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EARLY DEVELOPMENTS AND CONTEXT  

With the construction of various demonstration projects, Milan and its Triennale exhibitions were at the centre 
of cultural debates concerning experimental building with steel in the period up to the Second World War, be-
fore autarchic policies were adopted, and then from the 1950s until the early 1970s, when steel played a sig-
nificant role in new discussions and debates about the industrialisation of construction. 
The first editions of the Triennale, which took place in Monza every two years from 1923 to 1927, were entitled 
“International Exhibition of Decorative Arts” and were mainly an overview of the production capabilities of It-
aly’s various regions. Indeed the exhibitions of that period had not yet carved out their own style and were far 
from defining modern living or comparing innovative proposals on an international level. 
After 1923, Italy’s relations with other countries were problematic. The first edition of the Biennale was launched 
with a set of general regulations but was without proper status or recognition on an international level. This 
came in 1928 when Italy signed the International Convention of Paris. This treaty, proposed by the French gov-
ernment, established the Bureau International des Expositions (BIE)); signed by thirty nations, this agreement 
was intended to regulate the frenzy of exhibitions that were being launched, by evaluating their official stand-
ing, and establishing criteria for  international recognition. 
In April 1930 the first three-yearly event was organised. With the longer title of “International Exhibition of Deco-
rative, Industrial, and Modern Arts ",  it took place in the park of the Villa Reale in Monza, and included three 
full-size model houses, the most innovative of which was the “Electric House”, designed by Figini and Pollini 
and sponsored by Edison. This first Triennale offered a more in-depth analysis and a more thorough survey of It-
aly’s current output and ongoing research in the area of domestic design. 
When it transferred from provincial Monza to the very centre of Milan, in Giovanni Muzio’s Palazzo dell’Arte, its 
new name “International Triennial Exhibition of the Decorative and Industrial Arts and Modern Architecture” 
was an acknowledgment of the objectives it had reached and the success it had attained in its chosen sec-
tor. In its new form as the Triennale, it also made a decisive move towards architectural themes, not only by 
displaying the best Italian and international examples, but above all by providing an opportunity for the pro-
active transmission of new directions and emerging tendencies in architecture culture, both in terms of tech-
nological innovation and of linguistic and design renewals. 

ABSTRACT: Research and experimentation in the use of steel technology for residential architecture has always 
been a limited field, especially in Italy. Although housing was a central theme in the modernist debate in Italy, 
and a social problem after two world wars, any approach to the question of housing in relation to steel tech-
nology remains conditioned by Italy’s historical development, and by a cultural environment in which the idea 
of domestic living does not sit easily with the temporary feel that steel technology evokes.The Milan Triennale 
exhibitions in the early 1930s were the venue of choice for those wishing to bring developments in architecture 
into meaningful confrontation with innovations in steel technology. But with the unfolding of historical events, 
the Triennale became a celebration of the autarchic policies of the fascist regime, and it was not until the 
years of reconstruction after the Second World War that it regained its central role as the main forum for cul-
tural and scientific debates on industrialisation and the use of prefabrication in the construction industry.  
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THE V TRIENNALE 

