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Abstract. Some Italian seaside locations are characterised by iconic high-rise
buildings, mostly built between the 1950s and the 1960s. Although quite lim-
ited compared to more recent coastal developments around the world, these
buildings remain significant landmarks, still shaping the skyline of their loca-
tions. The skyscrapers of Milano Marittima (1957), Cesenatico (1958), Rimini
(1959), and Livorno (1966), are among iconic elements of Italian post-war
modernist architecture during the years of the so-called economic boom, cer-
tainly representing a new architectural language. They embody the spirit of
post-war Italian architecture, although not reported in architecture magazines,
due to their location in tourist areas compared to large seaside cities such as
Genoa or Naples, or most likely due to their functional language, conceived by
unknown designers. This essay outlines the debate between planners, municipal
administration and historic preservation boards (Soprintendenze) at the time of
the original design, with respect to such an impacting action on the landscape;
70 years after their conception and construction, these landmarks are facing
new challenges. The architectural and technological features of this contempo-
rary heritage suggest new interpretations and lines of transformation between
pure preservation actions and profound refurbishment.

Keywords: high-rise, landmarks, Italian seaside resorts, architectural language,
functionalism.

Introduction

Landmarks are one of the components that Lynch [1] hypothesized as contributing to
the imageability of cities. In terms of Gestalt theory of visual perception, they are
elements with defining characteristics that are different from their surroundings and
easily recognized or discernible from a particular position. Landmarks have distinc-
tive spatial features and by virtue of their colors, shape or semantic values have the
potential to help people to orientate or find their way in the environment. They are a
group of coherent elements that can be singled out against a landscape background of
repetitive detail [2].

Substantial urban structures such as high-rise, towers or skyscrapers have been rapid-
ly changing the public impression of urban areas [3]. Towers are usually urban com-
ponents with a dominant physical characteristic, following closely the growth of the
city and responding to dense population concentration, high land costs and scarcity of



space. The primary need to place a maximum number of people on a minimum area
of land consequently has implications in terms of size, height and self-sustainability.
This is not the case with the skyscrapers of Italian coastal resorts, which should have
been built in low-density areas or medium density cities between the 1950s and the
1960s, or even in the middle of pine forests along the shoreline. These skyscrapers are
the only tall elements in the places where they were built, to such an extent that each
of them is still referred to as “The Skyscraper” [4].

The buildings in question can be considered to belong to contemporary architecture,
as they were built after the Second World War, or looked more strictly as examples of
the post-war phase of modernism, if only objects built closer to today could be inter-
preted as contemporary [5]. At that time, one of the main cultural references among
architects was certainly Frank Lloyd Wright with his Broadacre City skyscraper
(1932) [6], the antithesis of a city and the glorification of the newly born suburbia: the
architect had promoted a famous exhibition of his works in Italy in 1951 [7]. Italian
skyscrapers are perhaps not the exact transposition of Wright’s tower in functional
terms [8] but, as landmarks, they are characterized by being unconventional, with an
architectural language — a lexicon — which aimed to create a contrast with the past, a
dimension expressed in the opposition to the previous tradition. At the time of their
construction, the law of 29 June 1939 on the “Protection of landscape beauties”
(Protezione delle bellezze naturali) was in force in Italy, but its application concerned
only the areas expressly declared to be of interest. In fact, the flat coasts of Emilia-
Romagna, Veneto and Tuscany, although with some naturalistic qualities, did not fall
within these protected areas. The development of these areas was then governed by
local building codes or local town plans, but these too were incomplete; for instance,
there wasn’t even a maximum height for buildings. The construction of tall buildings
along the coast, even speculative, fits into this context of absence of standards.

The resort areas were first developed at the beginning of the XX century near some
historic settlements such as Cervia, Cesenatico, Rimini and Lignano in the Adriatic
coast, or Livorno in the Tyrrhenian coast, in almost intact areas of the Mediterranean
scrub. The idea of placing a considerable vertical element — a landmark — in a flat low
dense landscape happened with the same speed of the economic progress, without
public opinion being informed. After the Second World War seaside resorts — not
only in Italy — had the chance of spreading up rapidly, changing the landscape from
natural or semi-natural — eventually pictoresque — into urban.

This essay first aims to outline the narrative behind the process of construction of
these high-rise buildings, trying to identify their lexicon [9], and trace the debate be-
tween planners, population, municipal administration and, above all, historic preser-
vation boards (Soprintendenze), with respect to such an impacting action on the land-
scape. As these buildings are now facing functional problems, the technological fea-
tures of this patrimony of Italian modern architecture [10] are then investigated and
current development lines are depicted, between pure preservation actions and deep
renovation. Given the date of construction, they can now definitively be considered
part of contemporary heritage, although none of them are yet protected by law. In
fact, they will be protected starting from their 70 year of age, i.e. approximately
from 2027. Some publications have dealt with the theme of the skyscrapers on the



Italian coast during the fifties and the sixties [11] [12]; however, this contribution
brings together for the first time in a future perspective the architectural lexicon, envi-
ronmental protection and building performance of different projects [13]. The design
of all these buildings belongs to a pre-digital era, but today digital tools are used to
transform those constructions into objects of contemporary architecture inserted in a
current context.

