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1 The background of an "Alpine metropolis"

The candidacy and the designation as the host
city of the 2006 Winter Olympic Games has been a
significant experience for Torino. The relevance to
local urban policies can be completely understood
with regards to the historical background of the city
and, most of all, in the general framework of huge
transformations that have been driven by the general
masterplan of the city, beginning the early 1990s.

Since the very beginning of the bid in 1998, it
was clear that one of the most important features
of Torino's candidacy should have been its long-
standing relationship with the mountains, which
is grounded both on geographical peculiarities and
historical reasons. Once the capital of the former
Savoy's "Kingdom of Sardinia", which once spanned
both sides of the western Alpine chain, Torino
preserves in the morphology of its urban fabric a
close connection with the surrounding mountains,
which in turn encloses the metropolitan plain. The
mountain tops that are visible from the city centre
thus are not simply "near" to the city, but most of all
they are an essential - and somehow "internal" - part
of the urban space itself. They are a backdrop of many
streets and boulevards; some of them are landmarks
visible even from parts of the city centre. A number
of local activities and institutions have focused on
the Alps, for example, the National Museum of
Mountain, founded in 1874, are a proof of the long-
term alpine calling of the city, as well as the most
important evidence, most likely the birth of the
Alpine Club of Italy (CAI), founded in Torino in 1863.

Torino 2006 (fig.1) was not an event that spurred
a new tourist vocation of the territory, but instead it
was an opportunity to promote worldwide the image
of an "Alpine metropolis", by improving an already
existing network of sports and leisure facilities,
distributed between the mountains and the city.

2 The Olympic venues as a tile of a larger urban
vision

The overall territorial strategy for the Olympic
works was clearly defined since the beginning,
with two opposing strategies, which can be roughly
identified by the separation between "snow"
activities, located in the mountain venues, and "ice"
activities, placed within the city. As a consequence
the most "heavy" new structures, and the greater
amount of funding, were concentrated in the urban
area. Meanwhile, in the mountain venues, major

investments had been already been spent for the
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Alpine Ski World Championships of 1997. Therefore,
the strategy was aimed at the improvement and
enhancement of these existing facilities, with
the additional realization of some specific sports
facilities, such as the ski jumps in Pragelato and the
bobsleigh track in Cesana-Pariol.

In the first bid proposal, an area in the northern
city known as Continassa was chosen as the core
of the urban competition venues, thanks to its
position- close to the motorway and easily accessible
from the local airport — and most importantly to
its proximity to DelleAlpi Stadium (now Juventus
Stadium). The stadium was originally designated
as the site for the main celebrations. Only later,
the program changed radically and the Organizing
Committee (TOROC) decided to move the urban
focal point from the northern edge of the city to the
"Lingotto axis", which is part of the new "Central
backbone" of the city, as defined in the previous
Torino general plan. The geography of the Olympic
venues in the metropolitan area has been thus
completely reorganized in this progress, passing
from an idea of an almost independent sports
compound, far from the real city dynamics, to a
very compact and integrated mix of competition,
training, housing, and service facilities, distributed
along the main transformational areas of the city
and in relation to surrounding neighborhoods.
Consequently the new focus of the Olympics'
urban life became the wide green area of Piazza
d'Armi, where the former Municipal Stadium was
transformed into the new celebrations site, facing
the Olympic cauldron.

This change is probably the most notable aspect
of the masterplan of the Olympic works, and, since
it is strongly related with a larger urban vision that
is still ongoing, it could be seen an important key
element of the sustainability of the whole operation.

Although the general framework appears
consistent, the outcomes of single operations show
different levels of achievement and it appears
interesting to try to recognize some common
features of them.

3 The architecture of the venues: an attempt of
a morphological categorization

The Olympic venues and facilities are usually
categorized according to different elements, such
as function, size, etc. Here we assume a different
viewpoint, based on a specific urban design issue;

the aim is to propose a critical look focused on the

relationships that the new facilities establish with
their contexts.

3.1 New public spaces improving urban fabrics

The case of the renovation of the sports
compound created in the 1930s, focusing on the
former Municipal Stadium and on the new Olympic
Ice Hockey Arena, is particularly significant
(fig.2). The key of its success was probably the
opportunity to incorporate the adjacent public
space, transforming a portion of the fronting
avenue into a large pedestrian zone and redesigning
the large landscaped area of the Piazza d'Armi. The
two big volumes mirror themselves in the large
lawns of the park, providing a new public amenity
in the middle of a high density district. The Olympic
Arena is equipped with mobile stands and movable
floors that allow the modification of its internal
organization and function, and it is adaptable for
different uses such as ice sports, indoor sports,
concerts, shows, or exhibitions. Next to the arena,
a new Swimming Centre complements the facilities
offered, although it still awaits a proper renovation
of its pedestrian area.

A similar success has been achieved by the
Tazzoli Palace. Used for ice sports training, its
architecture is coherent with the renovation program
of the Corso Tazzoli axis, and provides a point of
reference for sports and indoor events within a
working class district under-supplied with services.

