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Olivetti identity: From
Self-Representation
to an Agenda for

the Future

Davide Fornari
Davide Turrini

Olivetti Identities. Spaces and Languages 1933-
1983 has little ambition to be the latest in a se-
ries of analyses, some more in-depth than oth-
ers, of the iconic Olivetti company in Ivrea, for
which the praise of critics (of architecture, design,
graphics, politics, and economics) has long since
shifted from any historiographic aspirations to
the panegyric of nostalgia. Instead, this collec-
tion of essays divided into sections takes a point
by point look at case studies and experiences
over a precise period, offering a panoramic view
of the multiple identities that the Olivetti compa-
ny adopted over this decisive timeframe.

Olivetti was founded in Ivrea on 29 Octo-
ber 1908 by Engineer Camillo Olivetti and other
minority partners, who were associated with him
through friendship or kinship. It all began in the
CGS (Centimetro Grammo Secondo), a red brick
factory already owned by Camillo, which pro-
duced electrical measuring instruments. From
that initial nucleus, the Olivetti factories devel-
oped along today’s Via Guglielmo Jervis in Ivrea,
at the heart of the Canavese district. Although
an area traditionally known for agriculture and
craftsmanship, it was now to give rise to the first
national typewriter factory.

In 1932, the company was taken over by
Camillo Olivetti’s son, Adriano, who led the com-
pany to global success with a set of far-reach-
ing strategies, the exceptional nature of which
is still evident today. Adriano expanded the
initial product range of typewriters and calcu-
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lating machines, and by 1959 the company had
embarked on the production of calculators. The
1960s marked the peak in a process of interna-
tional growth that saw Olivetti open showrooms
and promote its image through communication
products, books and exhibitions.

When Adriano Olivetti died in 1960, his
son Roberto took over the management, but the
general economic situation led to business diffi-
culties that convinced the family to open up to
new partners. Both the financial (IMI, Medio-
banca) and industrial (FIAT, Pirelli) associates
gauged the electronics division too risky, despite
the success of the Programma 101 machine, in
essence, one of the first personal computers.

The sale of the electronics division to the
American firm General Electric in 1964 was a
turning point in the company’s history, as it led
to a reduction in R&D investment, considered
too costly. The company led by Roberto Olivetti
and a management team that tended to margin-
alise the role of “family” shareholders continued,
however, to open new factories and divisions,
such as Synthesis for office furniture.

In 1978, Carlo De Benedetti became CEO
and later chairman of the company, in which he
was the majority shareholder. Partly to offset
financial difficulties, investment in emerging
information technologies product development
was intensified. Corporate culture had by now
changed radically, though, favouring marketing
strategies over the profoundly humanistic and
cultural approach of Adriano Olivetti. Beginning
in the 1990s, the growing ICT market generated a
series of mergers of Olivetti business units with
other industrial partners. The financial drive led
to the takeover of Telecom Italia in 1999 and a
share swap in 2002, in which Olivetti was de
facto renamed Telecom Italia. Olivetti is now
a brand controlled by the TIM Group, with the
task of expanding into the Internet of Things
(IoT) field.*

1 For a complete company chronology, the editors
refer readers to Cronistoria Olivetti 1908-1987,
atypewritten bound volume for internal company
use, probably edited by the Olivetti Press Office,
held at AASOI, Biblioteca Olivetti, Storia Olivetti,
Storia Olivetti - Fabbrica, pp. 124, file 9.
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17 Poster Olivetti in the World, graphic design

King & Miranda, 1978.
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18 Poster for the exhibition Frescoes from
Florence, London, Hayward Gallery,
3 April - 15 June, 1969, graphic design
Walter Ballmer, 1969.

28 Olivetti Identities. Spaces and Languages

1933

1983

Self-Representation: Letting Books
and Exhibitions Tell the Story

From a historiographical point of view, during
its years of full activity, Olivetti told its story
through publications and exhibitions, starting
with the celebratory booklet 25 anni Olivetti, on
the occasion of the 25th anniversary of the foun-
dation. This was the first example of Adriano’s
carefully planned communication strategy, al-
ways focused on highlighting the company’s var-
ious areas of activity. Despite the mere sixteen
spiral-bound sheets, the booklet encapsulated
the contemporary graphics avant-garde. Printed
in 1933 in Milan by Guido Modiano, it was edited
by advertising expert Renato Zveteremich with
the graphic designers Riccardo “Ricas” Casta-
gnedi and Bruno Munari.?

In-house promotional strategies were nec-
essarily interrupted during World War Il and the
company only mentioned itself in sporadic inter-
nal bulletins, which used the emphatic language
of the time. This was quickly replaced during the
post-war reconstruction, however, with Adriano
Olivetti’s typically understated approach.

In 1952, the exhibition Olivetti: Design in
Industry, held at New York’s MoMA, was the
first high-impact revival of Olivetti’s unique
integrated design, capable of combining the
technological, formal and commercial aspects
of industrial production in an organic and par-
ticularly virtuoso manner.® The curator of the
exhibition was Leo Lionni, who also designed the
catalogue alongside the museum’s Art and De-
sign Department. The format included categories
and sections on architecture, products, graphics
as well as the social and cultural initiatives that
would characterise Olivetti’s future communi-
cation style.*

In 1958, to celebrate the company’s 50th
anniversary, Riccardo Musatti, Libero Bigiaretti
and Giorgio Soavi published the book Olivetti
1908-1958. The cover was designed by Giovanni
Pintori, the page layout by Max Huber and the
ample photographic content was by Aldo Ballo
and Ugo Mulas, among others.® The publication
begins with “Appunti per la storia di una fabbrica”
written by Adriano Olivetti himself and with
two paragraphs on the founder Camillo and his
first assistant, Domenico Burzio. Factory archi-
tecture, industrial design, advertising, the com-
mercial side, and social services were all given

Introduction

generous coverage. The company’s multiple iden-
tities were reflected in the images and texts, to
which Franco Fortini also contributed, while the
wide-ranging chronology at the close reflected
the multisided approach of the company itself.