The housing exhibit: prototypes of houses with a steel structure 

After the IV Triennale, with its proposal for research into residential typology although still linked to traditional 
techniques and languages, the V Triennale of 1933 was a decisive moment in cultural and technical innova-
tion with the theme “the civilisation of living”, and the first proposals for houses with a steel structure: “as we 
have said , the Milan Triennale will lead and coordinate renewal in this field; activity, energy and problems 
must be represented, encouraged and tackled here. Building with steel will make the Triennale a striking dem-
onstration of steel’s characteristics and applications, which are so important for modern architecture”. Reaf-
firming the centrality of the debate on residential architecture on the Italian cultural scene and the strong in-
fluence of the Weissenhofsiedlung in Stuttgart, Gio Ponti’s idea was to build six houses in the exhibition park: 
“six typical residential buildings in wood, steel, plaster and hollow clay bricks” . But beyond these intentions, the 
experiment did not result in the construction, even in a temporary form, of a real experimental neighbourhood, 
but only in a collection of examples of “typical houses” divided into “apartment buildings” and “detached 
houses and villas”. 
In the apartment building section, the use of steel for structure was adopted as a specific field for experimen-
tation, in which “the characteristics and advantages are very clear in terms of technology, aesthetics, and 
cost”. (G. Ponti, 1932). In the two model apartment buildings, the use of steel was a way of demonstrating its 
benefits and opportunities for housing: the flexibility in how the apartments could be used and subdivided, 
how the appropriate design solutions were by their nature far from traditional thinking, and how steel could 
simplify the building process by offering a significant reduction in construction time. With this in mind, two steel-
framed model apartment buildings were designed and built as full-scale test models embodying all the tech-
nical references and detail necessary to exemplify the new methods of construction, and the implications for 
functionality and architectural language. The two buildings were planned in very different ways, but both ex-
perimented with a typical module that could be multiplied as an in-line arrangement, for use in tall buildings of 
seven to ten storeys.  
Research into single-family model houses focussed on size the casa minima, the smallest possible house. Rec-
ognising that “by their nature, Italians are not suited to living in box-like houses with rooms that are too small; 
even using miracles of ingenuity to exploit all the available space, they will refuse to live in them” (G. Ponti, 
1932), these demonstration houses were designed as an updated versions of the middle-class summer holiday 
home. These homes reflected the lifestyle conditions of the user and tested the practical potential of new 
building procedures and materials; steel was used to perform different roles and the technicalities of tempo-
rary demountable buildings were experimented, and a design language that consisted of intersecting three-
dimensional grids that exalted the values of purity and lightness were investigated.  

The two model apartment buildings 

By its inherent nature as a structure, the “House with a steel structure” , Fig. 1, designed by a Milanese group of 
architects coordinated by G. Pagano and financed by the National Fascist Association of Metal Producers 
was the essence of a modern building demonstrating the technical and operational advantages of steel in 
the construction process, and the advantages of reducing the size of the structural elements without losing 
structural robustness. From a technological viewpoint, this project was an experiment that used sample ele-
ments which, if mass produced, could help to deal with the housing problem using construction methods 
based on repetitive processes and component assembly. “The term ‘mass production’ means creating and 
adopting uniform dwelling types: discovering the standard dwelling of our time and working with it intelligently. 
Not looking for a lowest common denominator, but identifying the style of our epoch and working out how to 
build it economically [...] so that a factory can turn out houses made from components that are quick to erect 
on site: parts that can be changed to a greater or lesser extent, making modular houses that can be ex-
tended”. (G. Pagano, 1931)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1: “House with a steel structure” ; (Triennale Archive; Casabella 8/9, 1933, p. 67) 
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A typical module of the “House with a steel structure” was long and thin, six 4.25 m. bays long and only 8.05 m. 
wide. Its flexibility consisted of being transformable over time, by modifying the interior living areas so that 
sleeping space could be maximised. The design of the structural system translated this transformability into a 
technological solution: on the main elevation with its projecting living room, the steel structure, electro-welded 
on site by Savigliano, consisted of columns made from paired NP30 profiles; those on the rear elevation were 
NP26 and NP24 profiles. The paired NP30s were separated by spacers that allowed the main beam, an IPE 135, 
to pass between them, thus maintaining the continuity of the column. The main beams spanned across the 
width of the house, continuing beyond the column line on the main front so as to form a 1.40 m. cantilever. 
Spanning between the cross-beams were Bates-type expanded steel trusses 30 cm. deep, supplied by Ilva. On 
the fourth floor, to get the most use out of the living room, in the only apartment that was furnished for the ex-
hibition, two columns were eliminated and replaced by tension bars, which were welded to the internal part of 
a continuous beam running in the space above the ceiling. To ensure future internal transformability as in-
tended, the long ribbon window was designed so that the vertical parts of the frames, supplied by Officine 
Malugani, were positioned on the centre lines of the columns and incorporated a C-section to take future ad-
ditional new partitions. The need to make this trial demonstration of a steel frame was apparently not only 
technical, but also an opportunity to verify its potential aesthetic values: “In short, all this great ferment about 
the regeneration of architecture that we’re hearing about from all over the civilised world tends to polarise 
around the merely technical: standardisation, reinforced concrete, industrialisation of the building site, struc-
ture and framing in steel, dry construction, etc. But if that crude, brutal relationship were all there is to connect 
the spiritual with the material; if reliance were to be placed on technical matters alone as a way of determin-
ing the aesthetics of a building, it would be an irreparable mistake: a failure to separate one thing from an-
other in the hierarchy of ideas, a conflation of premises with conclusions. We would be giving decisive impor-
tance to the “part”, the “manner”, and the “form”, forgetting the value of the “whole”, the “synthesis”, and 
the “substance”. (G. Pagano, 1933). Bearing that in mind, it may be that the broken-up architecture of the 
“House with a steel structure” should be read as aiming less at a unified design and more at breaking the 
building into parts as a way of demonstrating the architectural solutions that would be possible. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: “Typical apartment with a steel structure” ; (Triennale Archive; Casabella 8/9, 1933, p. 63) 
 
