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This Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century 
Architecture in Canton Ticino, the first 
volume of which is published here, grows 
out of an idea of Bruno Reichlin, developed 
and completed through the research project 
“Architecture in Canton Ticino, 1945-1980”, 
promoted by the Archivio del Moderno of the 
Università della Svizzera italiana and funded 
by the Swiss National Science Foundation. 
By adopting a historical perspective and 
conducting an analytical investigation, the 
project seeks to achieve a broader and 
deeper knowledge of a particularly fruitful 
period of architecture in Canton Ticino, 
which continues to hold our interest as well 
as providing valid paradigms for current 
architectural practice.

To better understand the nature and the 
purposes of this publication, which was 
primarily conceived as electronic release 
in Open Access mode, it should be said 
beforehand that the Guide was created 
originally as a georeferenced digital tool, 
freely available for consultation online at  
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/.
This format was chosen for several reasons. 
First of all there was the purpose of making 
the results of the studies conducted in this 

project available to the general public, in 
keeping with the policy of Open Access 
and broad availability supported by the 
Swiss National Science Foundation, as 
well as in harmony with one of the aims 
of the Università della Svizzera italiana, 
namely to strengthen “all those activities that 
help create a bridge between society and 
academic knowledge in the broad sense”.1 
Hence, the purposes of this Guide include 
fostering a fuller and deeper knowledge 
of the modern architectural heritage of 
Canton Ticino and consequently a greater 
awareness, in civil society, of its cultural 
value, as a necessary premise for its 
protection.
The free availability of the contents of the 
Guide, together with the structure of the 
individual entries, which combine accuracy 
of scholarly research with a linguistic 
register thought to be accessible to non-
specialists, aims to widen the circle of 
potential users, filling meanwhile a gap in 
the bibliography. Because if it is true that, 
even in the recent past, anthologies of works 
or guides devoted to modern architecture 
in Canton Ticino have been published, it 
is equally true that they were written from 
a different angle, with brief descriptive 

Nicola NavoneIntroduction

1 See in particular “Pianifcazione strategica 2021-2024” published on the website wwwtusitch; the quotation is on p. 3.



entries rather than texts tracing an up-to-
date and detailed historical-critical profile 
of the investigated works. This English-
language edition of the Guide is part of the 
same strategy, intended to attain a broader 
national and international scope and 
relevance.
Since the project is articulated over time, 
in the effort to present an extensive corpus 
of works considered significant, the form 
of electronic publication seemed all the 
more appropriate, as it could periodically be 
scaled up to the desired size. We envisaged 
a total of some 300 works, without this 
figure acting as an insurmountable limit. In 
fact, the very nature of the medium adopted 
offers a degree of freedom that enables to 
cross the current limits by adding further 
entries or whatever the development of the 
project might suggest.

To enter into detail, the Guide, in its online 
version, is a tool that can be consulted 
with four search keys (“typology”, “author”, 
“place”, “period”). These can be used 
individually or cumulatively.2

The so identified works are both displayed 
on a map of Canton Ticino and collected 
in a list, which makes it possible to access 
the content of each entry, divided into two 
documents: the online entry, consisting 
of a historical-critical profile of the work, 
introduced by a reference image and a 
fact sheet containing the essential data 
(“address”, “chronology”, “authors”, “client”, 
“use”); and a freely downloadable PDF 

document which reproduces what has 
been published online, accompanied by an 
adequate, indeed often generous, selection 
of illustrations, in some cases enriched with 
previously unpublished images.
This volume is therefore a collection of the 
first 35 entries in the Historical-Critical Guide 
to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton 
Ticino, arranged by typology.3 Two points 
need to be clarified in this respect.
First of all, this volume is the first step in 
the constitution of the final corpus of entries 
that will compose the Guide and should 
therefore be seen as an “open work” that 
can be dismembered and recombined, 
arranging the entries brought together in 
the subsequent volumes in the order that 
each user decides to give them: typological 
(as in this publication), chronological, 
geographical, by architect, and so forth. 
To allow the future recombination of the 
individual entries, while ensuring the 
unambiguous identifiability of each page, 
we have used an alphanumeric code that 
records in sequence the volume number, the 
code attributed to its typology, the position 
of the works within each typological class 
and, finally, the paging.4 The second point is 
that the Guide, in keeping with the research 
project that has given rise to it, is not limited 
to civil architecture but includes railway, 
road and hydroelectric infrastructures. This 
is because of the fundamental role these 
works have played in the construction of the 
territory of Canton Ticino and the specific 
tradition inaugurated, in this field, by the 

2 
 
 
3 
 
 
4

To make this clearer: by selecting, for example, “Bellinzona” and “Lugano”, all the works recorded in the two municipali-
ties will appear; by adding the search key “Tami”, only buildings designed by Rino Tami in Bellinzona and Lugano will be 
selected.
“Residential buildings” – respectively divided into “single-family houses” and “collective housing” – “mixed-use buildings”, 
“industrial buildings”, “school buildings”, “places of worship and funerary buildings”, “buildings for culture”,“buildings for 
sport and leisure” and “infrastructures”, to mention only those dealt with in this volume.
I.SB.4.01-06, for instance (the paging of the text devoted to the Saleggi di Locarno primary school by Livio Vacchini) 
indicates that it was published in the first volume of the Guide as the fourth entry in the category of “school buildings”, 
and consists of six pages. It should be noted that, compared to the Italian edition, the alphabetical acronyms have been 
adapted to the English names of each typology.



work of architects such as Rino Tami, 
Aurelio Galfetti and Flora Ruchat-Roncati.

The research, of which these 35 entries are 
a first result, rests on archival records, in 
keeping with the method that defines our 
work and the mission of the Archivio del 
Moderno. This is to consider architecture 
first of all as the outcome of a process that 
has to be investigated as it unfolds through 
that development, always articulated and 
collective, often fraught with obstacles 
and difficulties and far from linear, that 
guides the genesis of an architectural or 
engineering project, to which the entries 
attribute significance.
The texts collected here are therefore the 
result of a long effort of exploration and 
analysis of the archival sources held by the 
Archivio del Moderno and other public and 
private institutions in Ticino. They range 
from the Fondazione Archivi Architetti 
Ticinesi to the Archivio Tecnico Ex Ufficio 
Strade Nazionali, held at the branch of 
ASTRA in Bellinzona; from the Archivio di 
Stato del Cantone Ticino to the archives 
of the Municipal Technical Offices and 
numerous private archives that have opened 
their doors to our researchers. Drawing up 
a complete list would be a lengthy task, but 
I would like to thank all their proprietors, 
administrators and staff members for their 
helpfulness and the attention they showed 
to a project, the Historical-Critical Guide to 
20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, 
which seeks to unite different achievements 
and skills, even in this case in keeping with 
the mandate of the Archivio del Moderno, 
with a particular concern for young 
researchers. This objective is mirrored by 
the composition of the authors of the entries 
in this first volume, who include post-doc 

researchers and those associated with the 
project “Architecture in Canton Ticino, 1945-
1980”, as well as professors and lecturers 
from the USI - Academy of Architecture, 
Mendrisio, such as Roberta Grignolo and 
Roberto Guidotti, and young professionals, 
graduates of that same Academy of 
Architecture, such as the architects Martino 
Romani and Francesco Tadini. This has 
enabled them to present the results of the 
research they conducted during their studies 
and as part of the course “Architecture in 
Canton Ticino, 1945-2000: A Historical-
Critical Itinerary between Resistance and 
Disenchantment”. My warmest thanks are 
due to all of them.
Finally, I would like to thank the BSA-FAS 
Federation of Swiss Architects for the 
financial contribution afforded to the English 
edition of this volume, and particularly 
Riccarda Guidotti, President of the FAS - 
Gruppo Ticino, for the support.
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Tita Carloni and Luigi Camenisch
Casa Balmelli

Designed and built between 1956 and 1957, Casa Bal-
melli has been one of the first works by Tita Carloni in 
Ticino, after coming back from Zurich, where he had ori-
ginally meant to settle down together with other young 
colleagues on completing his studies at the ETH, befo-
re a series of commissions took him back to his native 
canton. Here he set up a partnership in 1956 with Luigi 
Camenisch. They worked together until 1961, realising 
numerous other works including Casa Balmelli (whose 
first documented variant, dating from 15 February 1956, 
however bears Carloni’s signature alone).

The client, Hans Balmelli, was the owner of a painting 
and decoration firm founded by his father in 1924 in Zol-
likon near Zurich. Of Ticinese origins, Balmelli was born 
and raised on the north side of the Alps, and assimilated 
to his fellow citizens to the point where he germanised 
his given name (“Giovanni”) and invariably used Ger-
man in correspondence with the architect.
The first contacts with Carloni date from 8 August 1955, 
when the latter informed Balmelli of the negotiations 
that he and his father Taddeo (a well-known figure in the 
canton, like Balmelli a painter-decorator as well as a te-
acher and director of the School for Painters in Lugano) 
were engaged in to obtain a plot of land near the San 
Vigilio oratory. Here they could enjoy a perfect exposure 
and a view of the lake, the last peaks of the Alpine fo-
othills and, in the misty distance, the Po valley. The plan 
eventually fell through due to the strenuous resistance 

of the owner of the plot which the architect and his client 
had in mind. At this point they shifted their attention to 
a plot belonging to the Carloni family on the tiny hill that 
emerges, like a last geological outcropping, from the 
plateau of San Vigilio.
On 24 November 1955 Hans Balmelli presented his 
brief for a small holiday home and his own preferences 
to the architect: “Nach unseren Vorstellungen sollte das 
Haus ungefähr so aussehen: 1 riesengrosse Stube mit 
Cheminee / 2 Schlafzimmer / 1 Bad / 1 Miniaturküche 
(damit die Frau nicht zu viel in der Küche ist). Innen soll 
es genial und modern eingerichtet sein, aussen muss 
es gut in die Landschaft passen (Tessinerstil). Wir ve-
rabscheuen die Deutschschweizer-Häuser, wie sie lei-
der auch schon in Rovio entstanden sind”. Carloni must 
have been startled to read the word “Tessinerstil”, al-
though preceded and attenuated by the paired adjecti-
ves “genial und modern” (which he will have accorded 
a wry welcome). In fact, he was being confronted with a 
recurring commission in Ticino in the 1950s, i.e. a holi-
day home for more or less wealthy clients from across 
the Alps (both Swiss and German) who wished to enjoy 
the mild climate of the “Sonnenstube der Schweiz”. 
These were the houses that, perching on the slopes of 
the Prealps, interpreted in recurrent clichés an imagi-
nary Ticinese vernacular, which had little or nothing to 
do with the local building tradition (just as, in the varie-
gated and fragmented situation of Canton Ticino, there 
existed no such thing as a “Tessinerstil”). Carloni, thou-