A new exhibition was held in 1961, this time
at the Kunstgewerbemuseum in Zurich and, at
the beginning of the following year, at the Neue
Sammlung in Munich. The title of the exhibi-
tion was Stile Olivetti. Geschichte und Formen
einer Italienischen Industrie and the catalogue,
designed by Walter Ballmer, echoed the style of
the previous one.®

The 1970s opened with the exhibition de-
signed by Gae Aulenti, Olivettiformes et recherche
(Qlivetti Concept and Form), which travelled to
Paris, Barcelona, Madrid, Edinburgh, London
and Tokyo. Curated by Renzo Zorzi’s Cultural
Relations, Industrial Design and Advertising De-
partment, it went a step further in consolidating
the idea of a company that addressed society,
expressing its own cultural policy through its
products and activities. The stylish catalogue
also helped drive home the concept: designed by
Franco Bassi, it included selected texts by archi-
tects and designers such as Louis Kahn, Kenzo
Tange, Ettore Sottsass and Enzo Mari as well as
reproductions of works by artists such as Mario
Ceroli, Roland Topor and Milton Glaser.

Bringing the promotion of Olivetti’s cul-
tural tradition to a close was the retrospective
exhibition Design Process. Olivetti 1908-1978,
once again organised by Zorzi’s Department, in
association with Nathan Shapira, and held in
various venues in the US and Europe, in form of
a retrospective anthology that achieves an ex-
tensive self-representation of the company. The
spirit of this “exhibition-catalogue” was repeated
in 1978 and 1983, in publications that were ex-
haustive and chronologically organised.”

N

25 anni Olivetti, booklet printed in Milan on behalf of
Olivetti to mark the first twenty-five years of the
company.

Dellapiana 2020: 34-36.

Olivetti: Design in Industry 1952.

Musatti, Bigiaretti and Soavi 1958.

Fischliand Rotzler 1961.

Shapira 1979; Giudici and Zorzi 1983.
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Critical and Historiographical Attention

From a critical point of view, Olivetti garnered
almost immediate interest in the trade press
through the publication of many works com-
missioned by the company. From the post-war
period onwards, in fact, architecture and design
magazines continuously chronicled the compa-
ny’s succession of factories, shops, products and
advertising posters, too numerous to be dealt
with here. On the topic “Industrial policy and
architecture: the Olivetti case”, the December
1976 issue, number 188, of the French magazine
LArchitecture dAujourd’hui (edited by Giorgio
Ciucci, Bernard Huet, Amerigo Restucci and
Georges Teyssot) reveals, perhaps for the first
time in a monograph, the interdisciplinary mix
that made Olivetti’s case unique.®

Ten years later, Manfredo Tafuri in his Sto-
riadell architetturaitaliana 1944-1985 focused on
the relationship between Italian urban planning
culture and the Movimento Comunita founded
by Adriano Olivetti during the years of post-war
reconstruction, and on Olivetti’s architecture, in-
cluding the numerous projects in Ivrea, the Poz-
zuoli factory and various showrooms all complet-
ed in the 1950s (New York, Diisseldorf, Venice,
Paris). Tafuri gave ample space to architecture in
the initial chapter, entitled AufkldrungI. Adriano
Olivettiela communitas dell intelletto, highlighting
the ups and downs of Olivetti’s commissions, the
greatest flaws of which, in the author’s opinion,
were to be found precisely at the level of urban
planning.®

Adriano Olivetti’s ambitions and successes
in terms of town planning — from the project
for the Valle d’Aosta onwards — have been ex-
amined in depth in the book Costruire la citta
delluomo. Adriano Olivetti e lurbanistica edited
by Carlo Olmo.*° The volume traces Adriano
Olivetti’s activities from the 1930s to the 1950s,
drawing conclusions that differ from those of
Tafuri, and highlighting the role Olivetti played
in promoting Italian urban planning at the end
of the Second World War, and thus in the critical
period of reconstruction and the foundation of
INU, Istituto Nazionale di Urbanistica (National
Institute of Urban Planning).

Between 1996 and 1999, the Municipality
of Ivrea catalogued the Olivetti buildings, incor-
porating them into MaAM, Museo a cielo aperto
dellArchitettura Moderna (Open-air Museum
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of Modern Architecture) in Ivrea. The city now

had seven sites with panels illustrating the most

important groups of buildings. The information

has been collected in a volume that also exam-
ines the context in which the buildings were con-
ceived. Edited by Patrizia Bonifazio and Paolo

Scrivano, it serves as a catalogue to the museum,
officially opened in 2001.1*

In 2000, Rossano Astarita published the
monograph Gli architetti di Olivetti. Una storia di
committenza industriale (with a preface by Ce-
sare De Seta). He traces the design genesis and
construction process of the works commissioned
by Adriano up until he died in 1960, looking in
particular at the factories and residential proj-
ects.*? The topic of shops is further explored in
2007 by Dario Scodeller, in his Negozi. Larchitet-
tonello spazio dellamerce, in which the chapter “I
negozi Olivetti. Progetto d'identita e autonomie
espressive” focuses on the company’s commer-
cial spaces, particularly in the period between
1935 and 1958.13

Curated by Manolo De Giorgi and Enrico
Morteo, the exhibition Olivetti: una bella societa
was held in Turin in 2008 to mark the company’s
centenary. Although not promoted by Olivetti, it
continued the tradition of self-narrative through
publications and exhibits. Indeed, the exhibi-
tion design and catalogue returned to an idea
of multiple means of expression, developed this
time by selecting ninety-five items, identified
by as many headwords, and singling out objects,
architecture, other projects, and key figures in
Olivetti’s history.**