1 Skyscraper construction between opportunities and architec-
tural narrative

1.1  The skyscrapers of the engineers in the Adriatic coast

The coast of Emilia-Romagna is the place that most saw the growth of tourism in the
1950s, due to the easy accessibility from the economically advanced and densely
populated areas of the north of the country. Indeed, during the first decades of the XX
century the Italian coast had already been the object of touristic development, a phe-
nomenon characterized by the foundation of marine colonies during the Fascist era.
Two tall and isolated buildings from the 1930s, used as colonies, were particularly
appreciated by architectural critics for their formal and technological solutions. The
“Torre Balilla” of Massa Marittima was built in 1933 based on a design by the engi-
neer Vittorio Bonadé Bottino at the behest of senator Edoardo Agnelli. It is a rational-
ist building, consisting of a 52 metres cylinder punctuated by reinforced concrete
columns, with a helical staircase that marks the access to the rooms [14]. The Fara
colony in Chiavari, 49 metres high, was built in 1935-36 with rounded shapes and
ribbon windows as an example of futurist architecture. It was designed by Camillo
Nardi Greco and Lorenzo Castello [15].

The postwar coastal skyscrapers of Romagna, born with completely different socio-
economic objectives, can instead be read as a unique phenomenon of Americanization
of the waterfront. Erected “between the sky and the sea”, they became the “guardians”
of the coast [4]: Rimini attracted the petite bourgeoisie because it was a pleasant,
rarefied place, and also because the middle-class and the professionals had created a
cenacle, a community that met for the holidays. Having an Art Nouveau villa in Ri-
mini or staying at the Grand Hotel or the Savoia Palace was a way of participating in
a lifestyle [16].

The construction of these high-rise buildings belongs to a very short period of time,
corresponding to the economic boom, approximately 10 years, between 1955 and
1965. The first skyscraper was built between 1956 and 1957 in Milano Marittima, in
the municipality of Cervia, by the tenacious and enterprising engineer Eugenio
Berardi, who gave it the name of his wife, followed by number one: Marinella I.
Backing the initial success of his first enterprise, the engineer was able to build anoth-
er skyscraper in Cesenatico, named Marinella II (118 m), at the time the tallest build-
ing in Italy and, according to the promoters, the highest building in reinforced con-
crete in the world. In the same year a second skyscraper was designed and built at sea
by the engineers Piero Sacchetti and Giuseppe Bentini, the Luxury Palace: two paral-
lel towers of 15 floors (59,60 m), very similar in appearance to Marinella I (92 m),



with its alternating strips of white and sky blue (Fig. 1). Ten years later, in 1966,
Berardi tried to build another skyscraper along the natural coast, near Ravenna, with-
out success (Fig. 2) [17]. The idea of preserving the flat natural landscape had pre-
vailed: the politics, interpreting the current urban culture, were in fact beginning to
oppose the unconditional exploitment of the territory. Similarly, the 72-metre-high
residential building completed in 1960 by CER, the Consortium of Work Production
Cooperatives of Emilia-Romagna, called “/l Grattacielo”, was already singled out as
a negative example for the city of Bologna. Tall buildings had already become “the
symbol of the lack of relationship with the context, one of the most followed criteria
in the evaluation of architecture in Italy and above all in Emilia-Romagna, where the
building and urban planning legislation had taken on a sort of ban on architectural
diversity” [18].

Fig. 1. Piero Sacchetti: aerial view of Milano Marittima, with Marinella I to the left and Luxury
Palace to the right, inserted in the urban scheme of Giuseppe Palanti. Comune di Cervia, histor-
ic archive.

Fig. 2. Sketch by Eugenio Berardi for the preliminary design of ALA skyscraper in Lido Adri-
ano. From Carnoli [17].

In 1963 two issues of Casabella highlighted a criticism of the exaggerated construc-
tion and overbuilding of the shoreline. In his editorial “Homo additus naturae” E.N.
Rogers wondered how to solve this mass phenomenon with the tools of architecture:
“Looking at things in their objective reality, it must also be recognized that the real
problem to be solved is to make our territory enjoyable for the greatest number of
people (Italian and foreign). But at the same time that the legitimacy of this aspiration
is established, a way must be found to guarantee the value of the territory itself” [19].
This aspect makes this phenomenon of the late 50s unrepeatable and worth studying,
especially considering that the selected examples refer to isolated buildings, unique
elements in their context. Skyscrapers have become definitive landmarks of their sites
so far, contributing to the characterization of the landscape itself.

It can be said that Berardi’s architecture, neglected by architectural critics, is charac-
terized by a simple and rational sign, aimed at marking the functional essence of rein-
forced concrete buildings.



Fig. 3. Perspective view of Marinella I, first shorter version of the tower, with only 16 floors.
Comune di Cervia, historic archive.

Fig. 4. Ceramic tiles of the fagade with different shades of colors.