Address: via San Vigilio 6, Rovio
Chronology: 1956-1957
Authors:
project: Tita Carloni, Luigi Camenisch 
Client: Hans Balmelli, Zollikon 
Use: holiday home
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gh young (he was just 24 years old when he received 
the assignment from Balmelli), was certainly not incli-
ned to compromise. In fact this would have been for him 
an opportunity to demonstrate that it was possible to 
design an architecture rooted in time and space, namely 
genuinely modern and at the same time engaging with 
the features of the site and a specific building tradition.
If we examine the drawings preserved among the ar-
chitect’s papers, we get the impression that Casa Bal-
melli was born like Minerva from the head of Jupiter, 
without preliminary sketches or hesitation in identifying 
the system that characterises it. The first presentation 
drawing, in Indian ink with a title block, dates from 15 
February 1956. The disposition of the house is perpen-
dicular to the contour lines and the three main rooms 
(the large “Stube” and the two bedrooms) are set at dif-
ferent heights and connected by a long stair-corridor, 
in order to adapt them to the landforms and minimise 
excavations in the rocky terrain. The roof is divided into 
a sequence of planes, rather like a sort of shed roof, 
generating a dynamic tension between the diagonals 
of their planes and the profile of the ground. The main 
façade (which in this first scheme was slightly set back 
where the bedrooms are placed) faces the sun and is 
fitted with large rhomboid apertures (in the clear spa-
ce between the base and the roof), while the opposite 
façade was completely closed (except for some loopho-
les added in the course of the project). The use of local 
materials (limestone walls with “rasapietra” or half-pla-
ster – by analogy with the nearby Romanesque oratory 
– and chestnut wood roofing and window frames) would 
play a part, as Carloni claimed in a letter dated 28 Fe-
bruary 1956, in integrating the building perfectly into the 
landscape.
The project was welcomed by the client and from that 
point on it went ahead rapidly. On 18 April 1956 Carlo-
ni and Camenisch signed the synoptic drawings, which 
they submitted to the planning offce for the building per-
mit, and a few weeks later, in May 1956, they completed 
the detailed drawings, which further refined the project 
and gave it the final arrangement. The window frames 
with their diagonal pattern have now given way to sim-

pler vertical windows and the openings made, in the in-
termediate variant, in the west roof, at the request of the 
client were brought to a lower level and set in the ma-
sonry. Building began in the summer of the same year, 
with the work being done by a local building contractor 
and workers, and was completed by the spring of 1957. 
The care lavished on the detailing and its execution (evi-
dent, for example, in the quality of the masonry) was ac-
companied by a concern for the matching colours of the 
elevations, appearing in the quite singular use of green 
tiles, complementary to the sheet metalwork painted 
“oxblood” red.
Casa Balmelli stirred immediate interest not only in Ti-
cino but the rest of Switzerland, with some early Euro-
pean echoes (see the bibliography). At the instigation of 
Carloni himself, Casa Balmelli would often be taken as 
an example of that “organic” current that developed in 
Ticino in the 1950s and had a phase of particular flowe-
ring in the following decade. However, if Casa Balmelli 
certainly embodies organic elements when it aims at 
perfect integration into the site through the use of “natu-
ral” materials and the geometric reinterpretation of the 
landforms of its setting, its internal spatial quality has 
little to do, for instance, with the Wrightian models (whi-
ch Franco Ponti looked at coherently and with an origi-
nal eye) with their articulated plans, fluid spatial transi-
tions, the continuity between interior and exterior. Casa 
Balmelli’s paratactic composition and, in general, the 
articulation of its plan appear alien to these qualities.
On the other hand, the ordering function attributed to the 
geometry is very distinctive, forming a common denomi-
nator with the other organicist researches carried out in 
Ticino. It is a geometry that relates to the features of the 
site and aims at a certain degree of formal abstraction. 
Without forgetting that the texture of the diagonals con-
tributes to altering the perception of the dimensions and 
configuration of the building, making its image contract 
and expand depending on the angle from which it is 
viewed, as if in surreptitious and hypothetical homage 
to the research into kinetic art and as a further manife-
station of the richness and strength of this small work, 
now a protected cultural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Tita Carloni

Reference bibliography
- Architecture: formes et fonctions, 6 (1959), pp. 154-155;
- L’architettura: cronache e storia, 58 (1960), p. 260;
- Werk, 4 (1960), pp. 120-122;
- Aujourd’hui: art et architecture, 5 (1961), pp. 66-67;
- P.  Fumagalli, “L’architettura degli anni ’50 nel Ticino: gli anni di ‘fondazione’”, I nostri monumenti storici, 3 (1992), 
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Author of the entry: Nicola Navone (2020)

Photo: FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni 

Note: the entry is an abridged version of Navone 2019.
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Preliminary project, south elevation and plan, site plan, 15 February 1956 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Project submitted for the building permit, plans, elevations and sections, 18 April 1956
(FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Plan and section (from Werk, 4 (1960), p. 120)

Nicola Navone, “Tita Carloni and Luigi Camenisch, Casa Balmelli”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5 
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Tita-Carloni-and-Luigi-Camenisch-Casa-Balmelli
All rights reserved

View from the east (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Detailed drawing, section through the stair-corridor, 28 May 1956 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Franco Ponti
Villaggio San Michele

At the end of the 1950s, the building contractor Eligio 
Boni from Lugano purchased a plot of some three hecta-
res on the banks of Lake Lugano, where the waters of 
the lake, after passing the strait of Lavena, broaden out 
one last time before flowing into the Tresa River. After 
some subdivision projects entrusted in 1959 to Augusto 
Jäggli, who at that time was directing the construction 
of the new Studio of the Radio della Svizzera italiana, in 
which the construction company Boni & Regazzoni was 
also taking part, in the last months of 1960 the commis-
sion was assigned to Franco Ponti, who had opened 
an offce in Lugano after his early professional work in 
Bellinzona together with Peppo Brivio.

On 7 April 1961 Franco Ponti completed the disposition 
plan and submitted it to the authorities for the building 
permit. On the shore of an artificial pool excavated at the 
centre of the lot and connected to the lake by a channel, 
Ponti laid out six single-family houses, interpreted with 
a grammar of Wrightian derivation. From the teaching of 
Brivio, Ponti had assimilated the need to define his own 
architectural grammar, based on precise rules, whose ri-
gorous application, however, did not prevent the project 
from fully responding to the conditions of the site, the 
nature of the brief and the character of his client. This 
latter point was particularly dear to Ponti, with the result 
that he devoted himself almost exclusively to the design 
theme of the single-family house. In Caslano, beyond 
guaranteeing the individual character of each dwelling, 

it was also necessary to ensure the formal, spatial and 
material coherence of the whole.
In order to achieve this, Ponti defined a limited number 
of principles to guide his approach to the design.
_ The hierarchical equivalence between the walls that 
model the ground and those that define the domestic 
spaces, identical in dimensions, material and con-
struction technique (local stone walls built with the aid 
of formwork, in keeping with the technique used by Wri-
ght at Taliesin West). As observed elsewhere (Navone 
2014) “between the act of modelling the shore and the 
ground and that of raising the houses there is no distin-
ction. The two operations appear intimately linked and 
the architecture not only seems to ‘grow easily from its 
site’, in compliance with Wright’s well-known and variou-
sly interpreted formula. The structure of the stone walls 
acquires here an independent aesthetic value, which is 
appreciable even before the construction of the wooden 
parts and foreshadows the beauty of the ruin (according 
to Perret’s famous admonition), as documented by the 
photographs of the building site kept among the archi-
tect’s papers”.
_ The envelope is broken down into single elements, 
clearly recognisable (in terms of form and materials), ar-
ranged according to a precise geometry, but never set 
parallel to each other, being instead combined by joints, 
overlaps and offsets. This gives rise to a clear distinction 
between the vertical elements (the stone walls) and the 
horizontal and inclined planes defining the floors and 

Address: via San Michele, Caslano
Chronology: 1960-1968
Authors:
project: Franco Ponti
Client: Eligio Boni, Impresa Boni & Regazzoni, Lugano
Use: single-family houses
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roofs, made of wood (backed with metal elements). If 
the former accentuate the sense of mass due to their 
size and materiality, the latter are designed in such a 
way as to reduce the profiles and dimensions to a mini-
mum, and so convey an impression of lightness. These 
different elements are combined with each other in a 
clear geometric order, in which the orthogonality of the 
planimetric composition is mitigated by the sloping lines 
of the pitched roofs, varying from one house to another 
to respond to the different configurations of the interiors.
 _ The windows are set in the clear spaces between wal-
ls, floors and roofs; the stone walls are not pierced by 
windows, with the exception of narrow slits, interpreted 
in such a way as to appear like incisions made in the 
masonry (so avoiding the “gaps” deprecated by Wright 
and the dictates of Neoplasticism).
_ The fireplace with the hearth becomes the fulcrum of 
the spatial composition (emphasising its symbolic va-
lue), although it does not always coincide with the geo-
metric centre of the house or its axis of symmetry.

The external space is conceived as a kind of continuum, 
not only by the absence of surrounding walls or hedges, 
but also by the continuity of the existing tall trees, pre-
served with the utmost care, in one or two cases even 
incorporated into the buildings. This was done not just to 
express the “organic” character of the complex, but be-
cause they were considered an essential element of the 
composition, establishing a fruitful dialogue between the 
dense rhythm of the vertical lines of the tree trunks and 

the horizontal texture of the stone walls (the dialogue 
has now been completely destroyed by the progressive 
felling of the original trees).

The first phase of building work involved the construction 
of the six initial houses. Their projects evolved partly by 
developing out of the modular structure of the primary 
beams, which governed the site plan of 7 April 1961. In 
a second phase, Ponti designed a small house that was 
intended to be repeated along the southeast bank of the 
canal, but was eventually built individually and accor-
ding to a different design in terms of layout and exposi-
tion. Finally, in 1967, work began on the design of the 
last house built by Ponti on the northeast shore of the 
stretch of water, around which the village was laid out.
 
Unfortunately, since then there has been a progres-
sive and almost systematic destruction of the original 
structure of the Villaggio San Michele, which appeared 
firstly in the early demolition of one of the houses desi-
gned by Ponti and ended, in the mid-nineties, with the 
displacement of the adjacent one. The latter was moved 
in order to avoid obstructing the view of the villa built, 
on the north bank of the basin, by a German magna-
te, who had also a new building erected where the first 
house to be demolished had stood (after another client 
had already built a new house on the lakeside a few ye-
ars earlier). All happened without effective instruments 
of conservation allowing to safeguard a one-of-a-kind 
complex in Switzerland and Europe.