In her Millesimo di millimetro, Caterina
Cristina Fiorentino observed the evolution of
the Olivetti visual code in the period from 1938
to 1977, analysing the posters, photographic and
advertising campaigns and films that character-
ised the Ivrea-based company over such a long
period.*®

8 L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui 1976.
9 Tafuri 1982.

10 Olmo 2001.

11 Bonifazio and Scrivano 2001.

12 Astarita 2000.

13 Scodeller 2007: 104-139.

14 De Giorgi and Morteo 2008.

15 Fiorentino 2014.
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In 2018, the company’s 110th anniver-
sary was the occasion for numerous initia-
tives that multiplied the narratives starting
from archive materials, a source of constant
rediscovery. Although the exhibition Looking
forward. Olivetti: 110 anni di immaginazione, cu-
rated by Ilaria Bussoni, Manolo De Giorgi and
Nicolas Martino*® at the Galleria Nazionale d’Ar-
te Moderna e Contemporanea in Rome does not
seem to have added new perspectives to the cen-
tenary exhibition ten years earlier, it did provide
an opportunity to relaunch the corporate ambi-
tions of the Olivetti brand managed by Telecom
Italia. The exhibition Olivetti Makes. Disefio, indus-
triay sociedad, curated by Pier Paolo Peruccio, in
Mexico City and Puebla, represented a specific
in-depth study of the much lesser-known vicissi-
tudes of Olivetti’s commitment in Latin America,
based on material from Ivrea and local archives.*”

LlIdioma Olivetti 1952-1979 (The Olivetti Id-
iom 1952-1979), exhibition curated by Caterina
Toschi and organised by New York University at
Villa Sassetti in Florence, traced a photographic
and documentary history of Olivetti’s identity re-
garding exhibitions, showrooms and, for the first
time, the training activities of the CISV, Centro
Istruzione Specializzazione Vendite (Sales Edu-
cation and Specialisation Centre) in Florence.8
Also part of the 110th anniversary celebrations
was Mauro Broggi and Pier Paride Vidari’s book
Lezioni su Olivetti. Storia, editoria, design, a note-
worthy example of carefully selected personal
memories, which offer fertile ground for new
studies based on oral history practices.*®

Finally, at a time when it is still possible to
gather first-hand accounts from the last direct
protagonists of Olivetti's commissioning activ-
ities, director Davide Maffei has given voice to
these central figures in two full-length docu-
mentaries, Paradigma Olivetti?° and Prospettiva
Olivetti.?* The first recounts the history of the
company from the death of Adriano Olivetti to
the presidency of Carlo De Benedetti, with inter-
views and archive material; the second, the result
of painstaking research in the archives, as well as
visits to buildings commissioned by the company
and now destined for other uses, focuses on the
languages the Ivrea-based company relied on
to transmit its identity: visual communication,
industrial design and architecture. Architects
and designers join in to look back and add per-
sonal reflections.

Introduction

The Olivetti Ethos: Symbolic Values and Mod-
els of Sustainability

Over time, alongside critical and historical
studies, the name of (Adriano) Olivetti has be-
come a positive symbol. Starting with Thomas
J. Watson Jr, who based his business plan for
IBM on the vision of the Olivetti showroom
on Fifth Avenue in New York, many Italian and
foreign entrepreneurs have, to a greater or less-
er extent, seen their names linked to Olivet-
ti's, because of the goodwill of their actions.
In the case of Silvio Berlusconi, the journalist
Sandro Bondi has pointed out the similarities
between the Comunita project and Berlusconi’s
urban planning, real-estate and then political
activities;?? the entrepreneur Brunello Cuci-
nelli mirrors Adriano Olivetti’s experience in
caring for the territory in which his company
is set and in corporate social responsibility;2®
even the business project and cultural com-
mitment of entrepreneurs Miuccia Prada and
Patrizio Bertelli has been compared to that of
the Ivrea company.?* Over time, Olivetti has
acquired the status of a real utopia and aspi-
rational model for good patrons of architecture
and culture. A model that is even more unat-
tainable because unrepeatable in terms of its
complexity and geographical and chronological
vastness.

From a critical point of view, there seems
to be a lack of systematic studies and little new
in-depth research that does not fall back on the
almost hagiographic repetition of the equa-

16 Looking forward. Olivetti: 110 anni di
immaginazione, curated by llaria Bussoni,
Manolo De Giorgi, Nicolas Martino, Rome,
Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Moderna e
Contemporanea, 20 February - 3 June 2018.

17 Olivetti Makes. Disefio, industria y sociedad,
curated by Pier Paolo Peruccio, Mexico City,
Palacio de Bellas Artes, 11 October 2018 - 13
January 2019; Puebla, Museo Tecnolégico de
Monterrey, 12 February - 31 March 2019.

18 Toschi 2018.

19 Broggi and Vidari 2018.

20 Paradigma Olivetti (Italy, 2020, colour, 90")
directed by Davide Maffei.

21 Prospettiva Olivetti (Italy, 2020, colour, 88')
directed by Davide Maffei.

22 Bondi 2009.

23 Cucinelli 2018.

24 Gillo Dorfles, cit. in Paracchini 2009: 25.
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tion between the Olivetti company and the ex-
cellence of the projects (architecture, design,
politics) it has promoted over time. Without
these detailed studies, it is hard to grasp the
difference between the Olivetti industrial and
cultural project and that of our contemporary
epigones: the holistic and restorative approach
to the changes inflicted by industrial pro-
duction on the natural environment and civil
society. Through the years, Olivetti promptly
implemented environmental and social sustain-
ability measures in its attempt to remedy this
dyscrasia: coordinating an urban plan for the
Valle d’Aosta, commissioning housing for its
managers and workers, providing education for
its workers and their families, humanising inno-
vative technical products through user-centred
and ergonomic design, analysing the nature it-
self and the presence of these new machines
through cultural activities, while at the same
time ensuring its success and development and
the economic sustainability of its operations.