The model apartment building by the Genoese architects L. C. Daneri and L. Vietti, Fig. 2, was not so much a 
demonstration of technical aspects but an expression of the building’s functional matrix and formal composi-
tion, which took into account context in Genoa. "The pavilion by these Ligurian architects could be one ele-
ment of a modern block of apartments the size and height of which would be particularly suitable for Genoa 
[...]. The ground floor can either be used as accommodation, or left free for pedestrians to pass through; this 
would allow the building to be relatively independent of any roads passing below it; in other words, the build-
ing could be orientated independently of the street [...] The steel structure is particularly suitable for tall blocks 
of flats because compared to reinforced concrete, the columns are small, construction is quicker, and off-site 
fabrication, using standardised elements of constant size, would allow for very economical construction”. 
In this project, the use of steel as a strong technical expedient was not celebrated in constructional terms by 
making the structure and its various components obvious, but in more strictly architectural terms, going further 
in experimenting with residential typologies.  
Daneri and Vietti’s “Typical apartment with a steel structure” was based on a standard module 10 m. square 
and 8 m. high; the steel framework, produced and erected by Officine Meccaniche Servettaz Basevi of Savo-
na, was an assembly of regular frames measuring 5m. x 4m. on plan, the height of which could be varied to al-
low different internal room heights: 3 m. on the first three floors and 4.60 m. on the upper two. This technical 
device of the repeating structural grid, which subdivided the dimensions on plan by exactly two and could be 
of variable height, made it possible for each apartment to be organised differently, internally. “The different in-
ternal organisation of each flat is obtained using lightweight horizontal and vertical partitions, arranged differ-
ently in accordance with the requirements of each apartment, independently of the steel structure, which of 
course is similar for all of them.”. The typologies were single-storey flats from first floor to third floor, two-storey 
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flats on the fourth floor, and three-storey flats on the fifth floor, with double-height living and workspace areas. 
The concept of flexibility in these experimental flat types was not that they could be transformed over time, 
but that there was variety in the functional and spatial organisation within each dwelling, whilst the whole 
building was architecturally unified on all sides. The front elevation not only expressed the technical feature of 
the double steel frame, but also showed the variable heights of the internal spaces, and harmonised the over-
all proportions by using large modular windows fabricated by Officine Volanti, of Alessandria, from steel pro-
files produced by Ilva. 

