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The factory and its doom. Considerations about the non-application of
the different knowledge for the restoration and use of industrial heritage
in the case of Olivetti Brasil

Di Mari Giuliana - Politecnico di Torino, Torino, Italia, giuliana.dimari@polito.it
Garda Emilia - Politecnico di Torino, Torino, Italia, emilia.garda@polito.it

Abstract: The contribution aims to analyse the events surrounding the Olivetti factory in Brazil. The purpose
is to reflect on the work from a broader panorama that sees it as deeply connected to its era - the second half
of the 20th century -, to its ownership - Olivetti - and to the architect who designed it - Marco Zanuso. The
factory is considered among the references of modern architecture produced in Sdo Paulo during the 1950s, a
pioneering case of globalised architecture produced by that group of European architects who influenced
Brazilian architecture. In the 1990s, the factory underwent a reconversion that distorted its original
composition, a fate from which it has not been possible to escape despite the efforts made to ensure its
preservation. The occasion promotes a discussion related to the themes of the preservation of the industrial
architectural heritage, still too fragile and too often subjected to building speculation that replaces historical-
cultural values with political-economic ones. The factory and its doom are thus aimed at underlining the lack
that played a role in the reuse of the factory. Lack of awareness, knowledge, methodology, and adherence to
restoration principles, finally results in the lack of historical memory.

Keywords: Olivetti, Zanuso, Brazilian modern architecture, industrial heritage, reuse

The 20th century more than any other, experienced turmoil and ferment that resulted in the
search for a culture common to all peoples, in clear opposition to the nationalist fervour that
the politics of the beginning of the century imposed on all art. With the end of the Second
World War, Italy was the scene of the formation of art groups linked to the resistance against
fascism, and initially, Italian art was generated by all kinds of artistic manifestations, which
were based on the recovery of elements linked to post-cubism, geometric abstraction, new
realism and metaphysical painting. Across the ocean, in Latin America, European cultural
avant-gardes had an impact, mainly in literature, music and painting. These influences
undoubtedly stemmed from the political, economic, and social contradictions that defined a
different way of assimilating rationalist codes at that time, on the one hand, identified with
the most progressive political positions, and on the other a need for stylistic renewal in line
with contemporary trends. However, the assimilation of the Modern Movement in Latin
America cannot be analysed as a simple translation of stylistic features as it was conditioned
in each case by the specific historical circumstances of each country (Guitiérrez, 1996).
During the 1940s, there were two important exhibitions at MoMA for the dissemination of
Brazilian culture abroad: one on the Italian-Brazilian artist Candido Portinari, and the other
on Brazilian colonial and modern architecture. In the second case, Philip L. Goodwin, the
curator of the catalogue, offered a vision of Brazilian architecture capable of experimenting
and proposing solutions for Europe, thanks to a young, strong, and prosperous architecture.
After Goodwin’s 1943 book Brazil Builds, Brazil gained visibility with international
publications and articles published in the magazines Studio and Architectural Review - both
English - and the French magazine L’ Architecture d’ Aujourd’hui.

Latin America thus became a privileged territory for economic expansion, and it was no
coincidence that Olivetti - which was already present with several subsidiaries and sales
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offices distributing imported products - chose Argentina and Brazil to establish its industrial
presence.

«Olivetti in Brazil, as a productive entity, besides contributing to industrial and economic
progress in an undoubtedly beneficial way, represents a decisive step in the updating, in this
country, of industrial design still too much left aside or reproduced by anyone. [...]» (Bardi,
1958)

Olivetti’s industrial architecture integrated the factory’s functionality with the beauty of the
surrounding landscape (Olmo, 2018). Workplaces are designed on a human scale and at the
same time are compatible with economic and production needs. In addition, industrial areas
are placed in territories where human life is not sacrificed for production: through urban
plans, workers’ quarters, libraries, social services, canteens, and kindergartens, the needs of
the individual and society are placed in the foreground. Tangible signs of Olivetti’s
architecture can also be found abroad, and this remains a field that has been investigated to
a limited extent (Astarita, 2000).

Adriano Olivetti commissioned Marco Zanuso to design the South American factories who
was, at the time, still a young architect. Guiducci stated in issue 216 of Casabella in 1957
that «[...] quite a few technicians from the client company, Olivetti, asked how many
factories the architect had already built, what experience he had in industrial matters. [...] On
the other hand, it had to be made clear that the specific technical experience for the type of
factory that was to be built could only come from technicians specialised in that particular
sector, and not from the architect, no matter how many other factories he had built or knew
from old experience. [...] Therefore, the problem was finding formulas for the passage of
industrial technical experience into industrial architectural experience» (Guiducci, 1957).

The desire for development and progress in the conviction that modern industry reflects the
problems of modern society was Zanuso’s design mission in Latin America. Zanuso’s modus
operandi finds full manifestation in the industrial architecture of the Olivetti commission. In
these projects, one can see the search for structural logic capable of optimising the
relationship between form and function. The workspaces are conceived as a continuum in
which production can and must change to adapt to new requirements. By experimenting with
the potential of reinforced concrete, Zanuso seeks the rationalisation of components to create
an immediately recognisable structure. There is the search for a perfect balance between
technique and language and this is realised in the use of a generating principle, which in
Argentina is identified in the beam-pillar system and Brazil in the triangular module defined
by vault and pillars.

This generating element is infinitely repeatable and thus responds to the principles of
applicability, and flexibility. reproducibility. Through the elaboration of the project, and
even more so between one project and the next, the architect gives back a global dimension
of architecture through his design outcomes. The two South American projects highlight the
progressive refinement of elements and distribution schemes and constitute the place of
experimentation for those technological and morphological solutions that will eventually be
implemented in Italy.

The reconstruction of the specific architectural event intervenes in analysing the constituent
elements of Zanuso’s design and the variations of the theoretical matrix applied to the
specificities of the factories built for Olivetti. During the 1990s, Olivetti sold the Brazilian
factory to a company that converted it into a shopping centre in 2007. From here began the
process that led to the oblivion of the history of the factory, an icon of modern architecture
in Sao Paulo and a rare work by Zanuso outside Italy.
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