case per i Dipendenti (UCCD), an Olivettian department that
offers employees free technical assistance for the construction or restoration
of their homes, both in Ivrea and in their hometowns, to contain the
depopulation of the countryside and the Alpine valleys'.

This articulated structure was designed to spread nationwide by
implementing similar projects in contexts different from Canavese, such as
Lombardy and Campania. In this way, Piedmont became a testing ground for
exploring an expansion model based on integrating industry and agriculture's.

SCARMAGNO AS A ‘REGIONAL CITY’

These experiences were reflected in the study and regional development
project by Giovanni Astengo in early 1962 for the Scarmagno area,
commissioned by the Olivetti company (fig. 1). In particular, Astengo (1915-
1990) was one of Italy’s most relevant post-World War Il urban planners



searching for a scientific approach that welds programs and plans to integrate
economic development and intervention planning. His work stood in absolute
continuity with the objectives of Adriano Olivetti - of whom he becomes one of
the main referents — and widely circulated in Urbanistica, the magazine of
which he was the editor until 1977 and where the project for the Scarmagno
site was broadly published.

In the cited document, a clear trace of this approach to the territory can be
noted both in the method of drafting and in the management and development
proposal. The plan did not only consider the area concerned by the new
industrial expansion but extended both the preliminary analysis and the
planning strategy to a wider pool that includes, in addition to Scarmagno, the
municipalities of Romano, Strambino, Mercenasco, Montalenghe, S. Giorgio,
Cuceglio, Vialfré, S. Martino and Perosa'®.

The analysis — which constitutes the project’s backbone - is divided into three
sections that accurately portray the geographical conformation of the
territory and the demographic and economic situation through numerical
data and illustrative tables. The guidelines for the Scarmagno area arose from
the detailed analytical process aimed at understanding this inter-municipal
reality, in which the factory constituted the heart of a community that
expresses itself through the activities of the I-Rur and the Centri di Comunita.

TAV. 3
COMPRENSORIO DI SCARMAGNO

FORZE DI LAVORO POTENZIALI

M [ o nelle witid sacemdeniy te in
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Figure 1. Giovanni Astengo, Tav. 3. Comprensorio di Scarmagno. Forze di lavoro potenziali. 1962. ©Associazione Archivio Storico Olivetti, Societa Olivetti,
Documentazione stabilimenti e immobili Olivetti, Fasc. 1, Nuovo stabilimento 1.C.0. a Scarmagno. Indagine urbanistica e progetto di sistemozione territoriale

Despite some internal discrepancies due to conflicting viewpoints of the new
board about the social role of the company, this approach attempted to
embrace the pure Olivettian vision that considered the factory as an essential
part of a larger and more complex environment: the plan drove the process of
industrialization and, thanks to its interdisciplinary approach, aimed to avoid
impositions on the territory". This attitude was especially true for the most
fragile contexts, in Italy as well as abroad, where the presence of the State was

o]



weaker in terms of welfare (Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, and South America in
general) and where Olivetti advocated a solidarity-based development of the
territory®.

The facilities network provided by Astengo to support the region’s
development program considered all dimensions of life, including new
infrastructures, work areas, housing, training centres, social services, and
leisure areas spread over a 7-hectare area surrounding the factory. In this way,
the town planning concept proved to be a tangible embodiment of the
Canavese community’s needs and, therefore, assumes a collective
responsibility (fig. 2).

TAV 4

Figure 2. Giovanni Astengo, Tav. 4. Schema del piano comprensoriale. 1962. ©Associazione Archivio Storico Olivetti, Societa Olivetti, Documentazione
stabilimenti e immobili Olivetti, Fasc. 1, Nuovo stabilimento 1.C.C. a Scarmagno. Indagine urbanistica e progetto di sistemazione territoriale

D2

The community issues also reach an administrative level. Due to the
uncertainty concerning the Sullo town-planning law (1962) and, thus, the
impossibility of drafting a district plan, Astengo opened up on the possibility
of a consortium between the ten municipalities surrounding the factory area
that involves Olivetti and the Province in a larger political project. The
attempt to coordinate political activities as a driving force for the territory had
already found its earliest experimentation with the creation of the Lega dei
Comuni del Canavese in 1955'. As a response to the phenomenon of ‘explosion’
of the city experienced by the West of the world in the 1950s - “confused,
disorganized urban mass that [...] frustrates and defeats every purpose of city
life*°” -, the Canavese experiment provided a true alternative to the
conurbation problem. The community re-examination of urban densification
dynamics as related to the decentralization of productive and civic activities
was structured according to the principles of the ‘regional city’ theorized by
Clarence Stein in the 1920s. These ideas have been brought back into the
Italian debate through studies promoted by Adriano and carried out by Carlo
Doglio*.