The grids of the fagades express the structural frame connotation of the buildings,
regular in shape except for the base and aimed at optimizing the views from inside to
outside. The original alternation of white and sky blue marks the layered stratigraphy
(Fig 3): the chromatic effect is given by randomly distributed mosaic tiles of various
shades of yellow, grey, pink and blue to give vibration to the facade (Fig. 4). Small
tiles (tesserae) were used in other better known projects of the time, for example by
the architect Gio Ponti in the Garzanti Foundation in Forli (1953-57) [20]. Tiles have
become a major functional problem for building maintenance in all the cases where
they were applied.

Eugenio Berardi, a fighter in the Second World War and thirty-five years old in 1956
is undoubtedly a forerunner of the skyscraper in Italy. After the war, a reference pro-
ject was the Breda tower in Milan: 116.25 metres high with 31 floors, the skyscraper
was built between 1950 and 1955 by Eugenio and Ermenegildo Soncini and Luigi
Mattioni [21]. When it was built, it was the tallest buildings in Italy. To achieve it, it
was necessary to break with a Milanese tradition, which in the 1930s became a stand-
ard in the city’s regulatory plan: no building was to exceed the 108 metres of the
highest spire of the Cathedral, surmounted by the so-called Madonnina. While in-
spired by American models, instead of steel, the designers used a material that was
easier to find on the Italian market: reinforced concrete, which was produced by RDB,
a leading company in the sector. The aim was to demonstrate that “with a typically
Italian material it was possible to express the same sense of slender verticalism of the
glass and steel skyscrapers of the overseas. The aim was to embody the innovative
ambitions of a new industrial class in an object full of symbolic values” [22].



Fig. 5. Marinella I. Comune di Cervia, historic archive.

Fig. 6. Marinella II. Cesenatico, Azienda di Soggiorno, photographic archive.

Berardi's project finds its place in the absence of a master plan of the city of Milano
Marittima, that would limit the height of buildings; indeed the town was following the
urban model of Garden City according to the original scheme made in 1912 by the
painter and illustrator Giuseppe Palanti (Fig. 1). The words of the designer in present-
ing the Marinella I project are illuminating (Fig. 5) [23]: “The fundamental reasons
why I thought it possible to build skyscrapers in seaside resorts where previously only
villas were built, are given by the desire to put the apartment dweller in ever greater
contact with the surrounding nature. And do not think that this can be a paradox: from
any point of an apartment in the skyscraper, in fact, a wonderful panorama opens up
that embraces the sky and the sea. One almost has the sensation of dominating this
natural beauty, enjoying it fully, as one certainly could not see and enjoy staying in a
low house, tormented by the noise of the street and made sultry by the heat [...] only
from this oasis of ideal rest the vacationer will truly be able to embrace the space and
discover elements of the landscape of sunny Romagna that have so far been ignored
in their suggestive setting”.

In Berardi’s vision, the skyscraper was to remain the only vertical landmark above the
pine forest: “[...] As the sea ripples in the wind, so does the pine forest ... it sways
and this dark green sea cannot be stopped [...]”. The tall skyscraper that emerges
from the pine forest is not an alteration, in his perspective; it is a modern tower that
offers a point of view from above, a belvedere for those who live there and a point of
reference for a vast territory.

The first version of Marinella I was presented on 10 May 1956 and the second ver-
sion, seven floors higher, on 19 September 1956, with a large variation compared to
the previous one. It is unclear whether this was done on purpose, to ease the process
and avoid initial hurdles. In a letter dated 25 October 1956, the prefecture of Ravenna
ordered the municipality to interrupt the works, as the building regulations failed to
define the maximum height of buildings and therefore urged to set rules in this regard.
Berardi managed to go ahead and finish the work before the municipality could place
restrictions on height. In the same year a second skyscraper designed by the architect
Sacchetti, the Luxury Palace, was built on the seashore. When the regulations were



approved shortly afterwards which provided for a maximum height of 13 metres,
which could be derogated up to 19, the two skyscrapers were already completed.
More high-rise projects were proposed at the time but were all abandoned. Apart from
some information deriving from newspapers [24], also with celebratory intent, it is
worth noticing the total absence, during the 50s, of any architectural debate in prestig-
ious magazines or any political stance by the population. On the other side, the figure
of the major was instrumental in promoting the project.

For the purpose of advertising promotion, services and benefits were offered for the
“elegant” apartments located in the new reinforced concrete building in Cesenatico
(Fig. 7): “ [...] enchanting panorama of the Apennines, restaurant, bar, lounges and
parties, shops and boutiques, beauty institute, laundry dry land, garage, private beach-
es and parking, panoramic terraces [...] automatic high-speed lifts, dumbwaiters for
the service of meals at home, telephone, multiple television antenna, industrial cur-
rent, intercom connected with the restaurant and the concierge, a central liquid gas
system”.

Fig. 7. Elevation of the skyscraper of Cesenatico. Comune di Cesenatico, historic archive.

Politics forcefully decided that the skyscraper should be Cesenatico’s moment of
identity, a good lesson for the actors of the following decades where the administra-
tion had at most managed the daily needs. While the Marinella I skyscraper in Milano
Marittima was configured in its framed structure, with flashing controversies that also
reached the Italian Parliament, in the nearby Cesenatico on 21 February 1957 the
mayor Primo Grassi approved the Marinella II skyscraper which was supposed to be
the highest in the world in reinforced concrete, with its 115 metres and 35 floors.