This interaction between business and
culture, between the sale of products and the
promotion of ideals deserves more in-depth
studies if we are to fill in the gaps in the lit-
erature. Our aim here is to take a critical look
at some of the lesser studied phenomena of
the vast Olivetti commercial network, that
stretched across a large part of the world be-
tween the 1930s and the 1980s. This network
has remained largely unexplored and has never
been the subject of a specific, systematic study:
only a very few showrooms, designed by archi-
tects such as BBPR, Carlo Scarpa, Franco Albi-
ni and Gae Aulenti, have received any detailed
attention. These are but a circumscribed and
partial cross-section of the complex strategies
the company adopted for its sales and repre-
sentational spaces. The same can be said for
the multiplicity of temporary initiatives aimed
at promoting the Olivetti image and product
(technical exhibitions, participation to trade
fair stands, communication projects).

In short, the unanimous recognition of
the exceptional nature of the Olivetti experi-
ence in these sectors too — in addition to those
of architecture and product design, which have
long been acknowledged and extensively re-
searched — has not been matched by a suit-
able process of historicisation and valorisation;
and in this specific case, the loss of memory is
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all the more irreparable given that the com-
mercial displays and exhibition events leave
no physical traces in the present — except on
very rare occasions, such as Carlo Scarpa’s
showroom in Venice.

Spaces and Languages: A Collective Research
Project Based on Primary Sources

The authors have set themselves the task of re-
tracing the phenomenon as a whole, identifying
its defining features in relation to Olivetti’s en-
trepreneurial history and the plurality of crea-
tive approaches generated by the contribution
of designers (both internal and external to the
company) such as Franco Albini, Gae Aulenti,
Walter Ballmer, BBPR, Silvana Bellino, Gian An-
tonio Bernasconi, Egidio Bonfante, Piero Bot-
toni, Bernardino Coda, Giorgio Colombo, Fede-
rico Correa and Alfonso Mil4, Jacques Famery,
Ignazio Gardella, Milton Glaser, Hans Hollein,
Perry King and Santiago Miranda, Leo Lion-
ni, Tomas Maldonado, Bruno Munari, George
Nelson, Marcello Nizzoli, Giancarlo Palanti,
Roberto Pieracini, Giovanni Pintori, Roberto
Sambonet, Bruno Scagliola, Carlo Scarpa, Xanti
Schawinsky, Ugo Sissa, Giorgio Soavi, Ettore
Sottsass, George Sowden, Clino Trini Castelli,
Pier Paride Vidari, Hans von Klier, and Renato
Zveteremich.

Albeit incomplete, this list of names is an
immediate measure of the richness and com-
plexity of the Olivetti phenomenon, far more
effective than any purely historical approach
that has often concentrated on what has already
emerged from contemporary secondary sourc-
es. The focus of this publication has therefore
been on the materials in the Olivetti Histori-
cal Archives kept in Ivrea by the Association
of the same name. The physical archiving and
its digital translation completed in recent times
have made it possible to search the databases by
keywords. The practice continued during the
numerous visits to the archive to examine the
relevant folders. The archive holds a wide variety
of materials: in addition to documents (letters,
notes, accounts, balance sheets), there is a vast
library of literature related to Olivetti themes
and an eidoteca (image library) with a database
of analogue and digital images. At the Ivrea site
are also architectural models and real artefacts,

Olivetti Identities. Spaces and Languages

1933

1983

Introduction

19

Floor plan of a solution for display

and interaction at the Olivetti showroom
in New York City, 500 Park Avenue,
design George Nelson, 1971.
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SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR PEOPLE SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR PEOPLE

SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR PEOPLE SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR PEOPLE
SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR PEOPLE SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR

SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE OUR PEOPLE SAVE OUR PLANET SAVE GURWEOPLE

20 Poster for the international Save Our
Planet campaign promoted by Olivetti
and UNESCO, graphic design
Ernest Trova, 1971.
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such as posters, as well as machines manufac-
tured by Olivetti over the years. The material
goes well beyond Company documents, includ-
ing collections that have been contributed over
time by former employees and their heirs. Over
more than a century, there has been a sedimen-
tation of primary and secondary sources that
make the Olivetti Archives in Ivrea the starting
point for producing new knowledge.

This typically archival approach has been
complemented in many cases by oral histories.
When visits to Ivrea, and to the many other ar-
chives the authors consulted, left blind spots
in the case studies, recourse to unpublished
direct and indirect accounts proved crucial in
confirming or refuting the assumptions of the
research. Using oral sources also helped demys-
tify studies on Olivetti-related phenomena, ena-
bling primary and secondary sources to be read
critically to produce new knowledge that would
support the historical and critical debate beyond
the eulogistic approach of many studies. It also
shone a light on aspects hitherto neglected, such
as working conditions in the Advertising Office,
the importance of marketing or the role of less
studied figures.

In the broad scope of the study, the essays
that make up the book have concentrated on the
two macro-themes present in the title, namely
the design of spaces commissioned by Olivetti
and the languages through which the compa-
ny has expressed itself over time. The aim of
the case-study approach is to explore broader
themes that lend themselves to further study
in the future.

The book covers fifty years of history, from
1933 — the year following Adriano Olivetti’s ar-
rival at the helm of the company and the 25th
anniversary of its foundation — to 1983, the year
the Olivetti pavilion at the Hannover Messe of-
ficially opened. This date is considered as the
decisive moment in the company’s unique and
particularly effective identity strategy, which
finds its own historicisation with the permanent
inclusion of the company in the most important
trade fair of the period. Specially commissioned
for the occasion, the visual essays at the begin-
ning and end of the book give an account of
these two historical moments.