Archival sources
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Franco Ponti
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Stelio Ballerini
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Augusto Jäggli
Caslano, Archivio dell’Uffcio Tecnico Comunale
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Site plans of 7 April 1961 and 1963-1964 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

House C, northwest elevation, 23 January 1961, southwest elevation, 19 February 1962 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

House D, southwest elevation, 14 February 1962, northwest elevation, 15 February 1962 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)
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House E, southeast elevation, 21 February 1962, and northeast elevation, 19 February 1962 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

House F, elevation, 26 April 1962 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti) House G, elevation, 28 March 1961 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

View of House H and House G (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti, photo by Vincenzo Vicari)
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House XXIII, first project, ground floor and first floor plan, 14 and 18 February 1963 (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

House  XXIII, realised project, ground-floor plan
(FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

View of House XXIII and, in the background, House F
(from B. de Sivo, L’architettura in Svizzera oggi, Naples, 1968)
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View on completion of construction work (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti, photo by Vincenzo Vicari)

View of construction work (FAAT, Fondo Franco Ponti)

Nicola Navone, “Franco Ponti, Villaggio San Michele”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Franco-Ponti-Villaggio-San-Michele
All rights reserved
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Rino Tami with Peppo Brivio 
Casa Torre

In the first weeks of 1953, after Carlo had left the ar-
chitectural practice, Rino Tami remained the sole prin-
cipal. However, after twenty-five years of activity, the 
partnership between the brothers did not stop its cour-
se. Among his other businesses, Carlo kept investing 
in real-estate projects and brought in Rino to design 
them. This synergy began in that same year: Carlo 
Tami was at the head of the company that handed Rino 
Tami the commission for a tower house on the lakefront 
at Cassarate, at that time belonging to the Municipality 
of Castagnola.
The planning regulations in force at the time allowed 
for construction of almost 1600 m2 of floor space in 
a building with a maximum height of 21 metres, cor-
responding to seven storeys above ground, aligned 
on the perimeter of the plot and with a large central 
courtyard. Rino Tami proposed instead to develop the 
building up to double the height allowed in order to take 
full advantage of the view of the lake and exposure to 
sunlight, therefore avoiding courtyards and cavities 
and leaving a larger unbuilt surface area, to be laid 
out as a garden. After World War II, vertical buildings 
were becoming fairly common in Europe, though with 
heights still not comparable to those in North America. 
This type soon became suitable both for rebuilding di-
stricts razed in the war, as in the Hansaviertel in Ber-
lin, aiming to represent a new model of urbanisation in 
contrast to the traditional one, and as single gestures 
in the historic city.

In November 1953 the Tami offce prepared a first 
project for a building of 14 storeys above ground with 
shops on the ground floor, residences on the 12 up-
per floors and a restaurant on the top. In his project 
reports, Rino Tami referred to contemporary high-ri-
se housing buildings in Zurich, Basel and Bern. The 
predominantly residential function led Tami to deve-
lop a trefoil plan, in order to ensure broad views over 
the lake from the four apartments on each floor. This 
layout was inspired by the “Im Gut” tower in Zurich 
designed by Karl Egender and Wilhelm Müller, of 
which Tami had obtained graphic documentation. In 
February 1954 submitted his project, which now inclu-
ded one further storey, to the municipal authorities of 
Castagnola. Before deciding, these asked the opinion 
of the architect Armin Meili in Lucerne, the designer of 
the tower for the Swiss Centre in Milan. In that same 
month, on behalf of the management of the Swiss Tra-
de Fair at Lugano, Meili had drafted a proposal for 
the layout of the Campo Marzio – an area close to 
the plot on which Tami’s project was intended to be 
built– where he envisaged the construction of three 
towers and a large pedestrian piazza. Meili’s uncondi-
tional support for Tami’s project induced the municipal 
authorities to apply to the cantonal authorities for a 
change in the planning regulations, in order to allow 
new buildings up to 60 metres high in the plan for the 
neighbourhood of Cassarate. The politicians hoped in 
this way to prompt the redevelopment of the whole 

Address: via delle Scuole 1, Lugano-Cassarate
Chronology: 1953-1958
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Peppo Brivio 
structural design: Walter Krüsi, Lugano 
Client: Torre SA
Use: shops, cafés, offces, apartments, hotel, restaurant
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zone from agricultural, artisanal and industrial uses to 
a middle-class residential area.
 
In 1954 Rino Tami revised the project for the first time, 
abandoning the trefoil plan in favour of a rectangular one 
measuring some 28 metres by 15.50 metres. This per-
mitted to increase the number of units on each floor to 
six. The two additional apartments were small, wedged 
in between the larger ones, and only received glimpses 
of the panorama. To improve visual contact with the 
lake, balconies in the shape of right-angled triangles 
were set in front of all the living rooms overlooking the 
two lateral façades, with the shorter side facing the lake 
and separated from each other by small loggias placed 
by the service rooms. In a further revision, the balconies 
were transformed into bow windows added to the rooms 
with openings running their full width on the side over-
looking the lake.

The elevations of Casa Torre reflect the building’s 
structure. In the initial arrangement, the scheme of pil-
lars and slabs in reinforced concrete set flush with the 
façade conferred unity on the building, characterised by 
squares filled with plastered masonry, which in the se-
cond version were replaced with exposed silico-limesto-
ne bricks. In the final project, the new structural scheme 
proposed by the engineer Walter Krüsi used reinforced 
concrete for all the vertical elements, either internal or 
visible on the façade, including the bow windows; the 
lateral façades of the tower were therefore characteri-
sed by the vertical continuity of concrete blades, inter-
rupted on the top floor so as to mark a break with the 

strong eaves and the attic. In the slab above the first 
floor the loads were concentrated in pillars, partly visible 
in the façade, to guarantee the flexibility of the spaces 
in the two lower levels. In this way the morphology of 
the building passed from the one of a vertical block of 
flats to the one of a proper skyscraper, with the tradi-
tional partition in base, shaft and parapet as stated by 
the example of the Chicago School, in the orbit of which 
first examples of vertical buildings arose in the late 19th 
century. In particular, the two side façades, with their se-
quences of bow windows, in their geometric abstraction 
recall the fluting of the classical column, the main ar-
chitectural element of the type, as Adolf Loos pointed 
out in 1922 with his competition project for the Chicago 
Tribune building. On the façade overlooking the lake, 
the two protruding prisms, which reflect the lateral bow 
windows, accentuate the voids of the large central log-
gias, one in each of the apartments at the front. Finally, 
the rear façade redeems its functional character with the 
projecting stairwell with a triangular apex, contribution 
of Peppo Brivio to the project. The project was built in 
1956-1957 with 18 storeys above ground: the ground 
floor with entrance, shops and businesses, the first floor 
for offces, 13 residential floors, two floors for a hotel 
and an upper floor with a broad terrace for a panoramic 
restaurant. The basement housed the utilities. Outside 
the building, on a semi-underground level, garages for 
the residents occupied most of the area planned for the 
garden. 
After the closure of the hotel, the upper level has been 
altered. Casa Torre is a protected cultural asset of can-
tonal interest.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Storni Creazzo Tami
Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata 
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Plans and schematic elevations of the tower by Tami and the block 
building envisaged in the master plan (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Site plan of the version with the trefoil plan 
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Ground-floor plan of the trefoil version
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Typical floor plan of the trefoil version 
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Main elevation of the trefoil version 
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami) 

View of the model of the trefoil version
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Typical floor plan (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami) Plan of the restaurant (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Ground-floor plan (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Main elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Side elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Riccardo Bergossi, “Rino Tami with Peppo Brivio, Casa Torre”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Peppo-Brivio-Casa-Torre
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View from the east (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami, photo by Enrico Cano, 2006)

Detail of the east elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami, photo by Enrico Cano, 2006)
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Peppo Brivio
Casa Albairone

The outcome of a collaboration between Peppo Brivio 
and the engineer Alessandro Rima, both client and 
structural engineer of the building, the Albairone apart-
ment building was the first to attain the distinctive formal 
syntax that would characterise Brivio’s architecture.
 
Built to contain apartments at affordable rents, Casa Al-
bairone (named after a hamlet in the municipality of Mo-
sogno, in the impervious Valle Onsernone, from where 
the Rima family came) stands on a plain area on the 
southern outskirts of the municipality of Massagno, on 
the hill west of Lugano. The location was chosen for, 
among other things, its closeness to the train station, 
the school of Massagno, the church of San Nicolao in 
the nearby neighbourhood of Besso, and the Studio of 
the Radio della Svizzera italiana, which was being desi-
gned at the time.

The first proposals for the site plan envisaged two bu-
ildings to be erected on two contiguous plots, either 
joined to allow the construction of one of the two bu-
ildings straddling the boundary, or kept separate with 
the new building respecting the limits of the land lots. 
Yet another variant proposed to build a single volume 
on the larger plot, with a service block lying along its 
west boundary. This was the solution that emerged, 
perhaps partly on the basis of the studies of distribution 
conducted at a scale of 1:100 on the different variant 
plans.

Initially these studies converged on the idea of arranging 
two massive projections along the longer sides (with the 
vertical distribution placed at the centre of them). In the 
definitive plan they were increased to three, connected 
by the volumes containing the bedrooms. The genesis 
of the design testifies to a progressive reduction and ra-
tionalisation of the service spaces, studied in detail to 
allow their full functionality without detracting from their 
liveability. Rather, the design created spaces (as in the 
case of the small kitchens next to the loggias) in which 
extreme functional effectiveness was combined with a 
remarkable spatial quality, achieved by calibrating the 
proportions and securing perfect control of natural light. 
Even where the reduction of the floor surface was dra-
stic, as in the stairwells, where Brivio soon abandoned 
the semi-circular staircases derived from Casa Spazio 
(the apartment building he had built shortly before in Lo-
carno, also in partnership with Pedrazzini), he sought to 
make up for it through attention to detail, albeit using the 
materials available, as befitted a building of affordable 
rental apartments.
 
In its final configuration, Casa Albairone contains 72 
apartments: 6 (consisting of a “bedroom” and “workshop”) 
on the ground floor, next to the generous entrance halls; 
60 on the 6 standard floors (with 8 two-room apartments 
on each floor and 2 three-room apartments in the ends of 
the building) which alternate, from one level to the next, 
the positions of the loggias and kitchens (the device, sim-

Address: via Ceresio, Massagno
Chronology: 1955-1956
Authors:
project: Peppo Brivio
structural design: Alessandro Rima, Locarno
Client: Alessandro Rima
Use: apartment building
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ple and effective, models the sculptural quality of the ele-
vations), and finally 6 studio apartments on the attic floor.

The elevations of Casa Albairone mark the completion 
of a strand of research begun with Casa Spazio and 
further developed in the unbuilt project for a tower-hotel 
in Locarno (1954), where Brivio already used the al-
ternation of voids and solids from one level to another, 
generated by simple planimetric variations allowed 
by the rigorous geometric structure underpinning the 
whole project. Such an architectural grammar was not 
only inscribed in a precise contemporary cultural deba-
te (in this regard have been mentioned the works built 
in North Africa by ATBAT Afrique or André Studer, in 
that occasion in partnership with Jean Hentsch), but it 
was also the outcome of an approach that had alre-
ady emerged during Brivio’s studies at the ETH Zuri-
ch. Here he had come into contact through Lanfranco 
Bombelli Tiravanti with the circle of Concrete artists and 
developed an interest in the work of Van Doesburg and 
Dutch Neoplasticism (which was being returned to vo-
gue, after World War II, by a series of important exhi-
bitions in Switzerland and abroad, before receiving the 
decisive critical sanction in architecture field in Bruno 
Zevi’s Poetica dell’architettura neoplastica, published in 
1953).

As noted by Annalisa Viati (who first pointed out the 
crucial role of the unbuilt project for the tower-hotel in 
Locarno), “Brivio’s interest in an aniconic, pure, rigorous 
composition, which the Concrete artists advocated by 
borrowing the assumptions of Van Doesburg himself, 
could explain one of the roots of his interest in a Neopla-
stic vocabulary, and his consequent proximity to it. This 
would lead to the formulation of the hypothesis that Bri-
vio had mastered the mathematical and logical compo-
sitive procedures advocated by the Konkrete Kunst and 
that he consolidated his architectural vision by transla-
ting the intrinsic order of certain graphic structures into 
spaces and volumes by applying that rigorous scientific 
method, innate in him, which assumed the use of the 

grid on graph paper as a guide in drafting rigorous spa-
tial relations and mathematical orders of compositions 
for the façades” (Viati Navone 2019, p. 5).