SCHEMA DEL PIANO COMPRENSORIALE



PROTOTYPE'S DIFFUSION

Within the spatial layout proposed by Olivetti, the industrial plant constitutes
the pulsing core and engine of the development process in which the entire
conurbation area is involved. Both urban planning and architectural design
are affected by the company dynamics characterised by great internal
conflict??, Consequently, the architectural project spans almost three decades.
The first solutions are proposed by Olivetti’s internal technical department -
headed by architect Ottavio Cascio - while the architect Alberto Galardi -
recently entrusted with the design of the Marxer Institute, part of the I-Rur
orbit - was asked the design for a technical school?.

These projects were followed by the entrustment - apparently decided by
Adriano shortly before his death - to Marco Zanuso and Eduardo Vittoria,
both protagonists of Olivetti architectural commissions in the 1950s%*. The
two designers are attentive to the company’s expansion policies and the
territory’s potential for progress. Therefore, they conceive a building that
panders to the idea of growth highlighted by Astengo’s report.

The original spatial structure - conceived together with engineer Silvano
Zorzi and drew on the studies of Kondrad Wachsmann?’ - was meant to be in
metal carpentry and defined a space based on a multi-scalar spatial device, the
‘module-object’. As explained in the architects’ will, this concept responds to
the need for synthesis between landscape, architecture, and design, the three
main key concepts on which to set the entire project. In the Scarmagno area,
the Olivettian total design concept finds fertile ground. Moreover, at least
until 1964, a residential area was planned in the vicinity of the Scarmagno
plant®*®. Indeed, communication with the public takes on a key role. Through
the magazine “Notizie Olivetti” - house organ that constituted a bridge
between the company and the local community - both parts of Astengo’s study
and Zanuso and Vittoria’s report were published in 1962%7. Thus, the ubiquity
of Olivetti’s intervention emerges, which is particularly evident when we
analyse how the different scales are co-participants in realising a larger
system, that is completely aimed at the community (figg. 3 and 4).

Paesaggio, architettura e design

di Edusrdo Virtora ¢ Marcs Zamse

Figure 3. Eduardo Vittoria, Marco Zanuso, Paesaggio, architettura, design. “Notizie Olivetti’, no. 76: 61-68. Novembre 1962

53



Figure 4. Scheme of the plans of Olivetti industrial hubs in Scarmagno, Marcianise and Crema. In Shapira, Nathan H.; Zorzi, Renzo (eds) 1983. Design Process:
Olivetti 1908-1983, exhibition catalogue (Hannover, Milan, April-December 1983). lvrea: Olivetti
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In 1964 the company experienced a new moment of serious crisis: the Olivetti
board of directors was taken over by the Intervention Group - formed by Fiat,
Mediobanea, La Centrale, Imi, and Pirelli - to which was added the sale of the
electronics division. These factors led to a crucial rearrangement of company
policy®.

The massive new expansion project confirmed the construction of a
production plant in Scarmagno, which, thus, became the model of two other
new poles to be contextually built-in Crema (Lombardy) and Marcianise
(Campania)®. The three plants were designed and built between 1967 and
1972.

The territorial project of Scarmagno was then entrusted to the Tekne
company, run by Roberto Guiducci - a relevant technical and intellectual
figure trained at Olivetti company -, who also carried out the plan for
developing Marcianise in 1968, and other industrial realities in Southern Italy.
The study’s outcome profoundly differed in method and the idea of
‘widespread urbanity’ proposed by Astengo in 19623°. The new plan assessed
the impact of the factory concerning several systems, from the regional to the
inter-municipal scale, the latter already the subject of the previous plan. The
plant takes on a wider sphere of influence, which is affected, on the one hand,
by the coeval studies conducted by Ires on the Piedmont region® and, on the
other, by the company’s plan to make Scarmagno the great manufacturing hub
of Canavese. Here, other industrial activities of the company were to converge,
particularly regarding the renewed interest in electronics.

