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vision of the square roof into sixteen independent
umbrella-style elements with sides of 40 metres,
separated by continuous strips of skylights and con-
sisting of a central pillar with a cross-section vary-
ing continuously from the cruciform shape at the
base to the circular shape at the top, and radiating
steel beams. Initially intended to be in reinforced
concrete, the steel structurewas createdbyCovre,7

one of the principal Italian engineers of metallic
structures and the author of the design for the 1937
aluminium monumental arch project for the EUR in
Rome, never constructed, who made use of the ex-
perience of the Badoni company in Lecco.
The modular solution and the differentiation of the
materials would allow the almost simultaneous
progress of creating the structure and the finishing,
managing the problem of the casting and hardening
times for the reinforced concrete.8 The consensus
of opinion between the designer and the company
also worked in favour of efficiency and speed of ex-
ecution, as had been the case in previous designs
that Nervi had completed in Turin and carried out
with Bonadè Bottino: the halls of the Turin Exhibition
Centre (1947−50), the FIAT factory buildings
(1955) and the public tram depot (1954).

From the point of view of functional organization, the
project envisaged the creation of two exhibition lev-
els: one on the ground floor, below ground level, and
the other about 10 metres above, supported on a
mass of pillars and crossed by perimeter pillars with
a square opening at the centre; on the intermediate
floor there was a continuous perimeter gallery, the
outside entrance and the services.
In May 1960, the Nervi studio developed the defini-
tive solution with some modifications,9 strongly re-
quested by Ponti:10 the basement floor was raised to
ground level, the perimeter gallery remained intact
and was constructed with isostatic ribbed floors,
while the second level was deferred until after the cel-
ebrations and a basement floor was added for serv-
ice areas, technical rooms, warehouses, toilets and
two projection rooms. The independence of the indi-
vidual “umbrellas”, taken as the inspirational motif,
has continued to be the symbol of the building. The
configuration of the pillars in variable cross-section,
apart from its indubitable value in terms of form,
above all dispensed with stability and construction is-
sues. The variable geometry of the support struc-
tures is a recurrent feature in Nervi’s work (Sports
Complex, Rome,1959;Corso Francia viaduct, Rome

1960; Savona railway station, 1959–60) and is also
to be found in the vault of the San Francisco cathe-
dral (1970). The elaborate external wall, 19 metres
highanddivided in twobyanopaquestrip of the same
thickness as the floor to be completed later, which
was completely independent from the structure and
was left undefined for the tender competition,11 was
worked out later by Covre:12 it is composed of a cur-
tain wall constructed from the inside, a brise soleil at
angles that vary according to their exposure to the
heat of the sun, and sheet-metal shafts that, fixed at
the bottom on cardan joint supports and at the top
on piston rods, serve as a double frame, absorbing
horizontal movement and expansion.
In the promotional emphasis that was given to the
large numbers and dimensions of the construction
site and building, Italia 61 resembled the great in-
ternational exhibitions from Crystal Palace on-
wards. Apart from the technical or purely
quantitative data – 158 metres long by 26 metres
high with 650,000 cubic metres of volume – the
construction site and its organization constituted
the most innovative aspect. The management of
the sitewas the responsibility of theNervi company,
while supervision of works was provided by the Fiat

The tender competition for the construction of the
Palazzo del Lavoro was published on 4 July 1959.1

It was a pavilion to be built in Turin for the 1961 cel-
ebrations of the centenary of Italian Unification and
intended to host the great exhibition dedicated to
work which was to be directed by Giovanni Agnelli2

and staged byGio Ponti. Based on a preliminary plan
by Ludovico Quaroni, it required construction of a
symmetrical pavilion along two principal axes at
right angles to each other, able to offer 47,000 sqm
of usable surface area for exhibitions and a range
of services, to be used subsequently as a National
Centre for Professional Education.3 The tender an-
nouncement,4 which put the emphasis on low con-
struction costs and the “expressive” use of
construction techniques and materials, allowed
threemonths for the development of a working plan,
including structural calculations, estimated bill of
quantities and financial quotation. The panel of
judgeswas chaired by Vittorio BonadèBottino, head
engineer of the Construction and Systems division
at FIAT, and the panel members were Lodovico Bar-
biano di Belgiojoso, Luigi Carlo Daneri, Franco Al-
bini, Adalberto Libera, Giovanni Michelucci and
Roberto Pane. Six companies, with their associated