The “villas and detached houses” 

The project by P. Bottoni, E. A. Griffini and E. Paludi for “Four holiday homes”, Fig. 3, sought true economy of 
construction and looked forward to mass production by assessing, from a functionalist viewpoint, an articu-
lated series of technical and design parameters and their implications for the standardisation of key compo-
nents and new residential typologies. 
This experimental project consisted of four variations on the theme of the holiday house, all using the same 
functional brief, followed by a comparison of construction times and final construction cost. In terms of build-
ing techniques and materials, different construction typologies were adopted: demountable or semi-
demountable houses in timber, permanent houses in timber and masonry, and steel-framed houses with walls 
and floors made from Magnesilite (a proprietary panel system). The steel and Magnesilite house was described 
as “a typical seaside house of sober and elegant design, offering all the advantages of being designed for 
construction in a hot, sunny place [...]. On the ground floor is the garage, a servant’s room, and a very large 
living area open to the air, but under cover and protected from the north by a wall of glass blocks. A flight of 
stairs leads to an upper terrace and thence into the living room. There are also two bedrooms, a bathroom, 
and a kitchen. The house occupies an area of 86.58 m2. and costs 35,000 Lire.” (P. Bottoni, 1933). This project 
proved to be the most technologically innovative of the four and architecturally pushed the experiment to its 
most visible and  to the most significant consequences. Its structure, provided by Dalmine, consisted of col-
umns fabricated from Mannesmann steel tubes with steel plate connectors, each column being 3.2 m. long 
and 120 mm. in diameter. This structure was left completely visible at ground floor and also partly at the upper 
floor, where it formed a pergola. 
The building’s depth from front to back of 7.8 m. was divided into two structural spans, and its width of 11.08 m. 
into three; the columns were set out on these points. The steelwork supporting the SAP upper floor [a proprie-
tary reinforced clay block system] consisted of NP20 profiles for the main beams and NP14 for the secondary 
beams; the hollow clay block floor slab was finished with a screed made from “a mix of lightweight material” 
and finished on the soffit with “thin insulating sheets.” The external walls were made from Magnesilite flat pan-
els and corner pieces. This design experiment marked a turning point, not least in that it achieved the archi-
tectural ambitions it set itself in the design language of its external enclosure: plastered surfaces punctuated 
by modular openings, and continuing as the horizontal band of the raised terrace and the incline of the stair-
case, as though to emphasise the house’s very slight contact with the ground, bringing out its qualities of light-
ness and light-heartedness. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: “Typical seaside house”; (Triennale Archive; Casabella 8/9, 1933, p. 57) 
 
The experimental villa with a steel structure, for a particular type of user, was studied in a prototype form in the 
project by Figini and Pollini for an “Artist’s house and studio”, Fig. 4. In design terms, this prototype was in-
tended to be more advanced than the “Electric house” by the same architects, although its technical strat-
egy, using steel for the structure, appeared to take an opposite track by adopting an aesthetic strategy of 
creating an architecture of walls. Its plan, set out according to the classical dimensions of the Golden Section, 
was organised on a modular grid the rhythm of which was given by the steel columns. “The house is built using 
a steel structure, with square columns made from two C-sections coupled together; these vertical supports are 
set out on an orthogonal grid, equally spaced in both directions.” (….) This structural grid had the task of hier-
archically marking out different types of space: closed and private for the living quarters, semi-private for the 
studio, public for the exhibition area and living room, and completely open in the two courtyards. Steel was 
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thus used not for technical reasons, but to orchestrate an architectural language: the columns articulated the 
different types of space by means of their varying relationships with the walls and partitions: visibly integrated 
into the horizontal surface of the strip window, standing in front of the plastered internal partitions of the private 
areas, and completely freestanding in the public and external areas. In this sense, the role of the technical 
and constructional aspects of the project was a part of the architects’ attempt to rarefy the elements of the 
house to variable degrees, highlighting their desire to create a strongly introverted building that experimentally 
revisited the Mediterranean house typology and the domus of classical antiquity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: “Artist’s house and studio”; (Triennale Archive) 