As we said, the book develops around the
two main topics related to the design of spaces
(shops, showrooms, trade fairs and technical
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exhibitions) and the use of languages (visual
communication, interaction design, cultural
and promotional activities) in the period under
study and it is organised in five sections that
deal thematically with episodes that have re-
ceived less attention in the existing literature,
through case studies based on new archival re-
search. An essay contextualising the individual
cases introduces each section. The volume ends
with a series of interviews or recollections from
direct witnesses of Olivetti’s multiple identities:
designers and sales managers.

The first section of the book looks at
showrooms, as it outlines the characteristics of
the vast network of Olivetti shops between the
1930s and the 1950s. It examines the guidelines
laid down by Adriano and the extent to which
and the way in which they were put into practice
by designers such as Nizzoli, Bottoni, Albini and
Gardella (Graziella Leyla Ciaga). The aspects
of this “multiform consistency of style” are
pieced together through an investigation into
the work of Bernasconi, Sissa, Coda and Palanti
and thanks to a series of mostly unpublished
European and South American examples (Ste-
fano Zagnoni). The reconstruction of the sales
space at the Turin showroom, designed by Xanti
Schawinsky in 1934, is the subject of a detailed
examination, further enhanced by analysis of
primary sources (Davide Fornari, Chiara Bar-
bieri). The group of Spanish shops designed by
Correa and Mila between the late 1960s and
early 1970s constitutes a particularly interest-
ing case, both in terms of their number and the
brevity of their activity (Amparo Fernandez
Otero, Josefina Gonzalez Cubero). The peak of
the trend of Olivetti’s large designer showrooms,
in the same years and at a time of crucial trans-
formation of the company, is focused through
the design of the Park Avenue showroom in New
York with project design proposals — also in this
case largely unpublished — by Ettore Sottsass
and George Nelson (Davide Turrini). From this
overview emerges the very special relationship
between Olivetti shops and the arts of the 20th
century (Dario Scodeller).

The second section of the book, dedicated
to the design of technical fairs and exhibitions,
opens with an essay on Olivetti’s exhibition
experience in Italy between the 1950s and the
1970s (Alessandro Brodini). How the exhibition
Design Process. Olivetti was conceived is analysed
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as a whole: from its roots in the concept of inte-
grated design established in 1952 to the techni-
cal exhibitions and Olivetti spaces of the early
1980s (Caterina Toschi). Two cases on the other
hand deal with emblematic and little-known
examples of commercial exhibitions, such as the
kinetic Olivetti exhibition for ltalia 61 in Turin
(Alessandra Acocella) and the Olivetti technical
exhibitions designed by Egidio Bonfante in Mos-
cow, London and Madrid (Elisabetta Trinche-
rini). The visionary and exceptional quality of the
travelling exhibition Olivetti formes et recherche
designed by Gae Aulenti is comprehensively
analysed through archive materials (Marcella
Turchetti). Finally, Hans von Klier’s contribution
to corporate visual culture is examined in detail
(Elena Dellapiana).

The company’s well-known activities in the
field of visual communication and its less famil-
iar forays into interaction design are the focus
of the third section of the book. An in-depth
review of the approaches and strategies adopted
from the 1930s onwards reveals how these had
an enormous impact on subsequent corporate
culture (Caterina Cristina Fiorentino). The role
of the Triestine advertising executive Renato
Zveteremich in the development of the first Ad-
vertising Office and the not always idyllic rela-
tions with Adriano Olivetti are described thanks
to material from the family archive (Alessandro
Colizzi, Renata Bazzani Zveteremich). The by
now canonical version of an Olivetti Style is
questioned through a comparative analysis of
corporate communication strategies from the
1950s to the 1970s (Carlo Vinti). The role of the
Swiss art director Walter Ballmer and the at-
mosphere in his office at Olivetti are investigated
through oral sources that challenge the vision of
an exemplary workplace (Chiara Barbieri, Da-
vide Fornari). The international relevance of the
company division specialising in large electronic
calculators is examined starting with the design
input of Ettore Sottsass (Elisabetta Mori) and
the experiments carried out in Ulm under the
guidance of Sottsass himself and Tomas Mal-
donado, in collaboration with Gui Bonsiepe on
behalf of Olivetti (Raimonda Riccini).

The fourth section focuses on cultural and
promotional activities — a sort of diplomatic lan-
guage collateral to marketing, with which the
Ivrea-based company promoted its identity and
contributed to a more general cultural discourse,
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as part of a global interest in culture that went
beyond corporate reality in the established sense.
Adriano Olivetti’s constant interest in the visual
arts is explored through his relationship with
the multifaceted talent of the art critic Carlo
Ludovico Ragghianti. Involved in both the visual
arts (Paolo Bolpagni) and experimental cinema
during the decade 1954-1964, he produced a se-
ries of documentaries on Italy’s artistic, architec-
tural and cultural heritage (Lorenzo Mingardi).
The special relationship between Carlo Scarpa
and Olivetti is demonstrated through the piv-
otal projects for the showroom in Venice and
the Frescoes from Florence exhibition in London
(Elena Tinacci). Olivetti’s involvement in the pub-
lishing world, in Zodiac magazine, in particular,
is another significant example of the interna-
tional scope of the company’s strategies (Mar-
cella Turchetti). Turning to Italy, Tuscany stands
out as a little-studied episode which saw a high
concentration of Olivetti’'s production activities,
political ambitions and design excellence (De-
nise Ulivieri, Marco Giorgio Bevilacqua, Lucia
Giorgetti, Stefania Landi). Olivetti promotional
gadgets are anything but pretty and anodyne
design objects: a close look sheds light on the
complexity of the industrial design discourse in
dialogue between publishers and designers and
highlights the role of objects in company policies
(Ali Filippini). The exhibition Arte programmata.
Arte cinetica. Opere moltiplicate. Opera aperta is
a compelling case study of Olivetti’s ability to
recognise the vital contribution of the arts to the
public cultural debate and their impact on cor-
porate culture (Azalea Seratoni). Finally, Olivet-
ti’'s participation as technical sponsor at the 1968
Mexico City Olympics illustrates the company’s
ability to combine long-term activities, such as
its presence in Latin America, with occasions
of massive international visibility, such as the
Olympic Games, all in the name of the global
quality of the design project (Pier Paolo Peruccio).
A fifth and final section, which cuts across
the previous ones, features five chronicles that
are particularly useful in highlighting lesser-
known aspects, objectives and experiences. The
design of dot-matrix characters and the approach
to the design of interfaces and interaction pro-
cesses are the focus of the conversation between
Santiago Miranda and Davide Fornari. The in-
terest in ergonomics and the work atmosphere
within Ettore Sottsass’s group are discussed by