The position near the shore Cesenatico was chosen not only for the proximity to the
beach but ideally in order to compete in such an extreme enterprise, where the sky-
scraper was to be born directly from the sand and represent the only vertical element
of the coast, suitable for interrupting the strip of villas. The skyscraper “could not be
relegated to the periphery of tourism” [4].

As to turn off part of the disputes, two aspects were very clear to Berardi: the archi-
tecture had to dominate and characterize the surrounding spaces by placing itself as
converging point, as well as visual, and scenographic confluence of road arteries; at
the territorial level it had to represent, together with the historic center and the canal
port, the other vertex of the triangle that geographically defines Cesenatico. It is cer-
tain, however, that without the anticipatory experience of Milano Marittima it
wouldn’t have been possible to face this second enterprise: this is a competition be-
tween nearby seaside resorts, where Milano Marittima starts the competition and Ce-
senatico raises the bet.

As for Milano Marittima, there was no public debate for Cesenatico either: Primo
Grassi, major of the town, issued a building permit in just 17 days and sent a letter to
the Superintendence on 26 March 1957, certifying his will to go ahead: “ [...] please
do know this Municipality’s opinion on the inclusion of the new structure in the pre-
existing landscape, with detail regarding the natural beauty of the country. Given the
importance of the work, which will certainly give considerable prestige to the con-
struction of Cesenatico, a work for which all citizens wish to receive a reminder reali-
zation for the sum of the profits that directly and indirectly will derive from it [...]
Given its position north of the existing properties, its shadow will not fall on close
properties, but only on the large facing square and on the beach. Its agile mass will
represent a new motif in the flat plain, an element easily noticeable from the sea, and,
since a set of flashing lights will be installed at its top and fixed, it will become a
point of reference also for numerous fishing boats of the Cesenatico fleet. The Munic-
ipal Building Commission, considering the reasons mentioned above, approved the
project, thus expressing its favor with which all the citizens welcomed the news of
this forthcoming construction”.

Construction continued at a frantic pace in the autumn, winter of 1957 and spring of
1958 in compliance with license n. 28, but also with the addition of new ideas that
arose in the designer’s mind and which found immediate implementation without
waiting for any formal release of documents. Only economic criteria induced S.I.M.,
Berardi’s construction company, to reduce the number of typical floors to 31 as it
turned out from the project presented at the time. In this provincial comedy where “no
one knows anything” of course the next major Agostino Spadarelli with a note dated
June 25, 1958, examined the irregular situation, and communicated to S.I.M. the ob-
vious decision: “in the understanding of wanting to exceptionally facilitate this com-
pany, the City Council decided to approve by amnesty the proposed variants”. In June
1958 the building, just over a year after the start of the works, was completed. A few
months later, the Pirelli skyscraper in Milan surpassed the height of Marinella II.

The skyscraper tower (113 m) ended up with a volume of about 50,000 cubic metres,
35 floors, and a reinforced concrete structure consisting of six frames of five symmet-
rical columns. The foundations of the tower were impressive, with 210 concrete posts



of 15 m with a diameter of 53 cm connected by a single platform: an engineering
masterpiece. Two dominant colors: the blue of the windowed bands (shutters and
intermediate spaces) to define the horizontal partition and the light grey/beige color
which in a subdued tone defined the vertical one; the vibrant multicolored ceramic
mosaic (light blue, beige, green, black, pink, yellow) alternating with the blue bands
recomposed then the geometry of spaces.

The story of the skyscraper in Rimini is more complex: on January 16" 1958 the
Building Commission approved the project presented by Giuseppe D'Angelo and
Raoul Puhali, owners of a construction company of Trieste, relating to the construc-
tion of a 31 floors high residential building in viale Principe Amedeo, the avenue that
connects the historic center with the Marina. The municipal administration recognized
the building the characteristic “of preeminent public interest” [...] “for its size and its
architectural line a directional tone to give prestige and characteristic to the city ac-
cording to a trend already underway in other tourist centers of the Riviera of Roma-
gna and the country”.

At the date of approval of the project, the area where the skyscraper was going to be
built was removed from the Reconstruction Plan: “all the villas that arise there,
whether built before or after the last war, have the same alignment; the only exception
is represented by a cottage built after this war [...]. In addition, the Regulatory Plan
had not yet been approved. Therefore, the municipal administration entrusted a study
to a group of designers, headed by Luigi Piccinato.

In February 1957, about a year before approval of the project, through an addressed
letter to the Extraordinary Commissioner of the municipality of Rimini (the mayor
was suspended ope legis from office), this group of designers expressed their opinion
on the opportunity of building the skyscraper, considering it not admissible, for a
variety of reasons: “the building was too close to the railway and in a very busy area,
increasing congestion in the centre [...]; it would have worsened the conditions of the
neighborhood [...]; the building density would have been unacceptable, even for the
city of Milan [...]; the presence of an isolated building in a well-defined and naturally
developed area would have represented, above all, a serious fact [...]. Certainly the
skyscraper would have facilitated the redesign of the initial part of viale Principe
Amedeo, placing shops and primary services which the area was lacking and the con-
struction works would have employed a lot of local labor and favor the contribution
of large capitals to the city. Besides, it would have satisfied the part of the citizens
who see in the work a reason of luster and decoration and at the same time those who
see only a reason for impatient parochialism towards the other cities of the Riviera
who have already built a skyscraper.”