THE VIII TRIENNALE 

Standardisation, modularisation, and industrialised construction  

Alongside the “Housing exhibition” at the VI Triennale of 1936, an “Exhibition of construction systems and build-
ing materials”, organized by G. Frette and G. Pagano, aimed to inform visitors about the technicalities of new 
building systems. Steel components and structures played an important role here, but by the following Trien-
nale in 1940, an “International exhibition of mass production”, about industrialisation of the construction proc-
ess, was accompanied by a “Building for Autarchy” exhibition next door, which was an official demonstration 
of the government’s wish to favour traditional building methods and abandon the use of steel; a clear sign 
that the period of experimentation had come to an end. It was not until the VIII edition in 1947 that there was 
a return to discussion about experimentation, and research into houses with steel structures. In 1947, the prob-
lem of reconstruction put housing at the centre of the debate, no longer in purely demonstrative terms as an 
artificial exhibition of prototypes, but with the urgency of a real need that was addressed by constructing a 
real experimental residential quarter, “the real, organic, and stable representation of a fully modern, urban 
neighbourhood”. Taking up an earlier proposal submitted by Bottoni  in 1936, but set aside due to the unfa-
vourable political conditions at that time, work started on the project for the QT8 district in Milan. As part of the 
VIII Triennale, this was a competition for “prefabricated houses”, directed by Giuseppe Colonnetti and 
launched in spring 1945 by the Ministry of Public Works and the Consiglio Nazionale delle Ricerche (CNR). En-
couraged to take an experimental approach, the QT8 architectural team of Belloni, Ciocca, Diomede, Gen-
tile, Magnaghi, Mucchi, Rogers, Terzaghi and Tevarotto “designed dwelling typologies and then worked with 
technicians from the different prefabrication firms to adapt these typologies to each prefabrication system, 
developing executive projects for groups of four-storey residential buildings almost identical in plan and vol-
ume, and therefore comparable.”  The comparisons were based on a range of construction parameters and 
data, such as “the time taken to erect the components and finish them, measured by chronometer, the quan-
tities and quality of the materials used, the use of ordinary or skilled labour [...], and the means by which ther-
mal and acoustic insulation, and the complex hygiene requirements in general, were achieved within the 
completed buildings”. 
Only two of the projects experimented with steel. The first, designed by G. Astengo and M. Bianco, was for a 
building that used the “Brevetto A.B.C.”, Fig. 5, patented system of standardised modular elements in pressed 
steel; the second, by A. Casinelli, E. Gentili and E. Tedeschi, was a multi-storey building that used “Sistema 
CGT”, Fig. 5, pressed steel for its structure. In both cases the experimental aspect was the use of pressed steel 
sheet for the structure, seen as more advantageous than rolled steel profiles, not only because it was easier to 
produce, lighter in weight, and easier to transport and construct on site, but also because a wide variety of 
robust structural profiles could be obtained using just a few different sheet thicknesses, instead of a large range 
of rolled profiles. 
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Figure 5: The steel system: “Brevetto A.B.C.” (left) and “Sistema CGT”  (right); (Metron 4/5, 1945, pp. 78, 54) 