Olivetti Identities. Spaces and Languages

1933

1983

George Sowden and Daniela Smalzi. Three tes-
timonies by former Olivetti employees confirm
the correct interpretation of the phenomenon
in our sight: economic achievement was partly
responsible for the success in implementing such
distinctive cultural and corporate actions. Good
practices with respect to staff training at Olivetti
and its foreign subsidiaries are addressed in the
account by a former manager (Paolo Rebauden-
go). Training in sales strategies, carried out at
the Olivetti School in Florence, was one of the
reasons for economic success (Galileo Dallolio),
as was the capillarity of the sales network across
the territory (Alessandro Chili).

Olivetti Identity: From Historical Narrative
to an Agenda for the Future

An inspiring essay by Stefano Zagnoni on the
multiform and systematic nature of Olivetti
showrooms during Adriano Olivetti’s presi-
dency lies behind the origins of this volume.2®
Little studied by historiographers — apart from
a few iconic projects, such as the Olivetti shop
in New York designed by BBPR (1954) and the
only surviving showroom, designed by Carlo
Scarpa in Venice (1958) — many spaces were
lost or their precise location never identified.
Examples included the showroom designed
by Xanti Schawinsky in Turin (1934) and the
numerous Hispano Olivetti shops in Spain, de-
signed by Federico Correa and Alfonso Mila
(1968-1972). The editors’ interest was therefore
naturally kindled at the start by those splendid
instances of interior design, whose ephemeral
nature had cast into the shadows, in favour
of the more enduring works of architecture.
These include the Olivetti factories or office
buildings that have survived over time, now
gathered at MaAM — the open-air Museum
of Modern Architecture in Ivrea. In 2018 they
were added to the UNESCO heritage list as
part of a 20th-century industrial city.2® Start-
ing from the observation of the transient na-
ture of architectures considered minor and
from regular visits to the Olivetti Historical
Archives in Ivrea, the editors found a gener-
alised interest in many lesser-known aspects
of Olivetti’s activities. Among these were ex-
hibition designs, cultural activities, commu-
nication artefacts, ephemeral by nature, and
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interactive artefacts, gradually superseded by
technological progress and then forgotten.

A scientific committee, among whom the
editors, and Paolo Bolpagni, Graziella Leyla
Ciaga, Beniamino de’ Liguori Carino, Raimonda
Riccini, Dario Scodeller, Caterina Toschi, Mar-
cella Turchetti, Carlo Vinti and Stefano Zagnoni,
coordinated by Daniela Smalzi, met at the end
of 2018 to plan an international scientific con-
ference around these topics, to be held in 2019.
It was to be awarded FIR 2018 funding by the
University of Ferrara, with co-funding from the
HES-SO strategic fund for research in the field
of design and visual arts granted by ECAL/Uni-
versity of Art and Design Lausanne, and a con-
tribution from the School of Doctorate Studies
of the IUAV University of Venice. Many other
partners joined in the year leading up to the
symposium, including the Associazione Archi-
vio Storico Olivetti (Olivetti Historical Archives
Association) in Ivrea, the Fondazione Innova-
zione Urbana of Bologna, the Fondazione degli
Architetti of Ferrara, the Olivettiana association
and the Fondazione Centro Studi sull’Arte Licia
e Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti of Lucca.

A work plan was drawn up with the
assistance of the scientific committee mem-
bers and researchers were invited from Italy,
England, Spain and Switzerland who were
developing innovative studies, the result of
unpublished archival or historical research.
All the abstracts received in response to the
editors’ invitation were evaluated by the scien-
tific committee and circulated, in Italian and
English, prior to the conference in an open
access publication.?”

The conference was held on 12, 13 and 14
December 2019 in three different venues: Pa-
lazzo Tassoni Estense, seat of the Department
of Architecture of the University of Ferrara;
the Manfredo Tafuri lecture hall at Ca’ Ba-
doer, seat of the School of Doctorate Studies
of the ITUAV University of Venice; and, finally,
in the Farnese Chapel of Palazzo d’Accursio,
seat of the Fondazione Innovazione Urbana of

25 Zagnoni 2017.

26 Ivreq, industrial city of the 20th century,
in Unesco.org, whc.unesco.org/en/list/1538
(last accessed 8 August 2021).

27 Fornari and Turrini 2019.
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Bologna. The conference was sponsored by the
Associazione italiana storici del design (AIS/
Design), the Adriano Olivetti Foundation of
Rome, the company Olivetti Spa and the Ven-
ice Delegation of FAI, Fondo Ambiente Italiano
(Italian Environmental Fund), which lovingly
tends the Olivetti showroom at 101 Piazza San
Marco, keeping it open to the public.