Even considering all these factors, the team of designers remained unfavorable to the
execution of the work, believing that the building should be part of a broader solution,
in a purely intensive and directional destination area which will be foreseen in a new
master plan. Three months before the approval of the project, in October of 1957, the
foundation works on the piles began, thanks to a provisional permit: the ground was
drilled to a depth of 20 metres. The opposition from the neighbors was strenuous, and
not only from the inhabitants of the same block, who saw the area they themselves
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helped create as irreparably ruined. The legal battle against the tower lasted until the
1960s, after construction was completed.

[E R e e

Fig. 8. Grattacielo di Rimini, perspective view of the first version. Comune di Rimini, historic
archive.

Fig. 9. Grattacielo di Rimini, perspective view of the last version. Comune di Rimini, historic
archive.
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Fig. 10. Grattacielo di Rimini, typical plan. Comune di Rimini, historic archive.
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Inspired by Le Corbusier’s Unit¢ d’Habitation and by American models, Rimini’s
skyscraper stands out for its rejection of the curtain wall fagade system. Contrary to
what was preliminarily approved (Fig. 8), the perfect parallelepiped volume of the
building has 25 floors (Fig. 9), for an overall height approaching one hundred metres.
The shaft, which distributes 7 apartments per floor for a total of 175 (Fig. 10), is set
on a two-level base intended for shops and offices which qualifies the square in front
of the value of a public place. The building culminates on the top floor in a panoramic
terrace. The facades are treated in horizontal bands along the longer sides, with large
strip windows interrupted by the reinforced concrete structure and the infills of the
parapets slightly set back from the structural skeleton. On the short sides, the same
treatment is reserved only for a central portion of the facade while the ends are blind
in correspondence with the structural stiffeners. The metal windows are equipped
with a shutter darkening system. The structure, which tapers as the height progresses,
shows some formal analogies with other more well-known models made in Italy, such
as the Pirelli skyscraper by Gio Ponti in Milan and the two creations by Eugenio
Berardi in Cervia and Cesenatico.

1.2 The skyscraper in Livorno

In Rimini and Livorno the strategic position between the historic city and the urban
development towards the seaside, marked the formal contrast between the old urban
structure and the new coastal developments. In contrast to the works on the Romagna
Riviera is the 26-storey skyscraper in Livorno, the little-known work of the architect
Giovanni Michelucci. A tormented work, the result of a very long design develop-
ment: the end of the construction, whose conception dates back to 1957, is in 1966.
Contrary to the functionalism of Berardi's work, this skyscraper is a free composition
that rejects a static and unidirectional vision [25], in open controversy with the Inter-
national Style skyscrapers [26]. According to Francesco Dal Co, this formidable sky-
scraper in Livorno is a speculative occasion transfigured into an expressionistic event
on an urban scale (Fig. 11).

The assumptions from which Michelucci starts in his Livorno project are completely
different and seek the relationship of the building with the city (Fig. 12). “In his un-
certain, yet recognisable features, we can grasp the strength of some constants present
in the proposed solutions, all aimed at prefiguring a new urban form that derives from
the solidification of flows, connections, and relationships, as well as the different
levels of life that coagulate in such a way as to form unprecedented reciprocities be-
tween outside and inside. One feature of this variability of the project is the idea of
the course, or rather, of the heartbeat which from this moment onwards will be the
centre of his compositions. In this vision, where form is never dependent on a priori
conditionings, but found in contingencies and singularities, the flux that takes shape
and assumes a horizontal movement made of overlaps and gaps, is often counter-
pointed by vertical disarticulations which, in their position as the fulcrum of collisions
and aggregations, seem to allude to the complex nature of tower-houses” [27].
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From this experience, Michelucci seems to point to the randomness of the Mediaeval
city, closer to his idea of variability, from which he takes not so much the impression-
ist tonalities, composed of elements and themes to be interpreted. The interpretation
of Mediaeval spatiality constitutes one of the most notable invariables of Michelucci’s
work, beginning in 1950s, when he is commissioned to build a residential area in San
Remo. The second project for this development is based on two structures with differ-
ent heights, with a composition of juxtaposed volumes that follow rotations and extru-
sions. Another example from this period is a residential tower in Larderello, which is
also based on a volume distinctly articulated by the succession of overhangs and re-
cesses. These buildings contain embryos of the Livorno skyscraper.

| R

Fig. 11. Perspective view of Livorno skyscraper. Fondazione Michelucci, archive.
Fig. 12. Livorno skyscraper in the 1960s. Vintage postcard.

In 1956, Count Bruschetti, owner of a building on Scali del Pesce which had been
destroyed during the war, decided to transfer his compensation for war damages to a
new 21-storey building to be built between Piazza Matteotti and Via Montebello. The
request was accepted through a specific exception to the Building Regulations which
provided for lower heights, as a skyscraper can offer dignity to the city. The first pro-
ject, however, by Engineer Wilfrido Vanni, was rejected for the alleged lack of digni-
ty required by the dispensation, which specified the need for a proposal with suffi-
cient artistic value to justify the architectural singularity.