Here we need to reiterate the absolute originality of this 
grammar and the extreme rigour with which Brivio inter-
preted it. A rigour that did not lead to frigid abstractions, 
but to spaces that warmly host the rituals of everyday 
life. In the same way, we need to stress the distance 
between the marked tectonic character of Brivio’s works 
and, by contrast, the constructive abstraction pursued 
by the Neoplasticists. Brivio’s almost ostensive tectonic, 
one might say, perhaps derived from the conviction that 
a work of architecture ought to express the rules that 
govern its constitution, so to be comprehensible. Hence 
the emphasis Brivio placed on the very notion of archi-
tectural grammar, since “all the great masters of our time 
create within a morphology, or at least a combination 
of clearly specified forms, and it is impossible to mea-
sure their influence when grammar is neglected... The 
abstraction from grammar and from the history of gram-
mar often corresponds to a state of confusion in critical 
judgment, and worse, in the current production of archi-
tecture” (Brivio in Pedio 1961, p. 679). Finally, it should 
be remembered that Brivio did not orchestrate “open” 
compositions, that is to say potentially extensible or pro-
liferating forms (as it is often the case in such morpho-
logies), but inscribes them within the classical tripartite 
division consisting of base, body and parapet. The latter 
consists here of a massive ledge, strongly overhung and 
pierced by glass openings, which unifies the composi-
tion of the three projections, differentiated with the use of 
polychromy, intended not to break up the wall mass into 
abstract planes, in the manner of the Neoplasticists, but 
to emphasise the individual volumetric-functional units.
 
Except for the infill of the openings of the ledge, due to 
structural reasons, the adaptations made over the ye-
ars have not altered the appearance of Casa Albairone, 
which today is listed as a protected cultural asset of can-
tonal interest.
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Two of the initial studies of the site plan (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)

One of the variants characterised by two projections on the main elevations (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)

Floor plan type A (from Ch. Dill, Peppo Brivio. Casa Cate. Albairone, Zurich [1997])

Floor plan type B (from Ch. Dill, Peppo Brivio. Casa Cate. Albairone, Zurich [1997])
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Perspective view and study of the polychromy of the elevations (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)

Nicola Navone, “Peppo Brivio, Casa Albairone”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Peppo-Brivio-Casa-Albairone
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View from a living room on floor A (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio) The interior of a kitchen (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)
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Peppo Brivio
Casa Cate

After designing Casa Albairone, Peppo Brivio was cal-
led on to build in the historic centre of Massagno, on a 
site between via San Gottardo (the main north-south 
road axis until construction of the Ticino motorway, whi-
ch at that time still laid in the future) and via Tessere-
te, which is traversed not only by vehicles but also by 
the regional railway line connecting the villages along 
the west side of the Cassarate Valley. The task was 
made more diffcult by the complex layout of the plot, 
the contiguity of other buildings, the encumbrance of 
some rights of way and a marked difference in height 
between the two roads bounding the plot. Initially the 
brief envisaged the design of two buildings, one on 
each side of the plot but, as he developed the project, 
Brivio directed his attention to the building towards via 

Tesserete. To be called Casa Cate, it would house a 
studio apartment and a two-room apartment on the 
ground floor and four apartments with four rooms each 
on the upper floors (one per floor), with a large commu-
nal roof terrace.

In presenting this and other works by Brivio in the pa-
ges of “L’architettura: cronache e storia”, Renato Pe-
dio expressed some reservations. He regarded Casa 
Cate as “a respectable and skilful study” and yet far 
from the “masterly balance of Casa Albairone”. “There 
was compactness, here fragility”, because “the daring 
modulation of this façade [...] brilliantly” overhung “(and 
the house lives wholly in this suspended and exceptio-
nal wall), is not articulated in space”, since “the hexa-
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gonal module, widely exploited externally […] does not 
find full justification internally, although it does give 
rise to studied and pleasing effects” (Pedio 1961, pp. 
682 and 683). Actually, if we look at the few drawings 
that record the genesis of the work, we realise that the 
choice of the hexagonal plot on which the main front of 
Casa Cate stands did not stem from a desire for expe-
rimentation as an end in itself, but arose from a careful 
assessment of the specific conditions of the site and 
was only adopted as they became clear. In the report 
accompanying the drawings intended for publication, 
Brivio wrote that “the project underwent many changes, 
caused by a long series of negotiations with the neigh-
bouring owners, and by compromises relating to levels 
and floor plans”.

However, we would be misled if we believed that the 
project was driven by external factors. The constrain-
ts and the potential offered by that particular location, 
after some uncertain initial proposals (Navone 2013, p. 
57), were adopted by Brivio as an impulse to develop a 
rigorous formal grammar, intended on the one hand to 
orient the views of the apartments on the diagonal, so 
as to turn them as far southward as possible (a strategy 
interpreted in different forms by Tita Carloni in the near-
by Albergo Arizona), and on the other to respond to the 
particular conditions of perception of the complex along 
a line that is tangential and in movement. In these con-
ditions the diagonal disposition (in relation to the road 
axis) of the volumes that make up the elevation, alterna-
ting from one floor to another, accentuates or attenuates 
the perception of its plastic qualities, depending on the 
point of observation, and introduces a dynamic com-
ponent that on the whole is unrelated to the albeit ma-
sterful volumetric articulation of Casa Albairone. (From 
it Brivio deduced, among other things, the treatment of 
the kitchens overlooking the narrow internal courtyard 
and fitted with a row of wall-mounted cabinets running 
between two horizontal fenestrations, which illuminate 
the worktop and the ceiling.)

Furthermore, the tripartite division into base, body and 
cornice of the main façade is analogous, but with a fur-
ther element of novelty: the visual connection between 
the canopy overhanging the roof-terrace, and the equal-
ly projecting balconies to the right of the main façade, 
forming an inverted L that closes and directs the compo-
sition. A bold and at the same time rigorous composition 
due to the congruence between the volumetric articula-
tion of the façade and the quality of the interior spaces, 
mirroring the conceptual precision deployed by Brivio 
in the design phase. Paolo Fumagalli describes Brivio 
as an architect who, when he received a commission, 
“would lock himself in his offce for hours – if not days – 
and then emerge with a squared sheet of paper on whi-
ch he had drawn the project. The whole project on that 
single sheet, the essence” (Fumagalli in Casa Albairone 
di Peppo Brivio 2013, p. 34). But the colourful anecdote 
should not prevail over the principal point, which is that 
Brivio’s work was guided by the crystalline clarity of rea-
son, in keeping with a logical-mathematical method that 
was indebted (as observed by Viati 2019, p. 5) in part to 
the procedures of Concrete Art. So it is hardly surprising 
that, in spite of the critical judgment expressed by Pedio, 
Casa Cate enjoyed early critical appreciation at the Eu-
ropean level and, after its first publication in the pages 
of Werk, was presented in French, British and Spanish 
architecture magazines.
On the constructional level, Brivio used a mixed load-be-
aring structure, made up of brick walls, double T-shaped 
metal profiles used as piers and inserted for the most 
part in the main façade (one of these is visible in the 
blind façade that emerges, to the north, from the scre-
en of the adjoining buildings), and reinforced concrete 
floors, with infill of terracotta bricks (which he had used 
before in the departure station of the Orselina-Cardada 
cable car, unfortunately now demolished).
The subsequent removal of the crowning canopy has 
certainly disfigured the main façade, which is now cle-
arly incomplete, but without completely obscuring the 
quality of this masterful small work.
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Plan of the cellar and ground floor, 9 September 1957
(FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)

Plan of the second and third floors, 9 September 1957
(FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)

Plan of the fourth floor and roof terrace, 9 September 1957
(FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)
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Nicola Navone, “Peppo Brivio, Casa Cate”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
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Main elevation, 16 July 1957 (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)

View from the living room towards the balcony showing the cut chosen by the architect and view
of the canopy on the roof terrace (FAAT, Fondo Peppo Brivio)
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Luigi Snozzi and Livio Vacchini
Council housing at the Saleggi di Locarno

In its session of 26 June 1961, Locarno’s city coun-
cil decided to set up a “Public Housing Authority” for 
the construction of apartments at affordable rents. In a 
subsequent session, it authorised the council to make 
available land lots located in the delta of the Maggia Ri-
ver, where the city was expanding, and commissioned 
Luigi Snozzi and Livio Vacchini, partners at that time, to 
design the project. In December 1962 the final project 
and the budget were delivered, both approved by the 
administrative commission of the public housing au-
thority and the council. Towards the end of December 
1963, the council announced the tender for the excava-
tion work. Building began in the early months of 1964 
and was completed in the late spring of 1966.

The realised project consisted of a single block some 
56 metres long and 14 metres wide that contained 54 
home units laid out on six levels. It presented three 
types of accommodation: 30 full-width apartments with 
east-west orientation, 18 duplex apartments with a sin-
gle front and 6 apartments at the ends of the building 
with 5½ rooms. In the larger apartments, the architects 
adopted the most radical typological strategies to en-
courage new lifestyles. Access was provided in the 
centre of the apartment and was visually related to the 
exterior. In continuity with the hallway, the kitchen ope-
ned to the dining room, which was connected to the 
living room. The children’s area was equipped with a 
double system of circulation. Access to the three bedro-

oms was both by a passage lined with built-in wardro-
bes (a solution made necessary by the narrowness of 
each room, being some 190 cm wide), and an enfilade, 
arranged next to the desks aligned along the outer wall 
and closed, if necessary, by folding doors, connecting 
the bedrooms with the living room. The freedom of pa-
ths and flexibility in the layout of the interiors were fur-
ther developed in the Casa Patriziale in Carasso and in 
Casa Martinelli in Lugano, by Snozzi and Tita Carloni.

The idea underlying the layout of the interiors, which 
encouraged different ways of life, with a Calvinist fla-
vour, was explained to possible interested parties with 
the provisional opening of three furnished apartments 
(one of each type). The careful study of furniture with 
restrained lines, designed by the architects to meet all 
the needs of the inhabitants by rationally exploiting the 
space, failed to prevent them from installing their own 
furniture in their new homes, as appears in the account 
published in 1969 in the journal Werk. The affection 
for the furnishings and accessories of a lifetime pre-
vailed over the attempt to purge old lifestyles conside-
red obsolete. Despite the generous provision of built-in 
wardrobes and a fully fitted kitchen as well as the mo-
derate rent, at first it was diffcult to find tenants. The 
reasons probably lay in the building’s distance from the 
centre of town, the lack of shops and services nearby, 
its severe appearance and the size of the building, all 
features rather unusual for Ticino in those years. Other 

Address: via Angelo Nessi 40b, Locarno
Chronology: 1961-1966
Authors:
project: Luigi Snozzi, Livio Vacchini 
structural design: Peppino Bondietti, Locarno 
Client: Municipality of Locarno
Use: affordable rental apartments
Note: the building has been altered from its original state
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possible reasons were some anomalies with respect 
to the standards such as the blind bathrooms, the ki-
tchen open to the living room and the absence of bal-
conies. The apartments are served by three staircases 
with their respective lifts. The stairwells rise to the full 
height of the building and are notable for their original 
design with staggered floors derived from the inversion 
of the access floors of the two opposing duplexes. The 
refined design of the metal staircase opens the view to 
unusual prospects between adjacent floors.