These case studies show the possibility of
conciliating the scale of the large buildings with of
the open spaces or the surrounding urban fabric.

3.2 Stand-alone "objects"

This is probably the main drawback of large
sport buildings: when left alone, they are too big
to establish human scaled relationships with lively
urban tissues but, paradoxically, are not complex
enough to gain the status of "bigness", meaning the
promiscuous proliferation of events in a single large
container could recreate the city's vitality itself, as
was portrayed by Rem Koolhaas and Bruce Mau in
their well-known book, S, M, L, XL.

In the same way, the pre-existing loneliness of
"Italia '61" Exhibition main building - the Palazzo
Vela — has been in some way stressed by renovation
work: the demolition of the glass facades and the
construction of some red volumes detached by the
concrete vault produce a feeling of extraneousness
(but create a nostalgia for having lost an

extraordinary indoor spatiality under the dome).
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A similar destiny seems to be shared by the indoor
sports stadium for speed skating, the Oval, which
is now sunken into a wide no man's land of parking
between the former Lingotto factory and the railway.

3.3 Architectures for inhabitants

The main challenge for the Olympic villages was
the possibility to create some authentic residential
neighbourhoods that are integrated in the urban
fabric: the program envisaged the implementation
and completion of residential interventions in the
framework of a brownfield redevelopment process.

The design strategy followed by public and
private operators focused on the flexibility of the
dwellings, able to fulfil the athletes and media
village requirements in the first phase, and the
ability to be reused for either collective housing,
residential units for students, accommodation
units, or residences for families. The possibility of
optimising further adaptations for distribution,
plants and infrastructure has been studied since the
beginning of the design process.

Among the many interventions within the city,
two new districts emerge: the Olympic Village (fig.3),
related to the renovation of the General Market
(originally built as a market for fruits and vegetables
in the 1930s), and the Media Village, built on the
former site of Spina 3, a series of iron and steel plants.
Outside the city, the mountain Athletes' village was
located in the Susa Valley in a former heliotherapic
resort also dating from the 1930s, representing a
successful case of restoration and reuse (fig.4).

3.4 Architecture as show

During the games, a three-dimensional
steel girder covered with reflecting steel panels

appeared as an alien object in the city centre's main

historic square, the Piazza Castello. The piazza was
transformed into Medals Plaza - which included
a stage, a theatre, sets, services for the press and
the public, and communications and logistics
equipment. During the Olympics, the plaza could
contain 9000 people, and hosted 55 celebrations and
15 concerts, without assuming any relationship at
all with its historic context. It seemed to be a perfect
materialisation of the "society of the spectacle”,
described by Guy Debord in his 1967 book. However,
it had a great importance as a mirror: the city seen
from that building, and reproduced worldwide via
television, would never have been the same; the
representation of Torino seen through media offered
a new perception of the city, reinforcing its identity.

3.5 Waving forms in the landscape

The bobsleigh and luge track, the ski jumps,
and other similar venues drew on the mountains
impressive features. Their geometries derived from
the rules of every discipline, and though they fit
into the landscape with their meandering lines,
they possess a wider scale than the human one,
which also greatly contrasts with it, especially in
the summertime. They have modified a significant
portion of these sites, requiring interventions both
of landscaping and environmental engineering, the
latter of which involves geology, water management,
and soil science. They brought with themselves a
number of facilities, tribunes, parking areas, that
were required to be temporary and were removed
after the events.

The Cesana bobsleigh track has suffered from
disuse, representing a problem that needs to be
solved. The Pragelato ski jumps were renovated after

the Games, standing on the slope as "heroic" modern

architecture (not so far from the architecture of the
1930s in Sestriere), underlining the winter sport
identity of this part of the valley (fig.5).

4 What could be learned from the legacy of
Torino Olympics?

Almost 10 years after the event, an overall
glance of the Olympic transformations returns a
slightly blurred image. The results greatly differ
from case to case, and a comprehensive opinion is
still difficult to be expressed.

Several of the most iconic buildings, meant
to create a strong and recognizable image of the
Olympics, still remain today symbolic places of
the city, and some of these have coincided with
important urban regeneration processes.

The residential facilities within the city and the
alpine villages obtained the envisaged effects only
when post-event functions and management had been
previously planned during the preparation stages, but
failed when either the uses or the managing authorities
had not been properly considered.

The success of the competition venues therefore
depended on the possibility of being effectively
utilized after the event for their original use, or
instead being easily converted into other cost-
effective purposes.

Above all, the most interesting aspect of the
Olympic works is the general framework of an
"urban strategy", not conceived as an autonomous
and independent thematic park, but rather closely
connected with the transformations that have
been changing the face of Torino in the past few
decades.[] (Acknowledgements: the axonometric
drawings that illustrate this article are by Fabrizia

Parlani and Sara Ressia. )
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