In 1957 Michelucci was involved in the project and designed a structure with a base
from which a planimetric composition descends with added sections of varying
heights. This base joins the neighboring blocks at a high level, establishing a visual
continuity that connects it with the surrounding volumes. These are six floors, which
house shops, offices and professional studios, and are connected to the ground
through a covered road that lets into the flow of the city, linking two urban axes. In
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the first version of the project, a system of ramps and connections was envisaged for
this covered road, which would have connected the various levels of the basement. In
1960 Boschetti transferred his property rights to the Grattacielo Roma company
which requested changes to the project, consisting in the removal of the attic floor, in
compliance with a standard project, and the abandonment of the system of ramps in
the internal road. Michelucci’s revisions continued throughout all of 1961, concentrat-
ing above all on the tower which seemed to take shape increasingly based on the dis-
tribution of the apartments, and only in the first months of 1963, under the direction
of engineer Adriano Agostini, construction of the skyscraper began.

In September the building reached the 13th floor, in April of the following year the
26th, and at the beginning of 1965 — when Michelucci signed the final modification to
the project — the building was almost complete and had the aspect of the current one.
The base structure is characterized by the alternation of horizontal windows and strips
covered in sandstone, while the connection to the ground is once again in solid plas-
tered masonry. Based on planimetric distortions, the vertical body that rises from the
basic structure appears like a piece of a turreted city supported on a pedestal, whose
exterior is entrusted to the massive design of vertical volumes that do not follow a real
rule other than dialogue between the surface covered by clinker and the discrete notes
of the reinforced concrete elements arranged to highlight joints and hinges. The fa-
cades do not appear as the sum of different standard floor plans, but as a single vol-
ume, conceived in a multifaceted unity. Compared to the Mediaeval interpretation of
the Torre Velasca, dense in sublimated references, or the cold rigor of the Pirelli sky-
scraper, both in Milan, Michelucci’s tower in Livorno offers an interpretation of the
theme of modern architecture in historic cities, which although apparently intrusive, is
in fact only more real and possible. That is, the volumes, tormented by subtractions
and additions, encrusted with projections and recesses, have the force to mimic the
complexity of the variable city sought by the author in his visions, creating not a
monad-building, but a concrete example of a possible city-building.

It’s a shame that, once construction was completed, the idea of selling the apartments
to the people of Livorno failed, and for this reason the building was sold in 1970 to
the Social Security for Employees of the Treasury Ministry, which in turn rented the
homes. It is perhaps due to this setback that there is a clear lack of critical attention
towards this work within the hagiography surrounding Michelucci. In fact, the Livor-
no skyscraper, despite being mainly intended for residential apartments, does not offer
a particularly innovative proposal regarding this theme. In addition to the different
sizes of the apartments, the contributions to the idea of collective housing are mini-
mal, and no specific spaces or services of common interest are offered.

“The brutalism of this work confirms this, clarifying the author’s intention to contrast
with the dominant idea of the skyscraper, far from the rhetoric of normalization and
the search for aesthetic pleasantness, as if its contours, its facades and details were
nothing other than the result of an internal spatiality projected towards the outside, in
all its unexpected necessity [...] regardless of the seductive power of its visual im-
pact, it has little to offer to the theme of collective living, which appears frozen in a
commonplace practice and without any added value other than unusual panoramic
views. In other words, looking over the city without becoming part of it [27].”
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1.  Building performances and transformation

Today the towers mark the landscapes, in a sort of mix between acceptation, pride in
businesses and indifference. The subsequent process of urban densification with low-
rise buildings made these vertical elements not so isolated and distinguishable. No
other tall buildings were built in those locations after the years of economic boom.
The localities proceeded with a building densification which was not always of good
architectural quality [28] [29]. Neglect therefore characterized the buildings, firstly
because other factors assumed greater importance in the communication of these tour-
ist sites, secondly because the apartments presented numerous functional problems.
The combination of these factors has led to a decline in apartment prices and a sort of
reverse gentrification, leading to poor management conditions. This phenomenon is
particularly relevant in the larger agglomerations, Rimini and Livorno, where the
buildings act as containers in a continuous process of attraction for some disadvan-
taged families of the city.

Today, performance analysis and, in general, digital representation facilitate the
knowledge of these skyscrapers [30]. Quantitative analyses and digital representation
help to better understand their functional characteristics and the behaviour of the
technologies used, raising many questions about the quality of the original projects.
As regards the assessment of environmental quality, these landmarks were conceived
as observation points, and not focused on the concept of human comfort, nor on the
attempt to safeguard environmental resources, according to the approach of the new
millennium. Although the effects of these visions of the contemporary city and plan-
ning may today be reasonably conflicting, perhaps the focus should be shifted to the
actual environmental performances of the buildings, in relation to their actual use.
Orientation was a specific issue of these projects in order to favour the sea views. If
the principles of modernism privileged the north-south orientation for condominiums,
in the case of buildings, orientation derived directly from the peculiar location and the
idea of giving the view to all the apartments. However, the shape of the openings
rarely allows the modulation of light. The difficult evaluation of light does not favour
acceptable use of some environments, especially the living areas, and on summer days
curtains are necessary to avoid excess natural light. Finally, materials are not particu-
larly high-performance.