The structure of the building is made up of transver-
sal single-headed masonry partitions and reinforced 
concrete slabs. The only exception to this system are 
the concrete partitions, present in the east and west 
façades, used to underline the different orientation of 
the apartments in the head of the building facing south. 
The façades were covered with a curtain wall consi-
sting of wooden frames painted black with spans me-
asuring 60 x 270 cm. Local newspapers show that this 
solution was harshly criticised for its complete lack of 
balconies or loggias and later for its early deterioration, 
which made it necessary to replace it. This was done in 
ways that have completely disfigured the building. The 
elegant wooden window frames held both the windows 
and the parapets in Eternit. On the outside the façades 
were protected only by roller blinds, whose mechani-
sms were covered with semi-cylindrical copper valan-
ces. These components – the only elements protruding 
from the curtain wall – also served as refined mouldin-
gs that marked the floors of the building in correspon-
dence with the floor plates.

The curtain wall (although made of wood) clearly allu-
des to some of Arne Jacobsen’s residential buildings, 
such as his Row houses in Gentofte in 1957 and the 
Housing complex in Rødovre in 1960. Such examples 
were probably known to Vacchini from his time in Scan-
dinavia after earning his degree in architecture. Cur-
tain walls, whether made of wood, as in the housing 
at Orselina, or of metal, as in the Edificio Fabrizia in 

Bellinzona, are present in numerous works built in tho-
se years by the Snozzi and Vacchini practice, of which 
the Council House is the most emblematic, as well as 
controversial, case.
The building rests on a thick concrete base with a 
section that tapers upwards to join the façade and give 
a greater sense of solidity. The solid walls are interrup-
ted by large gaps at the entrances and are articulated 
by drainpipes and window slits in the service rooms. 
The south façade protrudes from the base with an 
overhang of almost two metres; the north one has no 
curtain wall and has small apertures in the kitchens and 
bathrooms. The base conceals the entrance level that 
houses a large central atrium surrounded by laundry 
rooms, cellars and shelters. The main entrance is loca-
ted on the north side with three others aligned with the 
stairwells and two smaller ones in the south wall.

Snozzi and Vacchini, skeptical about the idea of adap-
ting the disposition of the building to the new road en-
visaged by the town plan, running diagonally to the 
building plots, rotated its position, aligning it along the 
north-south axis. However, the plan was never imple-
mented and the building remained isolated. The ar-
chitects tried to remedy this situation on the occasion 
of the competition for the new teacher-training scho-
ol, announced in June 1967. In their proposal, Snoz-
zi and Vacchini integrated the public housing into the 
campus of the new school by redesigning the access 
roads, inserting a second housing block and extending 
the existing one on the north side to align it with the 
new buildings intended as student residences. For this 
reason, they proposed to radically redefine the boun-
daries of the competition site, deliberately contravening 
the competition rules and therefore ending up being 
excluded. The site subsequently received new public 
functions (with the Dolf Schnebli Kindergarten, built on 
the plot adjacent to Snozzi and Vacchini’s building and 
a new secondary school, built on the competition site 
instead of the teacher-training school), but it still lacks a 
coherent overall design.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Luigi Snozzi 
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Plan of the entrance level (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

Site plan with the disposition of the building proposed by the architects 
(AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

Cross-section
(AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

Plans of the even- and odd-numbered floors (from Werk, 1967, 5, p. 265)
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View of the construction site
(AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

View of the living room of the apartment at the head of the building (5½  rooms) furnished by the architects
(AdM, Luigi Snozzi, photo by Alberto Flammer)

Detail of the east elevation
(AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi, photo by Alberto Flammer) 

Alberto Franchini, “Luigi Snozzi and Livio Vacchini, Council housing at the Saleggi di Locarno”,
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https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Luigi-Snozzi-and-Livio-Vacchini-Council-housing-at-the-Saleggi-di-Locarno
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Alberto Finzi and Paolo Zürcher
Fercasa

In a period of strong demographic growth and in re-
sponse to the expansion of Chiasso’s international sta-
tion – whose greatest development took place in the 
decade 1960-1970 – a group of employees of the Swiss 
Federal Railways proposed, together with the architects 
Alberto Finzi and Paolo Zürcher, to build fifty affordable 
rental apartments. This house for railway workers was 
to be built in the border town, but the architects soon 
realised that the parameters of the master plan would 
only allow for the construction of five buildings abutting 
onto each other, occupying a large part of the chosen 
plot and excluding all scope for offering the residen-
ts extensive green spaces. Together with the Fercasa 
Cooperative – set up in May 1961 – Finzi and Zürcher 
therefore convinced SBB (Swiss Federal Railways) to 
purchase a plot of 8500 square metres on the sloping 
ground rising from Chiasso towards Novazzano.
Starting from a precise communal idea and taking into 
account the experience of the Unité d’Habitation by Le 
Corbusier, the building called Fercasa was conceived 
as a vertical district in which each inhabitant could 
benefit equally from an ideal exposure, a view of the 
landscape and extensive green spaces. This scheme 
also made frugal use of the land, building on only 700 
square metres and keeping the rest for the whole com-
munity, mainly in the form of leisure spaces.

The monolithic volume, set on the northern edge of the 
plot, rested on eleven pairs of reinforced concrete pil-

lars. It was oriented perpendicular to the slope and set 
some distance back from via Torraccia. This left room 
for a forecourt for the arrival of private traffc and po-
stbuses. The open plan of the ground floor was used 
as a public porch and parking area, with a part of it 
set aside for the caretaker’s apartment and adjacent 
multipurpose room.
The fifty duplex apartments, divided into 25 4-room uni-
ts and 25 5-room units, were subdivided into groups 
of ten cells repeated on five main levels, distributed by 
balconies arranged along the northern elevation served 
by the ellipsoidal tower housing the stairs and eleva-
tors.
It was decided to move the communal circulation areas 
away from the apartments in order to solve the problem 
posed by the different shifts of the SBB workers, whose 
nocturnal movements might have disturbed the adjoi-
ning apartments. Horizontal acoustic insulation was 
ensured by the thick reinforced concrete blades that 
make up the vertical structure of the building, while the 
choice of the duplex typology facilitated vertical acou-
stic insulation between individual home units, making 
it possible to reduce the thickness of the intermediate 
floor slabs and reinforce the main ones.

All apartments have the same basic layout. On the 
lower level there is the entrance hall, living room and 
eat-in kitchen, both with a south-facing terrace. The up-
per level has the main bedroom with a terrace and one 

Address: via Torraccia 9, Novazzano
Chronology: 1962-1966
Authors:
project: Alberto Finzi, Paolo Zürcher
structural design: Walter Ruprecht, Lugano-Zurich 
Client: Swiss Federal Railways, Fercasa Cooperative 
Use: apartment building
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or two smaller bedrooms, also with balconies, and the 
bathroom.
The topmost level was laid out as a roof-garden, today 
severely reduced but originally intended for communal 
life, mainly as a play area for children.

The typological layout made it possible to achieve a tall 
and slender volume, a thin “blade” of reinforced con-
crete that stands out against the soft hilly landscape of 
the Mendrisiotto, radically differentiated in the two main 
elevations: facing south a grid that repeats the pattern 
of the individual units (but with the refined variation in-
troduced by the different position of the waterspouts of 
the terraces, generating a sort of “vibration” in an ap-
parently uniform elevation), and on the opposite side a 
markedly tactile composition that skilfully plays on the 
variation in the number of secondary rooms and the 

presence of galleries and terraces, all integrated into a 
richly articulated façade.
In the years immediately following, the Fercasa building 
aroused critical reactions, some of them harsh, as testi-
fied by the writings of Adriano Soldini or the book-length 
denunciation by Piero Bianconi titled Ticino: ieri e oggi, 
which described the Fercasa as an “enormous sinister 
gallows engaged in murdering the hill of Novazzano”. 
A short-sighted vision, since it targeted a social hou-
sing operation alien to the speculative purposes that, 
in fact, disfigured the Ticino area: a possible alternative 
to that widespread urbanisation of low-density residen-
tial districts and shapeless peripheral areas that would 
soon have emerged as the dominant model. That’s why 
it is hardly surprising that the Fercasa (in spite of a mi-
sguided attempt at restoration) has become a protected 
cultural asset of cantonal interest.
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Diagram comparing the area of land occupied by the Fercasa with 
fifty detached houses (from Rivista tecnica, 4 (1967), p. 205)
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Completed project, plan of the living quarter and the sleeping quarters of the apartments
(from Rivista Tecnica, 4 (1967), p. 207)

Project submitted for the building permit: plans of the sleeping quarters (2nd and 4th floors)
and plan of the living quarters of the apartments (Novazzano, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)
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Project submitted for the building permit: north elevation (Novazzano, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Project submitted for the building permit: south elevation (Novazzano, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)
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South elevation (from Rivista tecnica, 4 (1967), p. 204)

Built project, plan of the portico of the apartments (from Rivista tecnica, 4 (1967), p. 207)

Built project, south elevation (from Rivista tecnica, 4 (1967), p. 206)

View of the roof (Archivio Alberto Finzi)
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View of the stairwell and one of the galleries (photo by Francesco Tadini, 2014)

View of Fercasa from the hill of Pedrinate (photo by Francesco Tadini, 2014)
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Tita Carloni 
Residential buildings in via Beltramina
Address: via Beltramina, Lugano
Chronology: 1964-1968
Authors:
project: Tita Carloni
Client: Carlo Garzoni
Use: housing and commercial activities

A few years after Tita Carloni completed the building 
on via Franchini in Mendrisio, he again undertook a 
building project in an urban setting. The commission 
came from Carlo Garzoni, owner of the homonymous 
construction company, with whom Carloni had a fruitful 
professional partnership that produced interesting re-
sults, such as the famous Hotel Arizona, today regret-
tably disfigured.

The complex in via Beltramina consists of two buildings 
set parallel, seven storeys high, with parking spaces, 
cellars and shelters in the basement, commercial acti-
vities on the ground floor and 48 apartments on the flo-
ors above. Each building houses four apartments of two 
typologies per floor, those with 3½ rooms in the middle 
and those with 4½ rooms towards the extremities.

The project is located on the corner with via Trevano, in 
the Molino Nuovo district, on what used to be the out-

skirts of Lugano. Close to these two buildings stands 
the council housing that Carloni with Luigi Camenisch 
had designed in the previous decade for the associa-
tion Pro Familia.

As in his previous building in Mendrisio, Carloni cho-
se to use sand-finished facing bricks, most likely of 
Italian origin. This material, which he considered the 
most appropriate for urban civil buildings after the 
war, as the architect himself recalled, was introduced 
into Ticino by Rino Tami. It was in Tami’s offce that  
Carloni had learned the rudiments of the profession 
and the passion for constructional perfection, an es-
sential factor for the comprehension his work.