Some forty speakers attended the sym-
posium, with a total audience of around two
hundred people over the three days, and there
were lively debates at the end of each day. It
therefore seemed of immediate interest to
publish selected contributions, after submit-
ting them to a double-blind evaluation by a
committee of international experts, for a con-
ceptual and formal review of the essays. The
reasons for having the volume reviewed are
so that we can offer a scrupulously compiled
publication to a wider audience, involving an
extended scientific community in an ongo-
ing process of clarification and debate. To
complete the five sections that make up this
volume, some of the authors were asked to
contribute contextualising essays or provide
new interviews.

The editors wished for great attention
and care to be given to the book, both in the
overall project and in the choice of the visual
material, much of which is made of unpub-
lished archive sources or produced specifically
for the occasion. Many trips to the archives
were made after the conference, and unity in
the art direction was a primary objective.

Without these in-depth studies, it is hard
to grasp — and, as far as possible, to translate
into modern terms — the difference between
the industrial and cultural project of contem-
porary epigones and Olivetti’s holistic proj-
ect, which restored the impact of industrial
production on the natural environment and
civil society. Adriano Olivetti implemented
measures of environmental and social sustain-
ability to remedy the shortcomings of mass
production.

This retrospective insight, confirmed and
complemented by archival sources, as well as
evidence continually updated by new discov-
eries,?® allows comparison between past and
present to identify strategies and possible de-
velopments, without any apologetic nostalgia.
While a historiography that takes a critical
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and methodical look, albeit incomplete, at the
activities of the Olivetti company — both an
industry and a patron of culture — speaks of
the past, at the same time it offers an operating
model for the future.

28 See Roberto Bazlen, cit. in Calasso 2021: 41-46.
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2018 and 2019 he was a scholarship holder
at the Fondazione Centro Studi sull'Arte

Licia e Carlo Ludovico Ragghianti in

Lucca. He is particularly interested in the

history of twentieth-century architecture:

he has written, among others, essays on

Antonio Sant’Elia, Leonardo Savioli and

Giancarlo De Carlo, of whom he also edit-
ed the monograph Sonogelosodi questa cit-
ta. Giancarlo De Carlo e Urbino (Quodlibet,
Macerata 2018).

Santiago Miranda
King & Miranda

After completing his studies at the Escue-
la de Artes Aplicadas y Oficios Artisti-
cos in Seville in 1971, Santiago Miranda
moved to Milan and in 1976 founded the
King & Miranda Design Studio together
with Perry A. King. He was a consultant
to the Olivetti Corporate Image Depart-
ment from 1973 to 1979. He has been a
member of the scientific committee of the
IED, Istituto Europeo di Design in Madrid
and of the Master’s course in Design at
the Pablo de Olavide University, Seville. In
Spain he received the Premio Nacional de
Disefio (1989) and the Premio Andalucia
de Disefio (1995).
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Middlesex University London
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Doctoral student in History and Philoso-
phy of Informatics at Middlesex Universi-
ty London and researcher at the University
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she graduated with a thesis on the history
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Pier Paolo Peruccio
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studies course at the Polytechnic Univer-
sity of Turin. He researches in the field
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books on the history of design and articles
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ed the exhibition Olivetti Makes (Mexico
City, 11 October 2018 — 13 January 2019).

Niccold Quaresima

An artist and photographer, he trained at
the Accademia di Brera and the NABA,
Nuova Accademia di Belle Arti, Milan. He
has worked with Fondazione Prada, Fon-
dazione Carla Sozzani, ECAL/Universi-
ty of Art and Design Lausanne. He was
artist in residence at Futurdome, Milan.

Paolo Rebaudengo
Associazione Olivettiana, Bologna

Holds a degree in Sociology from the
University of Trento and a diploma from
the Senior High School in Dodge City,
Kansas, and the Sprachenkolleg in Frei-
burg im Breisgau, Germany. He began
his career at Olivetti in the Corporate
Relations Department, working in per-
sonnel management in Ivrea and in sales
personnel training at the school in Flor-
ence. He is a founding member of the As-
sociazione Olivettiana. He has published
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Angeli, Milan 2004) and Adriano Olivetti:
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ber 2018 — 29 September 2019). Author of
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dine. Carlo Scarpa and Olivetti 1956-1978
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University for Foreigners of Siena

Researcher and lecturer in Contemporary
Art History at the University for Foreign-
ers of Siena. She holds a PhD in Contem-
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Sorbonne) and Bonn. She is co-founder
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University Press, Florence 2017) and The
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1952-1979 (Quodlibet, Macerata 2018).
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for the degree course in Industrial Prod-
uct Design at the University of Ferrara.
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Centro per 'Arte Contemporanea Luigi
Pecci, the Fondazione Palazzo Strozzi,
and the Canadian Centre for Architec-
ture in Montréal. She is in charge of the
Historical Archives of the Poltronova
Study Centre for Design.

Marcella Turchetti
Associazione Archivio Storico Olivetti,
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An art historian, since 2001 she has
worked at the Olivetti Historical Archives
Association, curating and organising nu-
merous cultural projects and initiatives,
including the exhibition for the centenary
of the Olivetti Company, Olivetti 1908-
2008. 1l progetto industriale. She con-
tributed to the catalogue Ettore Sottsass
1922-1978 (Silvana, Cinisello Balsamo
2017) and the exhibition Ettore Sottsass.
Oltre il design, curated by CSAC, Univer-
sity of Parma (18 November 2017 — 23
September 2018), to mark the centenary
of the designer’s birth. In collaboration
with CAMERA - Centro italiano per la
fotografia, Turin, she curated the exhibi-
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tion 1969. Olivetti formes et recherche, una
mostra internazionale (6 December 2018
— 24 February 2019).