These aspects influence the use of buildings, which today are difficult to renovate,
especially considering the protection of their original architectonic characteristics.
The ultimate question to be raised is whether to pursue a rigorous conservation policy,
in order to preserve the total integrity of the replica, or rather to regenerate the build-
ings and use then more profitably.

The case of Cesenatico is very significant (Fig. 13a). The intervention was born from
the awareness of a strong structural gap: an engineer from Forli, owner of one of the
apartments, informed the prefect of the province of Forli-Cesena of his concern for
the capacity of the building, both for the lack of documentary references, both for the
absence of a seismic project, and finally for the fact of ascertaining excessive horizon-
tal movements in case of strong winds.
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The prefect imposed an ordinance on the consolidation of the building, under penalty
of declaring it unfit for use. This ordinance triggered a series of specialist analyzes
aimed at identifying the level of structural safety. The climate of concern created led
to the approval of a recovery project: the consolidation involved an investment of
almost 3 million Euros to reinforce 570 nodes of the columns and insert steel ele-
ments at the base with the aim of counteracting compression and bending moment.
The necessary removal of the plaster and the need to erect scaffolding suggested to
take advantage of the situation to redevelop the building also from an energy point of
view.

The operation involved the insertion of a ventilated wall, for an additional cost of 3
million euros. In the intention of the promoters, this new skin would have offered a
renewed image of the building (Fig. 13b). The case of Cesenatico demonstrates how
an unexpected event, or an ordinance, triggered the intervention and how the circum-
stances brought the operation to a successful conclusion with very high costs (nearly
60,000 Euros per owner), regardless of a preliminary financial evaluation. Necessary
conditions for this to happen were a certain security deficit — but the building “was
standing for 40 years”, so one could speak of a perception of safety — and a high ini-
tial economic value of the property, apart from its symbolic relevance. A similar case
is found in the Mille skyscraper in Piacenza.
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Fig. 13a. Marinella II in its original state, after construction. Postcard
Fig. 13b. Marinella I, actual picture, after the renovation project. Picture of the author.

In the wake of the Cesenatico case, we conducted an analysis of the Rimini skyscrap-
er [31]. In the first years the building maintained a certain prestige but then gradually



16

lost its economic value, coming to host situations of social degradation (drug dealing
and more). After a few years of decay and abandonment — the facade has never been
subjected to maintenance, the loggias have been progressively closed, the fixtures
replaced without coordination — , the building has gone through a new phase of revi-
talization. The lowering of apartment purchase prices, also linked to the 2009 finan-
cial crisis, has allowed young people to settle in, restoring vitality to the complex.

In the first years of life, the building presented structural problems related to the set-
tlement of the foundations, due to the type of soil and the differential weight of the
building (Fig. 14). The thermal insulation characteristics are low: the energy perfor-
mance index corresponds to 227 kWh/m?a (class G). In 2010, driven by the new vital-
ity and in anticipation of continuous use throughout the year, the condominium as-
sembly decided to replace the original heating system with a new centralized system,
for a cost of over 1 million Euros. Our study was aimed at understanding the econom-
ic convenience of this redevelopment intervention, to activate a new process in which
the structural aspect and the thermal aspect could enter synergistically according to
the logic of opportunity. In fact, during the 2016 earthquake in central Italy, wide-
spread cracks appeared in the dividing internal walls, which highlighted the structural
deficiency of the skyscraper. No damage to the structural parts was found, but people
took to the streets, a unique fact in the city of Rimini, which is located about 100 km
from the epicenter. The working method was based on the evaluation of the Global
Cost of the intervention, in a 30-year perspective (Fig. 15).
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Fig. 14. Skyscraper in Rimini, subsidence in the ground floor. C. Ciuffoli [31].

Fig. 15. Skyscraper in Rimini, payback time of 18 years for a renovation proposal, with no
incentives form the state.

The case confirmed the need for the presence of an opportunity situation that allows
the activation of a process that otherwise could not be fully carried out, both due to



17

the presence of a burdensome system for many owners (20,000 Euros per accommo-
dation), and because the return period is too long. This situation could be activated by
the technical opportunity offered by the structural deficiencies found and by the desire
to propose a new contemporary image of the building, also including new functions
and a new attractiveness in relation to the current urban context. The building is in
fact in a strategic position between the historic center and the seaside area of the city,
near the train station. Furthermore, the contribution of closing the loggias with glazed
elements — greenhouse effect for the winter period — was evaluated (Fig. 16). Many of
the skyscraper’s loggias have closed over the years. The intervention on the envelope
would involve closing those that remain open with the insulation given by the new
masonry package; of course this would apply to the two rows of exposed loggias to-
wards the south side.
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Fig. 16. Grattacielo di Rimini elevation, new “digital proposal”. Caterina Ciuffoli, Master’s
degree Thesis, University of Bologna [31].