The steel systems  

The patent for Astengo and Bianco’s, Fig. 5, “Modular house using standard elements in pressed steel sheet” 
was based on a 1.25m. x 1.25m. x 2.84m. module. The structure consisted of a horizontal component in pressed 
and welded sheet steel, three different types of self-supporting vertical components that could be used in 
buildings of one or two floors, and a steel frame that complemented the T-beams with vertical structural ele-
ments positioned at regular intervals of 3, 4 and 5 modules. The horizontal components consisted of two sheets, 
1 mm. thick welded to the top and bottom of a corrugated steel sheet, also 1 mm. thick, and had a total 
thickness of 14 cm. Depending on the height of the building, the vertical components were provided as load-
bearing or non load-bearing. The load-bearing version had a framework fabricated from steel sheeting, un-
filled with insulating material, and finished externally with corrugated steel sheet. Where adjoining panels met, 
there was a channel for building services with a press-on cover piece. The only difference in the non load-
bearing version was that the connecting system was integral with the panel frame.  
The claim to quality of the Astengo and Bianco project was based on an overall evaluation of its construction 
system, in respect of the parameters set out in the tendering regulations, particularly its extreme lightness (1/15 
of that of a masonry house) its speed of implementation (1/10 of that of a masonry house), its completely dry 
construction, and the possibility of including prefabricated bathroom and kitchen blocks. In addition to these 
experimental technical aspects was the added possibility of creating different dwelling types: in-line apart-
ment blocks, deck-access blocks, individual houses of minimal size, or houses that could be extended over 
time by adding more bedrooms. The most significant architectural aspects of the project were its definition of 
simple volumes articulated by the lines of stair towers or balconies, with elevations that relied on the continu-
ous repetition of the facade elements. 
The construction system for the “multi-storey residential building with a steel structure”, Fig. 5, by Casinelli, Gen-
tili and Tedeschi was based on a 4.8m. x 3.3m. module and a 3m. floor-to-floor height. Their system was made 
from steel sheet with a metallised finish. Columns consisted of four vertical steel pieces, interconnected by 
transversal stiffeners. The thicknesses and shapes of the pieces varied according to the height of the column. 
The main load-bearing beams consisted of two C-shaped elements 18 cm. deep, made from 3 mm. pressed 
steel sheet. Secondary beams were made from 1.5 mm. sheet or 0.6 mm. sheet for ribbed versions, and were 
two different depths for the inner bays and at the perimeter, where they were higher than the floor deck to act 
as a fixing for the facade panels. Three folded and welded sheet steel box sections, each 75 cm. wide and 18 
cm. deep, ran transversally across the horizontal floor decks to give them rigidity. The ribbed floor deck was 
filled with a concrete screed. Other non-structural special components included the parapet to the roof ter-
race, the staircase, the external doors and windows, the kitchen and bathroom blocks, the roof components 
etc.. 
The typological experimentalism in this project was its search for a different approach to flexible planning with-
in each dwelling, reducing corridors and circulation spaces as much as possible, and offering a range of pos-
sible locations and combinations for kitchen and bathroom blocks. Its architectural appearance was the di-
rect expression of the construction system of vertical and horizontal structural elements, with solid or glazed 
modular external wall panels. 

THE X TRIENNALE 

The exhibition of construction industrialisation and experimental prefabrication  

Italy’s post-war public housing reconstruction began in 1949 with two seven-year building programmes imple-
mented by the Ina-Casa state agency. By deliberately espousing traditional construction methods, the Ina-
Casa programmes marked the government’s official abandonment of industrialisation in the construction sec-
tor. The use of prefabrication in general was reduced to isolated episodes and restricted to single-family hous-
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es thus also experimentation with steel prefabrication. It was in this light that the X Triennale, the "Exhibition of 
industrialisation and experimental building prefabrication” in 1954, once again pushed industrialisation and 
prefabrication to the centre of the cultural debate, returning to the question of experimental housing with the 
construction of more prototypes in the Park. But unlike the experimental prototype model houses that had 
been at the centre of the success of the V Triennale in 1933, these new versions significantly reduced the ex-
perimental architectural aspect, focussing almost exclusively on construction, and only marginally considering 
the typological and functional implications that had formerly been so closely interrelated with the construction 
method. "What interests us in this advanced technology [i.e. prefabrication] is the reduced costs, and the 
freedom of design it offers, which is not less, but more than what can be done with the usual systems of tradi-
tional construction,  so the relationship man-house is an architectural one, the only acceptable one. [...] Hous-
ing is a difficult problem for the construction industry [...] and cannot be solved by simply offering prefabri-
cated building systems like types of boxes or different brands of Meccano.” (I. Gardella, 1954). In fact all the 
projects presented and exhibited in the Parco della Triennale used “closed loop” prefabrication systems, each 
with its own unique, specific technical module. 
The "Mass-produced single-family house”, Fig. 6, by the architects G. Ponti, A. Rosselli and A. Fornaroli, used the 
already tried and tested Togni structural system. This project was an attempt to demonstrate the possibilities 
and compositional flexibility of a residential building project that used industrial components. The house type, 
organised as a sleeping module and a living module, tried to use an articulated, or rather a disarticulated 
plan that included changes in floor levels. The irregular geometry adopted for the entrance and circulation 
spaces was carried through to the elevations, to give the building a more pronounced architectural model-
ling. The construction method was a version of the principle of load-bearing external wall construction, in 
which the supporting structure is the wall that also encloses the building. The Togni system basically consisted 
of flat structural steel bars and rods that could be assembled to form extremely lightweight lattice beams, 
which were used to make both the vertical and horizontal components. This structural cage of 20 cm. deep 
beams was then filled in with insulation, and finished in “Eternit” cladding panels with a polyester finish, and 
steel profiles for joining them together. 
Unlike the Ponti/Rosselli/Fornaroli house, the project by G. Verlonga and F. Fratti for “One element of a mass-
produced vertical house”, Fig. 6, highlighted and played up the distinction between structure and enclosing 
elements. The whole system was based on a single component that made the whole erection process “similar 
to a huge shelving system that requires no scaffolding and no steel frame”. The only industrially-produced 
component was a jointing piece that connected a tubular steel column, made from hot laminated steel, with 
horizontal framing made from NP steel purlins. The external diameter of the column was always the same; re-
duced loading at upper floors was allowed for by reducing the thickness of the lamination. The mass-
produced joint was the only factory-made component; all the other parts of the structure were standard items 
obtainable from any steel supplier, and could be delivered directly to the building site.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 6: "Mass-produced single-family house” (left) “One element of a mass-produced vertical house” (right); 