The architectural scale also transformed because of the renewed transition
from the mechanical to the electronic sector. In the late 1960s, the
introduction of UMI (Unita Montaggio Integrate) - interdependent work
islands replacing the assembly line - forced a reconfiguration of the industrial
plant layout?2.

The company’s ufficio tecnico reworked the structural solution in the first
instance. A reinforced concrete system was imposed in place of the original



steel one for reasons of economy and speed of construction, while in 1967, the
architectural design was again entrusted to Zanuso and Vittoria, who were
joined by both Guiducci's Tekne and engineer Antonio Migliasso®.

The very peculiar and contradictory form of Olivetti’s general intellect,
characterised by a capitalist perspective, was supposed to be realised in
Scarmagno, where the goal was to foster a “socialisation of productive labour
that is increasingly — or definitively - incorporated into scientific and
technological research®*”.

The same building typology used in Piedmont has been adopted for the new
Crema and Marcianise plants, but with a different spatial arrangement of the
module-objects (fig. 5). These changes were due to the need to adapt the
buildings to production and the landscape. Even in Lombardy and Campania -
contexts that radically differed from the Canavese region - an attempt to
integrate territory, production and community was implemented. In Crema,
the new plant constitutes an expansion of the old Serio factory, flanked by the
construction of houses for employees and managers®. In Marcianise, Olivetti
promotes the construction of a district of subsidized housing designed and
built in collaboration with Iri. This decision stands in direct continuity with
Olivetti’s commitment to the Mezzogiorno (Southern Italy) inaugurated by
Luigi Cosenza’s Pozzuoli production and residential district (1951-1955).

Figure 5. The current condition of the Marcianise factory, April 2023, ©Derive Suburbane

The final design for the Searmagno industrial hub may represent the last
example of the Olivettian architecture thought to be an “interface of the
territory, a new social condenser™®, where even the formal aspect responds to
the productive, economic, social, and cultural needs of the territorial

community.
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THE DISSOLUTION OF THE PROGRAM

Interestingly, the same model of Olivetti’s land management and exploitation
during the second half of the twentieth century had different outcomes in
different contexts in the long run. This aspect is especially true when
considering the process of their divestment. While in Scarmagno and
Marcianise, the factories were abandoned during the 1990s, other industrial
and manufacturing activities and the University of Milan occupied the Crema
buildings3.

In recent years, the collective consciousness has rediscovered the sense of
belonging to the Olivettian identity, which increases in strength with distance
from Ivrea. In both Crema and Marcianise, several public initiatives aimed at
the remembrance of Olivetti have triggered a process of raising awareness
concerning the preservation, protection, and enhancement of the buildings
themselves (fig. 6)3°.

No similar initiatives are recorded in Scarmagno, and this apparent
disaffection may have arisen early in the life of the Piedmont area. For
example, following the managerial crisis that hit Olivetti in 1964, combined
with heavy financial debt and the ‘electronics issue’, the new management
blocked funding to I-Rur, which would finally disband in 1972%°. This
interruption of the Olivettian community project had very strong
repercussions on the outcomes of the Scarmagno district. Even before its full
realisation, the industrial hub was deprived of one of the management and
control organs of the many productive and cultural activities that were
supposed to constitute the ‘city-region’. Generally, the divestment of Olivetti
and I-Rur activities that began in the late 1970s led to a gradual abandonment
of the architecture that housed them. Where on the contrary, cultural,
artisanal, or industrial activities have been preserved, such as the La Serra
social winery or the ICAS sparkling wine cage factory in Ivrea, the distillery of
the eponymous bitters in Bairo, or even the Palazzo Canavese Community
Centre, identity and belonging to the Olivetti world are still tepidly present
characters?*’. In contrast, in Scarmagno, the abandonment of production, the
gradual decommissioning, the vandalization of buildings, or the takeover of
other activities have caused the loss of Olivettian memory and identity*.