Davide Turrini
University of Ferrara

Associate professor in Industrial Design
at the University of Ferrara. He has con-
ceived and coordinated research projects
on design in Tuscany from the 1950s to
the present, on the influence of Renais-
sance culture on 20th-century arts and
the design of Giuseppe Terragni. He has
worked on the sorting and publishing
of project and product archives; in this
context, he was head of the project for
the dissemination of the archives of the
Manifattura degli Artieri dell’Alabastro
in Volterra, which was financed by the
Direzione Generale Archivi of MIBACT
(Directorate General of Archives, Minis-
try of Cultural Heritage and Activities and
of Tourism). He has curated exhibitions at
Casa Buonarroti in Florence, the Galle-
ria Civica in Modena and the Ragghianti
Foundation in Lucca, and is co-director of
the editorial series Presente Storico. Nar-
razioniedocumentidiarchitettura e design
(Edifir, Florence).

Denise Ulivieri
University of Pisa

Associate professor of History of Ar-
chitecture at the University of Pisa. She
contributed to drafting the General
Plan of Livorno and Lucca, coordinated
by Gregotti Associati and Italo Insolera
respectively. She has managed projects
relating to local seismic practices and
collaborates with the European Univer-
sity Centre for Cultural Heritage in Ra-
vello. She is responsible for the research
“Olivetti@Toscana.it Territorio, Comunita,
Architettura nella Toscana di Olivetti” and
for the exhibition of the same name held
at the Museum of Graphics in Pisa (20
December 2019 — 20 April 2020).

Carlo Vinti
University of Camerino

A researcher at the School of Archi-
tecture and Design of the University of
Camerino. He obtained his PhD in The-
ory and History of the Arts (SSAV, 2006).
His research interests focus on the history
of design and graphics, with particular
attention to the role of industrial clients.
His publications include: Gliannidello stile
industriale 1948-1965 (Marsilio, Venice
2007); Limpresa del design:lo stile Olivetti.
Una via italiana all'immagine di impresa,

Loccioni, Angeli di Rosora 2010); the cat-
alogue of the 5th edition of the Triennale
Design Museum, TDMb5: Grafica Italiana,
with Giorgio Camuffo and Mario Piazza
(Corraini, Mantua 2012); Argomenti per
un dizionario del design by Ugo La Pietra
(Quodlibet, Macerata 2019) and Campo
Grafico (Tipoteca Italiana, Cornuda 2019).

Stefano Zagnoni
University of Udine

Associate professor of History of Archi-
tecture at the Department of Humanities
and Cultural Heritage of the University of
Udine, he has also taught and researched
at other universities (Bologna, Ferrara,
Milan) and worked with public and pri-
vate organisations. His research focuses
on the history of Italian architecture in
the contemporary age, with case stud-
ies regarding the national territory, the
Mediterranean basin and former coloni-
al possessions. His publications include:

“International Style” and “Razionalismo

in Emilia Romagna: 1920-1940,” in Para-
metro, 94-95, 1981; “I negozi di Adriano
Olivetti. Coerenza di stile e immagine
non-coordinata,” in LUK. Studi e attivita
della Fondazione Ragghianti, 23, 2017.
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Scientific
Committee
and Reviewers

This volume contains a part of the con-
tributions delivered during the interna-
tional study conference Identita Olivet-
ti. Spazi e linguaggi / Olivetti Identities.
Spaces and languages 1933-1983, held
in Ferrara, Venice and Bologna, 12-14
December 2019, promoted by the Uni-
versity of Ferrara, ECAL/University of
Artand Design Lausanne (HES-SO) and
the School of Doctorate Studies of IUAV
University of Venice.

The conference was conceived and
curated by Davide Turrini (University of
Ferrara) and Davide Fornari (ECAL/Uni-
versity of Artand Design Lausanne), with
the secretariat of Daniela Smalzi (Univer-
sity of Florence).

The conference scientific commit-
tee included Paolo Bolpagni (Fondazione
Centro Studi sull'Arte Licia e Carlo Lu-
dovico Ragghianti), Graziella Leyla Ciaga
(Politecnico di Milano), Beniamino de’
Liguori Carino (Fondazione Adriano
Olivetti), Davide Fornari (ECAL/Uni-
versity of Art and Design Lausanne),
Raimonda Riccini (IUAV University of
Venice), Dario Scodeller (University of
Ferrara), Caterina Toschi (University for
Foreigners of Siena), Marcella Turchetti
(Olivetti Historical Archives Association),
Davide Turrini (University of Ferrara),
Carlo Vinti (University of Camerino),
Stefano Zagnoni (University of Udine).
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Olivetti’s world-famous typewriters
epitomise the company’s industrial leg-
acy and visible identity, which was both
innovative and complex, material and im-
material. These identities are at the heart
of an interdisciplinary research project
carried out by ECAL/University of Artand
Design Lausanne and the University of
Ferrara, in collaboration with the Olivetti
Historical Archives Association in Ivrea.

Olivetti Identities. Spaces and
Languages 1933-1983 presents the
results of this research, with contri-
butions from 37 authors, analysing the
Olivetti phenomenon as a whole and
paying particular attention to corpo-
rate evolution and the approach of de-
signers such as Xanti Schawinsky, Carlo
Scarpa, Ettore Sottsass, Hans von Klier,
Egidio Bonfante, and Walter Ballmer,
among others.

The book examines the development
of Olivetti’s corporate identity, from the
opening of the Olivetti Advertising Office
in 1933 to that of the permanent Olivetti
pavilion at the Hannover Fairin 1983, seen
as the final step in a particularly efficient
corporate identity strategy.

Divided into four sections, the work
covers showroom and exhibition design
at trade fairs and expos, as well as the
languages that shaped the corporate
vocabulary: visual communication and
interaction design, cultural and promo-
tional activities.

Designers Santiago Miranda and
George Sowden, along with former Olivetti
sales and training employees, add their
own personal accounts in the final section,
while two visual essays of published and
unpublished documents from the Olivetti
Historical Archives complete the book.
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