(Domus 295, 1954, p. 22; Casabella Continuità 203, 1954, table B) 
 
The other two prototype projects that used a steel structure examined the issue of the temporary house by ex-
ploring an idea of prefabrication that used the construction parameters of demountability and portability.  
The “B24 experimental house”, Fig. 7, designed by M. Ravegnani and A. Vincenti, was built completely using 
dry construction. This house was in fact a prototype demonstration of the potential use for a particular type of 
steel angle produced by SAFIM, and which in this project assumed a very complex geometric configuration. 
The framing for the house was based on the geometry of an equilateral triangle; this generated an hexagonal 
form, which on plan and vertically, became a figurative element giving rhythm to the alternating opaque and 
glazed external elements enclosing the longer sides of the building, and the completely transparent prismatic 
ends. The B24 project was built in several variants, from a simple straight tunnel to more complex T or L shapes, 
and showing different ways of terminating the ends. Like the B24, the “transparent house” by Galvani and 
Chessa was also a strongly demonstrative project sponsored by a firm, in this case CIMEM, which produced 
Ondulux, a synthetic resinous material. The properties and possibilities of Ondulux generated the form of the 
project, which consisted essentially of one basic component assembled in multiples to create the built enclo-
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sure. This was a structure made from SAFIM demountable steel angles, and panels made from a range of dif-
ferent materials: polyester, resins, wood, etc. A large spiralling external wall, made from Ondulux, enclosed the 
whole space of the house, including the outside areas and gardens. As an architecture of advertising taken to 
an extreme, this house was in fact a PR gesture that sponsored the potential applications of a particular mate-
rial, and had no ambitions to be a truly experimental project for a pre-fabricated house.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Figure 7: “B24 experimental house”; Casabella Continuità 203, 1954, p.63; Triennale Archive) 

CONCLUSIONS 

Investigating these exhibitions, which were an expression of a desire for cultural innovation and technological 
experimentation using steel for domestic architecture in Italy during the 1930s and 1950s, may help define an 
important, central point in the more general reconstruction of events which in Italy, along with a number of 
other historical, cultural, and economic factors, led to incomplete and marginal processes of technological 
innovation with a strong tendency to the hybridisation of technical solutions, producing together with experi-
mental experiences, the profile of the architects among more celebrated if Italian construction history on the 
twentieth century. 
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