architects and engineers, presented tenders: Borini
and Padana with Roberto Gabetti, Aimaro Isola and
Riccardo Morandi, Dalmine with Sergio Nicola and
Aldo Rizzotti, Guerrini with Carlo Mollino, Carlo Bor-
dogna and Sergio Musmeci, Guffanti with Piero Lo-
catelli, Nervi e Bartoli with Pier Luigi Nervi, his sons
Antonio and Mario, and Gino Covre, and Recchi with
Gino Levi Montalcini, Aristide Antoldi and Angelo
Frisa.5 On 20 October 1959, the jury judged that
only Nervi e Bartoli’s proposal was entirely suitable.
Although it failed to meet a number of the tender re-
quirements, for example having the unified surface
broken up by pillars, which Carlo Mollino attacked in
an eventually unsuccessful appeal, Nervi’s proposal
was convincing in its simplicity and structural legi-
bility. Moreover, it embodied a symbol of typologi-
cal precision and constructional coherence which
enhanced the rhetoric of swift construction, a key
value of the entire Italia 61 exhibition and of Turin it-
self, which was preparing to celebrate not only the
centenary of national unification but also engineer-
ing as an indispensable instrument for achieving the
economic miracle.
The Nervi design,6 the only one capable of meeting
the very tight deadlines, revolved around the subdi-

The Palazzo del Lavoro
1959−61

Plan for tender competition, view of interior
with two tiers of galleries, 10 October 1959.
Turin, Archivio ex FIAT Engineering

Final plan, perspective section with only one gallery
level, 18 January 1960. Parma, CSAC

Turin (Italy)
The Palazzo del Lavoro
1959–61
with Antonio Nervi and Gino Covre for the metal structures
built by the firm Nervi et Bartoli
and Antonio Badoni of Lecco



171170

Plan for tender competition, detail of pillars supporting
the roof, 10 October 1959. Parma, CSAC

Final plan, plan at + 226.20 cm, 1 May 1960
Parma, CSAC

Programme for assembly of metal covering and casting
of floor slab with cradle scaffold at + 231.40 cm,
13 June 1960. Parma, CSAC
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Constructions andSystemsdivision. The site data13

reveal that the pillars and roof were constructed
over a period of a month: each pillar corresponded
to construction of one unit of roofing. Precedence
was given to the perimeter pillars on the construc-
tion programme to reduce time further and to be
able to continue simultaneously with the vertical
buffer structure. When the type mould had been set
up, divided into six independently stable and self-
centring shafts with a weight such that it could be
raised with a crane and a volume that allowed cast-
ing to be concluded in a day, the action plans set
the pace of completion at ten days for each pillar.
At the same time, the roof beams were being con-
structed in the workshops and transported to the
site by the Badoni company. At the top of the pillars
was a truncated cone capital, anchored to the con-
crete structure by means of fastening screws, and
a polyhedral corona joined to the fixed joint drum
of the 20 cantilevered I-beams connected by a
perimeter beam that served as a strengthening el-
ement for the entire system. The isostatic ribbed
floor was constructed with mobile ferro-cement
formwork, using a procedure that Nervi had already
widely experimented with in various buildings in-
cluding the Gatti wool factory (1951−53), for ex-
ample. The buildingworks started in February 1960
and ended at the end of December. The mounting
of the exhibition, coordinated by Ponti but with the
involvement of the most advanced architects and
artists of the day, from Ettore Sottsass to Marco
Zanuso, and from Lucio Fontana to Bruno Munari,
was strongly influenced by the imposing structure
of the building, “rejecting any solution that did not
leave all the columns visible”:14 it consisted of ex-
tremely light, ephemeral partitions in aluminium,

and panels clad in translucent, reflecting stainless
steel.
Seen as a symbol of the integration of structural and
architectural invention and publicized by the principal
national and particularly international journals,15 the
Palazzo del Lavoro has fascinated entire genera-
tions.16 By emphasizing, with a sort of mannerism,
the way in which the structure is almost flaunted, it
marks the transition to the third phase of Nervi’s de-
sign activities, that of the great international commis-
sions in which the “Nervi style” became a repertoire
of solutions to be adopted around the world.
After the celebrations ended, the building initially be-
came the Turin branch of the International Training
Centre for the UN International Labour Organiza-
tion,17 which then moved out in the mid-1970s. De-
spite various ideas for re-use of the building
proposed by Nervi himself in the 1959 competition,
including a sports centre, years passed amid an ab-
sence of strategy, with the building being used for
various unsuitable purposes, until in 2007 the De-
manio (State Property Office) sold it to a property
developer to be turned into a shopping centre. Its
future, however, with its burden ofmanagement and
maintenance costs, remains uncertain.

Cristiana Chiorino
Politecnico di Torino
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