Some of Tami’s buildings in Lugano, such as the re-
sidential buildings La Piccionaia and Il Cardo (1952-
1957), the Palazzo delle Dogane (1958-1962), the 
Casa Boni e Regazzoni (1959-1962) and Casa Dufour 
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Anstalt (1961-1963), with their brick walls, concrete ele-
ments and green shutters, will be the starting point for 
Carloni’s urban buildings.
 
Having examined various initial arrangements, one 
with a courtyard typology (15 April 1964), Carloni then 
moved on to a solution with two detached blocks with 
balconies on the internal sides of the lot. The buildings, 
arranged perpendicularly to via Beltramina, initially had 
a stepped side in order to accommodate the non-ortho-
gonality of the site boundary (15 July 1964). This side 
was then regularised to reach the final definition of two 
simple parallelepipeds (15 April 1965).

As it can be seen from the papers kept in the Archi-
vio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata in Lugano, the 
project was based from the beginning on an exchange 
of land both with the municipality and with the adjacent 
property. The trade-off with the neighbouring property 
normalised the perimeter of the site, enabling to make 
better use of the plot with regular volumes. Thanks 
to the exchange with the municipality, a parking area 
could be laid out in front of the buildings to serve the 
shops and the site as a whole.

In the early stages of the project, the two buildings were 
connected by a volume of equal height which was me-
ant to enclose a U-shaped staircase that visually en-
closed the central space (15 April 1965). The stairways 
were then separated and housed in two distinct volu-
mes next to the buildings. This solution was adopted in 
the later complex of the Albergo Milano in Mendrisio, 
where the staircase block, in this case completely deta-
ched from the building (and intended only to serve the 
hotel rooms on the top floor), received a more markedly 
independent form.

After the building permit was issued, on 31 March 1966, 
some variants were also introduced. The central space 
was to be entirely occupied by a service deck, later re-
placed by an independent pavilion, with a variant appro-
ved by the Municipality on 24 November 1966. This was 
eventually definitively abandoned due to problems ari-
sing from the incorrect calculation of the volume values 
of the ground floor in the last variant, approved on 11 
December 1968. It became an open space to be used, 
according to the architect’s intentions, as a children’s 
playground.

The ground floors of the two buildings are still occupied 
by commercial facilities with great flexibility in their plan 
ensured by a trilithic structure in concrete conglomerate. 
Consisting of a succession of pillars and architraves (h 90 
cm), it allows for a clear span of some 7 metres. The for-
mal independence of this series of structural elements can 
be read with extreme clarity in the external façades and 
especially at the extremities, where the shape of the cor-
bels can be clearly seen tapering towards the overhang. 
Inside, the architraves are concealed by a ceiling used to 
contain the technical systems, which on the outside follow 
the profile of the corbelling. This formal device creates a 
modern entablature that visually supports the weight of 
the massive volume housing the apartments.

The upper floors are supported by transversal partition 
walls that endow the home units with a clear layout, all 
with a double outlook, large living rooms running the width 
of the building with a balcony and blind bathrooms, with 
the exception of those at the ends, whose windows are 
screened by a brick grid without affecting the continuity 
of the volume. The same type of grating, derived from 
rural buildings in the Po Valley, had already been used 
by Carloni in Mendrisio and would also be used in the 
Albergo Milano complex. The calibrated adoption of some 
elements of the traditional Po Valley architecture demon-
strates his close affnities with Tami.
The façades are characterised by a continuous brick 
curtain wall interrupted by the concrete floor plates and 
uniformly set with large apertures equal in width to the 
structural bay. The parapet is reduced to a cornice with a 
modest overhang, a solution also adopted in the buildings 
of the Albergo Milano complex.

The shutters, as in the building on via Franchini, screen 
both the external windows and the balconies set within the 
volume and made visible (when the shutters are lowered) 
by the horizontal slits to carry off rainwater. These outdoor 
spaces – almost open-air rooms – offer an aperture pro-
tected from the prying eyes of passers-by and the summer 
heat. Here, unlike the buildings in Mendrisio mentioned 
several times, Carloni used green shutters, a chromatic 
combination that Tami often used in his buildings.

Carloni, drawing on Tami’s teaching, displayed his mastery 
in the design of urban buildings. In them, starting from the 
correct resolution of technical and functional problems, he 
achieved a personal, refined and pragmatic aesthetic.
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Typical floor plan, 15 April 1964 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Typical floor plan, 15 July 1964 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Typical floor plan, 15 April 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Perspective view on via Beltramina, 18 November 1965. This project still envisages the service
and commercial deck on the ground floor (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Elevation on via Trevano; the clear differentiation between loggias and windows, recorded in the drawing, 
was replaced in the building by a pattern of uniform openings (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Typical floor plan, ground-floor plan and cross section (from Werk, 5 (1969), p. 318)

Detail of the façade on via Trevano (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni, photo by Paolo Pedroli)
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Alberto Franchini, “Tita Carloni, Residential buildings in via Beltramina”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Tita-Carloni-Residential-buildings-in-via-Beltramina
All rights reserved

View from via Beltramina (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni, photo by Paolo Pedroli)

Perspective view from via Beltramina; between the two buildings, the pavilion planned but never built 
(FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Rino Tami with Carlo Tami and Peppo Brivio
Cinema Corso, “La Piccionaia” and “Il Cardo”

This building by Rino Tami is part of the development 
along the new north-south road axis, later named via 
Giovan Battista Pioda, which would connect the historic 
centre of Lugano with the Molino Nuovo district. In the 
summer of 1952 the owners of the largest plot, in the 
southern stretch of the new road, commissioned Tami 
to draft a project for a building on the east side of the 
road. The plot to be built extended north of La Piccio-
naia, a small three-storey 15th century building, listed 
since 1911 under the cantonal law for the protection of 
monuments.

Called “La Piccionaia” to emphasise the link with the mo-
nument, the building designed by Tami reflected in its 
functions the site’s aim to centrality. It was planned to 
house a cinema with over 600 seats, which constrained 
the morphology of the volume facing the street. Its trape-
zoidal plan increases in depth as it stretches northward, 
following the west wall of the cinema. The body of the 
building was intended to house shops on the ground flo-
or and offces on the upper three floors, accessed by 
a single corridor at the back. The entrance to the cine-
ma was planned to be set diagonally from the road, in 
a single-storey annex, fully glazed, extending south of 
the first bay of the building, resting partly on the side of 
the ancient Piccionaia, which in this way the architect 
meant to incorporate into the new complex. For the rest, 
the planned construction abutted on the old one only 
with the atrium of the cinema, which was to be set much 

lower than the interior of the cinema and the eaves of the 
monument.
The vocabulary adopted brought out the structural fra-
meworks in reinforced concrete of the pillars and ends 
of the floor slabs, according to a solution already used 
by Rino Tami in his other works in Lugano such as the 
La Fleur Factory in via Cassarinetta (1946-1950) and 
Casa Solatia on via S. Lorenzo (1949-1951). But above 
all the articulation of the vertical layers of the façade, 
with the pillars appearing in relief as pilasters and the 
infill surfaces occupied by windows extending across the 
whole span, corresponded to the arrangement used by 
Tami in his extension to the Frieden Factory in Balerna 
(1952-1953).

The preliminary design was approved in May 1953. 
During the drafting of the final plans, the owners of 
the second plot affected by the expropriation entrusted 
Rino Tami with the task of designing a new building on 
their site, in contiguity with the first. Tami’s new project 
extended the building to the intersection with via della 
Roggia (later via Carlo Frasca), but introduced changes 
to the project already approved that conflicted with the 
monument. The plan finally adopted was the result of a 
compromise with the authorities responsible for the pro-
tection of listed buildings.

The stretch of roadway already open, from via Frasca 
to the intersection with via Balestra, had not yet been 

Address: via Giovan Battista Pioda 4-6, Lugano
Chronology: 1952-1957
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Carlo Tami and Peppo Brivio
structural design: Agostino Casanova, Lugano; Luigi Pini, Lugano 
Client: Aldo Enrico and Roberto Lucchini, Oscar Camponovo
Use: apartments, offces, cinema 
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built up. As the first segment of a new sector, the project 
would possess, for its development, a value that the ar-
chitect clearly appreciated. The name given to the cine-
ma: “Corso” reflected Tami’s expectations for the new 
street, reappearing in the name of the additional buil-
ding, “Il Cardo”.

As in other cases, Tami took advantage of a delay in 
the execution of one of his projects to substantially re-
fine its features. He clearly differentiated the offce part 
from the residential part in the façade. In the first, with 
the pillars set back, the composition is determined by 
the horizontal alternation of the brick parapets with 
strip windows. Voids and solids are marked by reinfor-
ced concrete slabs, from which the transverse beams 
protrude with a short overhang. The dominant horizon-
tal acquires lightness with the building’s detachment 
from the ground due to the continuity of the recessed 
shop windows. The design has a specific reference in 
the Helsinki National Pensions Institute of 1952 by Al-
var Aalto, whose work also inspired Tami in the Casa 
Solatia project. The first portion of “Il Cardo”, up to the 
stairwell, retains its tertiary use and repeats the design 
of “La Piccionaia”. In the residential part of the façade, 
on the other hand, the continuation of the raised pillars in 
the infill surface accentuates its static character and the 
vertical components together with the horizontal lines of 
the floor slabs form reinforced concrete panels, again 
enclosed with facing bricks and cut across vertically by 
the window compartments. The reference model is to be 
found in the last works of Auguste Perret, notably for the 
reconstruction of Le Havre, but interpreted through con-

temporary Italian examples, which make it possible to 
overcome classical symmetries in favour of more varied 
geometries, as in Franco Albini’s INA building in Parma 
in 1950. In the mentioned examples of earlier works by 
Rino Tami, the infill consisted of sand-lime bricks, in an 
exposed concrete grey colour (La Fleur and Solatia) or 
plastered bricks (Frieden). Tami here presented instead 
these facing bricks as better suited to the location, linked 
to the tradition of the Po Valley.
The two types of façade are separated, in correspon-
dence with the stairwell of the “Cardo”, by loggias with 
parapets of precast concrete blocks, again a tribute to 
Auguste Perret.