Talking about the Marinella I building in Milano Marittima [32], we conducted an
energy analysis of the actual state of the building, noticing that a few people lived
there during the winter season and had a heating system (Fig. 17). The U-values of
opaque perimetral walls were 1.09 W/m?K, almost 4 times higher than the actual
standards, and the U-value of windows was 5.88 W/m?K, 4 times higher than the
standard level.

The first intervention would be to place thermal insulation from the outside and apply
a ventilated wall, which can suggest the creation of a new facade composition, with a
new U-value of 0.254 W/m?K (Fig. 222). In relation to the level of occupancy of the
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building, the overall energy performance that can be achieved, considering an effi-
cient autonomous heating system and the replacement of glazing elements, would
range from 177.25 kWh/m?y (Italian class C) to 104.33 kWh/m?y (Italian class B). A
lower energy performance (288.88 kWh/m?y, class E) would be obtained by blowing
insulation into the cavity, but the original fagade with the original color scheme would
be preserved. With the interventions, similar results can be achieved, in terms of costs
and payback time, to those envisaged for the Rimini skyscraper.
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Fig. 17. Marinella 1. from left: energy losses during the winter, due to the low occupancy of the
apartments; actual state; potential renovation of the fagade, with external panels according to a
conservative approach. Author: S. Bennati [26].

Fig. 18. Maintenance of the skyscraper in Livorno.
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Fig. 19. Proposal for the renovation of the skyscraper in Rimini: new “digital proposal”, with
photovoltaic pergola and lounge on the roof. Courtesy of T. Chiauzzi.

Fig. 20. Nex lexicon in the digital model of the Prima Traversa tower. Sacchetti’s tower and
Marinella I are on the background. Courtesy of Mario Cucinella Architects.

2. Conclusions

Over the last 70 years cities have grown differently, adding other identifying elements
and seeking new challenges. The skyscrapers of the Italian seaside towns are still
landmarks in their context, even if their communicative strength has reduced as socie-
ty has evolved. They were conceived quickly in the 1950s, perhaps without a vision
for the city in which they were located. Symbols of the well-being of cities, they were
born with the precise intention to represent the “new emerging locations”, a continu-
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ous expansion that almost flaunts their privileged position. Today, they remain isolat-
ed, as distinctive and characterizing signs of the territory.

Given the actual situation of the buildings, and their state of conservation, the ques-
tion we must ask ourselves is whether to preserve them and their uniqueness or update
them (Fig. 18). Considering the actual economic situation and the different idea of
vacation and tourism they could be used as new interpreted elements in the landscape
(Fig. 19). New functions could be added, new relations with the surroundings. The
addition of other vertical elements in the cities would certainly damage their identity,
but the cities are acquired other identities. For example, they are promoting them-
selves as places of well-being. A recent proposal by Mario Cucinella Architects for a
contemporary tall building was unsuccessful, largely because public opinion opposed
the project. It was the attempt to open a new phase of urban development and suggest
a sort of new deconstructed version of Sacchetti’s skyscraper (Fig. 20). However, in
his writing on the advertising page, Cucinella rejects the label of skyscraper: “The
building was positioned perpendicular to the sea to reduce the visual impact on the
beaches. Its thin section makes it lighter, eliminating the building effect that we often
find on the coast. And then I wouldn’t call it a skyscraper because skyscrapers are
something completely different”. The proposal was to call it a rock-building. Here in
communication the intent is opposed to the need to create a point of reference. “The
mismatch of the plans makes it a structure that plays with the wind”. And again: “In-
tercepting the breeze, not creating summer shadows on the beach and finally the green
terraces: all this will help define the image of a garden-building that is very different
from the parallelepipeds with shutters we find around”.

Regardless of the meaning that can be attributed to this contemporary reinterpretation
of the previous towers, the intent to remove the prejudice of the only isolated tall
building is clear. Obviously, this would lead to improving of a certain chaos that al-
ready characterizes the development of seaside cities. In this sense, the pure and clear
language of modernism would be lost in a multilingual, fluid and confusing skyline.
Settlements today find themselves in the balance between these two solutions, in an
economic phase in which building expansion has partially stopped and is in any case
subjected to rigorous landscape controls.

The theme of the environmental rehabilitation of the buildings, evaluating the impacts
of the operations in a life cycle perspective, could be applied to these examples; in
this regard, these pieces of architecture should not be seen as isolated elements, but
also as part of an overall environmental system, which includes the entire urban con-
text. Every new project or renovation of existing skyscrapers should include at least a
comprehensive assessment of the city skyline, including naturalistic parts, and an
impact assessment at the urban level.

With their dominant verticality, the skyscrapers were the result of an important gov-
ernment action: the raw architecture of reinforced concrete was coated not only by
ceramics, but by a longer lasting coat that spans generations, the cloak of ideals, of
dream, challenge, and collective identification. The issue of how to renovate this her-
itage of modern-contemporary architecture is of fundamental importance, since all the
buildings are facing renovations and functional problems. Unfortunately, not being
protected, the renovation action has already led to ambiguous results, and may facili-
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tate other potential unsuccessful actions in the future. For this reason, a rigorous con-
servative approach seems preferable.
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