In addition, between the 1980s and 1990s, the company also centralized its
production activities in Scarmagno to cope with new investments in
information technology. These conditions led Olivetti to face an increasingly
competitive market and a growing need for work automation, resulting in staff
reductions®.

The decommissioning and subsequent labour struggles, the burning down of
one of the buildings, and the construction of industrial warehouses within and
near the factory site have introduced “elements of degradation that also
negatively affect potential future social planning, testifying to the rupture of
that relationship between buildings and the broader territorial (physical and
social) context that was the focus of Olivettian attention and action®”. Even
the most recent functionalization projects - though doomed to fail - seem to
ignore this relationship (fig. 7)*.

Paradoxically, crucial in this process is the UNESCO listing of “Ivrea,
industrial city of the 20th century” in 2018.%5 The attractive force of the
UNESCO nomination has positively affected the urban sphere, putting the city
of Ivrea at the centre as the exclusive protagonist. While this prestigious
recognition has fostered the process of community awareness of Olivetti
architectures in Ivrea*®, at the same time, the process of marginalisation of the
other realities that arose under the influence of the enterprise in Canavese has
been exacerbated.



Figure 7. G. Maggio, Scarmagno, cosa resta della fabbrica distrutta, 21 Marzo 2013. ©La Stampa

CONCLUSION

The Scarmagno industrial hub was conceived under Olivetti’s auspice but was
born and grew out of it as a plant without its community. Despite its

architectural space qualities, the integrated production-territory-community
system fails, with it also the identity recognition and belonging that increases

of



the territory value?. The dynamics of this process once again confirm the
Community’s archaic, lost, or unreachable nature. The central role given to
Olivetti’s utopia resides in the need to give back to the men’s opera their lost
harmony, which Western culture has always looked at with regret*®.

On the other hand, the main critical node of the Olivetti model is its perpetual
inactuality*?. In the 50s, the concentration of many activities integrated in the
political system and governance of the territory - may be suitable for
nowadays — was not fully accepted. At the same time, today, these experiences
are seen through the lens of nostalgia, pride, and distrust (fig. 8).

At least since the 1980s, cultural and political dynamics diverged - if not
openly contrasted - from Olivetti’s corporate model based on a very deep link
between cities and territory, leading to the Olivettian memory’s oblivion.
Alongside academic debate, a recent focus on this criticism has been pointed
out by the research held by the Turin Superintendence of architectural and
landscape heritage (SABAP-TQ), and by the Ministry of Culture (MiBACT) in
cooperation with Regione Piemonte°. In 2020, the new landscape plan for the
region has focused specifically on Canavese territory by pointing out the
difficulties of managing the protection and enhancement of an essentially
forgotten heritage and an area on which governance that integrates local
authorities, the region and productive realities does not yet insist.

At least at the beginning of Olivetti's history, community and region projects
coincided, and embodied a multi-sectoral district microcosm. Questioning the
outcomes of this experience means investigating the roots of the
contemporary debate on the so-called ‘smart cities, smart lands, smart
communities or urban bioregions™'.

The failure of Adriano’s ‘regional city’ seems to have entailed the collective
feeling of a rejection of Olivetti's industrial legacy. On the other side, it
becomes a perfect hypostasis of Becattini's “spring charged over the
centuries”, whose torque derives from that mixture of territory, society,
production, politics and culture that Olivetti’s Comunita was intended to be.
Reached its maximum in the 1950s, the spring’s ‘twist’ loosened from the
1960s onward, not only because of the deep corporate crisis that followed
Adriano’s death but also, inevitably, as a result of the chthonic changes of the
entire Western society that led to May 1968.

In the final instance, the failure of the most recent rehabilitation initiatives in
the Searmagno area contributes to implementing the constellation of
architectures that arose in Olivetti’s orbit and were soon forgotten,
constituting the most concrete symbol of the myth’s fall.

Figure 8. C. Luise, "Bonificare I'ex Olivetti costa cento milioni”, ecco perché Italvolt se ne va in Sicilia, 16 Marzo 2023. ©La Stampa
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