The transition from the 1952 project to the 1954 one 
also led to an important updating of the cinema. The 
first version placed the stalls on the street level with 
the dress circle accessed by a staircase in the atrium. 
Equally traditional was the design of the screen. In the 
second project, the dress circle gave way to a single 
staircase with access through a central passage. The 
foyer featured triangular plate glass vitrines set against 
the wall opposite to the entrance to the interior, inten-
ded to display products and fashionwear from nearby 
shops, alternating with sofas. The walls of the interior 
were also covered with large alternating black and 
white triangles, symbolising the abandonment of black 
and white in the cinema in favour of colour, alluding 
to the technical equipment of the cinema, highly ad-
vanced for the region at the time of its inauguration 
in 1956. The building and the cinema are listed as a 
cultural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Storni Creazzo Tami
Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata
Bellinzona, Archivio dell’Uffcio dei beni culturali 

Reference bibliography
- P.O. Tami, R. Tami, Cinema Corso, Lugano, Bellinzona: Salvioni, 1956;
- “Notizie sul nuovo cinema Corso di Lugano”, Film, 4 (20 April 1957), pp. 12, 13;
- A. Piatti, “Cinema Corso-Lugano”, Rivista tecnica di cinematografia, 1 (1957), pp. 12-15;
- R. Tami, “Wohn- und Geschäftshaus mit Kino in Lugano”, Werk, 9 (September 1959), pp. 323-325;
- “Cinéma Corso, Lugano. Rino Tami, architecte FAS, Lugano”, Architecture: formes et fonctions, 7 (1960-1961), 
pp. 198-199;
- F. Adler, H. Girsberger, O. Riege (eds.), Architekturführer Schweiz / Guide d’Architecture Suisse / Architectural 
Guide Switzerland, Zurich: Les Editions d’Architecture Artemis, 1969, p. 193;
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- T. Carloni (ed.), Rino Tami, 50 anni di architettura, Lugano-Milan: Fondazione Arturo e Margherita Lang-Electa, 
1984, pp. 68-71;
- Ph. Carrard, W. Oechslin, F. Ruchat-Roncati (eds.), Rino Tamit Segmente einer architektonischen Biographie, 
Zurich: gta Verlag, 1992, pp. 78-79; 
- P. Waltenspühl, “Rino Tami: architecture d’une ‘modestie orgueilleuse’”, AS - Architettura Svizzera, 106 (April 
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- S. Martinoli, “Cinematografi ticinesi. Appunti per una riscoperta architettonica”, Kunst+Architektur in der Schweiz, 
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- K. Frampton, R. Bergossi, Rino Tamit Opera completa, Mendrisio: Mendrisio Academy Press, 2008, pp. 310-317 
(with previous bibliography). 

Author of the entry: Riccardo Bergossi (2019)

Photo: AdM, Fondo Rino Tami, Foto Cine Brunel
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Project submitted for the building permit, ground-floor plan, typical floor plan and section;
1 July 1952 and 13 November 1952 (Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)

Project submitted for the building permit, elevations, 4 July 1952 (Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)
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Site plan, September 1954 (Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)

Elevations, December 1954 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Plan of the ground floor, December 1954 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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View of the foyer of the Cinema Corso (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami, photo by Foto Cine Brunel)

View from the southwest (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.MB.1.06

Elevation of “Il Cardo” (Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)
View of “Il Cardo” on via Frasca (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami, photo by Willi Hürlimann)

View from the northwest (photo by Nicola Navone, 2013)

Riccardo Bergossi, “Rino Tami with Carlo Tami and Peppo Brivio, Cinema Corso, ‘La Piccionaia’ and ‘il Cardo’”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Carlo-Tami-and-Peppo-Brivio-Cinema-Corso-La-Piccionaia-and-Il-Cardo
All rights reserved
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Rino Tami with Francesco van Kuyk 
Palazzo delle Dogane and Casa Boni e Regazzoni

Work on the design of new premises in Lugano for the  
Federal Customs Administration began in 1958. Rino 
Tami received a direct commission for the project after 
being appointed to the chair of architecture at the ETH 
Zurich the previous year. The site chosen laid on the 
new axis of via Giovan Battista Pioda, and consisted 
of two contiguous lots on its east side, between via In-
dustria (later renamed via Alberto Giacometti) and via 
Emilio Bossi, already occupied by workers’ and low-in-
come housing dating from the early 20th century.

With the multipurpose complex of the Cinema Corso 
and the houses “La Piccionaia” and “Il Cardo” (1952-
1957), Tami had built a first important piece of the new 
street. Now he was given the opportunity to build a 
second stretch with uniform functional characteristics. 
The spacious site prompted him to study various plans 
which shared the intention of combining the building 
with an open-air area for public use.

The surplus of the built-volume allowance compared 
to the needs of the Customs department suggested 
providing large areas next to the offces for residential 
use. The first design programmes envisaged a single 
mixed-use building, made up of different volumes and 
functions. The final project, developed between 1958 
and 1959, presented two six-storey buildings above 
ground level set at right angles to each other in order 
to create a garden-piazza open to the south and west. 

The Customs building took the form of a long rectangu-
lar slab that from the line of its setback along via Bossi 
extends northwards for 43 metres, being stepped back 
by 18 metres from via Pioda. The residential building is 
mainly concentrated in a second volume which enclo-
ses the piazza to the north, uses the building limit along 
via Pioda for the short side and overlooks via Giaco-
metti. The alignment along this side road produces a 
trapezoidal development in the plan which the designer 
adopted after also exploring a rectangular layout.

When the Confederation decided against building the 
residential part of the programme, it sold the correspon-
ding plot to the owners of the construction company 
Boni & Regazzoni of Lugano, appointed to carry out the 
building work.
After a preliminary project that enabled the city autho-
rities to lay down the framework conditions for autho-
rising the project, Tami presented a second one that 
received a building permit in November 1959. In the fol-
lowing weeks Tami prepared the detailed project for the 
Palazzo delle Dogane and in the early months of 1960 
the one for Casa Boni e Regazzoni. The construction of 
both buildings was completed by 1961.

The structural scheme and architectural layout were re-
lated to the Cinema Corso complex with “La Piccionaia” 
and “Il Cardo” (1952-1957), so confirming Rino Tami’s 
desire to endow the whole street with uniform typologi-

Address: via Giovan Battista Pioda 10 and 12, Lugano
Chronology: 1958-1962
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Francesco van Kuyk 
structural design: Agostino Casanova, Lugano
Client: Swiss Confederation (Customs Administration); 
Annibale, Eligio and Maurizio Boni, Renato Regazzoni
Use: offces, apartments, shops 
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cal and morphological characters. Like “La Piccionaia”, 
the Customs building has the pillars set back from the 
façades. The main one, facing the square, has a marked 
horizontal development. The modules corresponding to 
each floor are made up of the 25 x 12 x 6 cm solid brick 
parapet and the void of the ribbon windows with woo-
den frames painted in dark green. Those are separated 
by the continuous surfaces in bush-hammered reinfor-
ced concrete that form the fronts of the floor slabs and 
contain the casing for the roller blinds as well as serving 
as architraves to support the windows. The top storey, 
by contrast, has a continuous loggia, produced by set-
ting the windows back in line with the pillars, while the 
roof slab, supported by cantilever beams, reaches to 
the edge of the façade, a solution similar to that alre-
ady adopted by Tami in the top floor of the UBS Bank 
building in Lugano (1958-1969). The ground floor, for 
commercial use, is recessed in line with the pillars and 
presents a continuous display window facing the piazza 
that detaches the mass above from the ground. The ho-
rizontal composition continues on the façade towards 
via Bossi, but with interruptions due to the presence of 
infill surfaces developed on several floors. At the rear of 
the building, the way the pillars stand out, breaking up 
the horizontal continuity of the parapets and windows, 

alludes to the 1952 project for “La Piccionaia”.
Towards the garden-piazza, Casa Boni e Regazzoni 
expresses its residential function with the balconies 
on the corner towards via Pioda and the loggias that 
separate it from the Customs building. The intermedia-
te surface, set with standard-sized windows, denotes 
the renunciation of the predominant horizontality, but 
the vertical thrust, deprived of its tectonic component 
by the setback of the pillars (legible only in the nar-
row façade on Via Pioda) is underscored by the pre-
sence of four giant pilasters that separate the axes of 
the voids. These are determined by the emergence of 
the brick cladding twelve centimetres from the edge of 
the façade, a decision which required an appropriate 
structural solution. The same pattern is repeated on via 
Giacometti.

Tami laid out the garden-piazza as a geometric compo-
sition of oblique paths in stone and green areas and in 
1963, on behalf of the Federal Buildings Offce, he built 
a fountain there.
The piazza has been later converted into a car park 
with the loss of the lawns. The complex comprising Pa-
lazzo delle Dogane and Casa Boni e Regazzoni is a 
protected cultural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami

Reference bibliography
- “Il nuovo Palazzo delle dogane si inserisce in un quartiere destinato a mutar volto”, Corriere del Ticino, 13 April 
1959;
- “Kreiszolldirektion in Lugano, 1962. Architekt: Rino Tami BSA/SIA, Lugano”, Werk, 11 (1963), p. 427;
- T. Carloni (ed.), Rino Tamit 50 anni di architettura, Lugano-Milan: Fondazione Arturo e Margherita Lang-Electa, 
1984, p. 77;
- K. Frampton, R. Bergossi, Rino Tamit Opera completa, Mendrisio: Mendrisio Academy Press, 2008, pp. 367-373 
(with previous bibliography). 

Author of the entry: Riccardo Bergossi (2019)

Photo: AdM, Fondo Rino Tami

Elevation and schematic plan of the solution
with comb-shaped layout (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Elevation and schematic plan of the solution 
with L-shaped layout (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Plans of the fifth and second floors, general site plan (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Palazzo delle Dogane, elevation on via Pioda, section, elevation on via Bossi (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Casa Boni e Regazzoni, plan of typical floor and ground floor (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

View from the south (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami, photo by Sabine Cortat, 2007)

Riccardo Bergossi, “Rino Tami with Francesco van Kuyk, Palazzo delle Dogane and Casa Boni e Regazzoni”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Francesco-van-Kuyk-Palazzo-delle-Dogane-and-Casa-Boni-e-Regazzoni
All rights reserved
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Tita Carloni 
Mixed-use building in via Franchini
Address: via Franchini 5, Mendrisio
Chronology: 1960-1962
Authors:
project: Tita Carloni
structural design: Dante Gerosa, Mendrisio
Client: Dante Gerosa
Use: homes, commercial uses and offces 

The building is set on a slightly sloping site on the 
Chiasso-Lugano cantonal road on the southwest edge 
of the town. The building hosts a complex programme. 
On the entrance floor there is a restaurant-bar, a shop 
and some spaces for the management of the service 
station, now disused; in the first basement level, facing 
the valley, is the engineering offce of the client, Dante 
Gerosa (for whom Carloni carried out various projects, 
including the villa at Rancate and the buildings with re-
sidential, commercial and hotel functions known as “Al-
bergo Milano” in Mendrisio); the second basement level 
houses garages, cellars and some utility rooms. The 
upper floors house two to five-room apartments.
The drawings, kept at the Fondazione Archivi Architetti 
Ticinesi (FAAT) and the Mendrisio Municipal Technical 
Offce, document numerous variants that enable us to 
understand the design themes and reconstruct the ge-
nesis of the building.

On 15 December 1959, Gerosa applied for a building 
permit for a service station and only later added the ap-
plication for the construction of a building, envisaged 

from the start. The design of the building was approved 
on 10 June 1960, although it was not to be the final ver-
sion. In this variant it is already present the later built 
distribution system: the main entrance in the centre of 
the building, with the stairs and lift, and the apartments 
served by a passageway. Some rooms form two protru-
ding volumes on the side facing the street (the children’s 
rooms) and in the side façades (the dining rooms). The 
volumetric modulation of the exterior reflects an intere-
sting articulation of the domestic interiors with comfor-
table “living quarters” consisting of kitchen, dining room 
and living room, clustered together but shaped through 
differences in size and featuring an open fireplace that 
separates the dining room from the living room.

This version can be connected with a pen sketch in per-
spective, undated, representing the elevation facing the 
street and a side elevation. In the drawing, the volumes 
that protrude from the façade level acquire a marked for-
mal independence, continuing beyond the roof level and 
having a completely smooth surface that differs from 
the rest, corrugated by protruding string courses. The 
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Archival sources
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Tita Carloni
Mendrisio, Uffcio Tecnico Comunale 

Reference bibliography
- “Immeuble commercial Mendrisio”, Architecture: formes et fonctions, 10 (1963), pp. 218-219.

Author of the entry: Alberto Franchini (2020)

Photo: from Architecture: formes et fonctions, 10 (1963), p. 219

overhang of the roof, which acts as a parapet and inclu-
des the volumetric articulations of the façades within its 
perimeter, is a clear reference to Peppo Brivio’s design 
of Casa Albairone, built a few years earlier.

The FAAT archive contains further undated drawings 
depicting two different versions, which might represent 
preliminary ideas or alternatives produced after the first 
was approved by the municipality. One of these drawin-
gs represents two façades eight-storeys high with alter-
nating concrete stringcourses and brick infill walls. De-
spite its simplicity, the south-west façade reveals some 
rather refined features, such as the slight overhang 
of the infill walls to rebalance the visual weight of the 
exposed floor-slabs; the doubling of the string course 
to reduce the height difference (with the same formal 
composition of each floor) between the entrance floor 
(containing public premises and therefore subject to 
different regulations regarding the heights in reveal of 
the premises compared to the residential part) and the 
upper and lower floors; and finally the advancement of 
the pillars to the level of the garages to denote the dif-
ference between this structural system and that of the 
load-bearing elements in the rest of the façade.

Other drawings, dated 30 September 1960, record new 
solutions for the elevations, in which a clear desire for dif-
ferentiation emerges. Towards the street the pillars pro-
trude from the edge of the wall, accentuating the vertical 
component, while on the opposite side they are hidden 
by the parapets of the verandas, which give the façade 
a marked horizontality. On the street front, the projecting 
volumes temporarily disappeared – they would return la-
ter – while the parapet of the building was no longer 
continuous. In the side elevations, instead of protruding 
volumes, we find terraces. Towards the valley, long bal-
conies appear, inspired – so the architect himself stated 
in his report – by the ancient loggias of the Mendrisiotto. 
This solution proved successful, so that it would be used 
again in the Albergo Milano.

On 18 October 1960 the plan of the detailed project 
was drafted. In the living area of the units at the ends of 
the building, the dining room disappeared and a veran-
da was positioned in correspondence with the kitchen. 
Onto this also faced a bedroom, which in this way acqui-
red a secluded outlook. The bathrooms of these houses 
coincide with the volumes  protruding from the façade 
towards the street, which are fitted with small balconies 
at the sides.

In general, it can be said that the definition of the project 
aims at a progressive refinement that seeks to make 
the structure, distribution, spaces and external volumes 
coincide with each other.

In the meantime, the concrete structure was cast up 
to the allowed height, which on 6 June 1961 Gerosa 
asked to be able to increase by one floor. On 7 July, his 
request was accepted on the basis of elevations and 
plans identical to the first approved version, but with the 
height updated and therefore discrepant with respect to 
the building at that point completed in the rough and 
about to be raised by one floor. Consequently in August 
1961 the architect and client forwarded a new version to 
the Municipality, approved on 8 September and this time 
conforming to the realised building. The most important 
change was the elimination of the cornice in the street 
elevation, as a consequence of the suppression of the 
apertures, with the exception of those in the balconies 
(which required no further protection) and because of 
its functional redundancy, given the canopy over the 
entrance and accesses to the commercial spaces. The 
façade is symmetrical and in the centre, in correspon-
dence with the further canopy of the service station, it 
has a brick grid that closes the stairwell. The pillars set 
against the external wall run right up the whole façade, 
stopping at the centre of the string course at the top, 
which does not overhang from the brick facing, marking 
the renunciation of any form of accentuation of the le-
dge. 

In the elevation facing the valley, the uniform arrange-
ment of the parapets is reinforced by the Venetian blinds 
with metal slats, which  – when completely closed – 
make the portions of the veranda indistinguishable from 
those of the living rooms. The use of these materials for 
the façades would characterise other projects by Car-
loni, such as his Residential buildings in via Beltrami-
na (1964-1968) in Lugano and, above all, the Albergo 
Milano complex (1969-1971) in Mendrisio. Carloni was 
not the only one to try his hand at this constructional 
palette, essentially consisting of a concrete frame and 
brick facing. It was a common practice in Ticino in those 
years and adopted, among others, by architects of the 
calibre of Rino Tami in buildings such as the Cinema 
Corso and the “La Piccionaia” and “Il Cardo” residen-
tial blocks (1952-1957), the Palazzo delle Dogane and 
Casa Boni e Regazzoni (1958-1962), Casa Dufour An-
stalt (1961-1963) in Lugano and Casa Beretta (1962-
1965) in Locarno.
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Main elevation, approved on 10 June 1960 (Mendrisio, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Elevation towards via Franchini, approved 10 June 1960 (Mendrisio, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Typical floor plan, approved 10 June 1960 (Mendrisio, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)
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Perspective sketch (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Southwest elevation (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Northeast elevation, 30 October 1960 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Typical floor plan, 3 August 1961 (Mendrisio, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Fifth floor plan, 3 August 1961 (Mendrisio, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Main elevation, 3 August 1961 (Mendrisio, Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)
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Alberto Franchini, “Tita Carloni, Mixed-use building in via Franchini”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide of 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
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View of the northeast front (from Architecture: formes et fonctions, 10 (1963), p. 218)

Detail of the lateral façade (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni, photo by Foto Gonnella)
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Luigi Snozzi and Livio Vacchini 
Casa Patriziale in Carasso
Address: via Galbisio 23, Bellinzona-Carasso
Chronology: 1963-1970
Authors:
project: Luigi Snozzi, Livio Vacchini 
structural design: Peppino Bondietti, Locarno 
Client: Patriciate of Carasso
Use: low-rent apartments and multipurpose room

The Casa Patriziale stands on a plot of some 2800 
square metres at Carasso. It comprises 12 apartments, 
partly subsidised, a multipurpose room with a capacity 
of around 300 seats, a small offce and 20 parking spa-
ces. The multipurpose room is in the semi-basement 
level and light is shed in it from the fully glazed wal-
ls, protected by the ground-floor portico. As shown by 
the numerous design variants and the many drawings 
that record them, the architects worked at length on the 
brief, which stipulated the coexistence of private resi-
dences with a community space.

The first project, dating from June 1963, embodied the 
functional programme in three buildings oriented on the 
cardinal axes: two residential blocks of four floors and a 
building used as a multipurpose room. The apartmen-
ts were arranged in clusters around the stairwells and 
were of different sizes: from 2½ rooms to 4½ rooms. 
This plan recalls Snozzi’s project for Casa Verna at 
Muralto (1959-1963), on which his “organicist” appro-
ach, influenced by his association with Peppo Brivio, 
is evident.

In October, perhaps to meet the client’s budget, a se-
cond plan that grouped all the functions together within 
a single built volume, with a stepped profile set parallel 
to the municipal road, was drawn up.
The drawings preserved among Luigi Snozzi’s papers, 
now in the Archivio del Moderno, reveal that the genesis 

of the project was then suspended until October 1966, 
the date of a new variant, more fully worked out than 
the previous proposals and a possible premise for the 
concrete realisation, though this was slow in coming. 
This version involved a single building 33 metres long 
and 13 metres wide set parallel to the municipal road, 
with four floors above grade plus a fifth semi-basement 
level, intended for services and the patrician hall open 
to the south. The hall, rising to double height, was in 
continuity with the meeting room which ended on the 
outside with a semi-cylindrical wall. If necessary, the 
two spaces, separated by a folding wall, could be joi-
ned to expand the maximum capacity of the auditorium. 
The porticoed ground floor housed, in addition to the 
parking spaces, the accesses to the spiral staircases 
that led to the apartments and the staircase connected 
to the multipurpose room. The upper floors were oc-
cupied by the apartments, each of which had a small 
terrace facing south. On the top floor were the storage 
spaces, laundries and an accessible open terrace. The 
mixed structure supported the different nature of the 
building’s planimetric organisation: to the south a row 
of columns gave a public character to the main façade 
overlooking the patrician hall, while to the north an al-
ternating sequence of partitions and cylindrical rooms 
left the façade free from load-bearing elements.

In March 1967 some alternative distribution systems 
were tested (rapidly designed with the tremblant tech-
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nique) to understand which would be the most suitable 
hypothesis in terms of economy and space manage-
ment. After exploring some variants, a solution was 
defined with two internal spiral staircases that rose the 
whole height of the building and a separate access to 
the patrician hall by an external staircase.

In May of the same year another solution was develo-
ped in detail, in which the structure was simplified by 
adopting pillars with a cylindrical section running the 
whole height of the building, ensuring greater flexibility 
in the layout of the interiors of the home units, who-
se only fixed elements were the kitchen and bathro-
oms. The rest could be configured as desired thanks 
to movable walls. This version was now nearly final, 
with small but crucial adjustments made in the following 
months.

In the first place, as recorded by the drawings of Sep-
tember 1967, the depth of the building was reduced 
from 12 to 11 metres, to ensure more uniform lighting 
for the apartments, an additional floor with apartments 
was added and the design of the parapets was simpli-
fied. Then, in the definitive version, dating from 1968, 
the architects modified the orientation of the building, 
no longer set parallel with the municipal road but per-
pendicular to the cantonal road. The new orientation 
made it possible to have an access drive starting from 
the cantonal road with parking places set along it, in 
order to have them close to the end of the building. 
Another significant alteration affected the placing of the 
storage spaces and laundries by the stairwells next to 
the communal open terrace, which accommodated the 
needs of everyday life without changing the elevations, 
as it was set back from the line of the façade. The care 
lavished on the open spaces, both private and collecti-
ve, should be seen as reflecting the criticisms on public 

housing built in Locarno (completely devoid of both bal-
conies and roof terraces) a few years earlier.
Each residential floor accommodates four apartments 
with a double aspect and double balconies. The ser-
vices and the kitchen – the only fixed elements in the 
plan – are set in the centre, so that the rest of the ac-
commodation can be configured as desired thanks to 
“Strafor” movable metal walls, whose position could be 
changed on a modular 95 cm grid. Snozzi and Vacchi-
ni’s reflections on the flexibility of the domestic space 
was inaugurated with the council housing and would 
have been further explored in the Martinelli apartment 
building, designed by Snozzi alone with Tita Carloni.

Building work went ahead quickly. It began in 1968 and 
by the time the traditional mid-August feast of the As-
sumption was celebrated in the same year the shell of 
the building was complete. The finish and fittings were 
concluded in 1969.

The design process that we have tried to reconstruct, 
with inevitable omissions, enables us to understand 
that the development of the project sought to resolve, 
in a single compact volume with restrained lines, the dif-
ferent needs deriving from the two main functions: one 
private and the other collective. This resolution was af-
fected by the development of the built project thanks to 
the earlier experience with council housing in Locarno, 
though it differs from that in some respects. Take, for 
instance, the design of the elevations. From a curtain 
wall in wood, glass and asbestos there was a transition 
to continuous terraces enclosed all round by walls for-
ming a single volume. The concrete façades with their 
restrained design epitomise Snozzi’s subsequent desi-
gn experiences when working alone, rather than those 
of Vacchini, who at the time was more interested in the 
tectonic articulation of metal structures.
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Site plan (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

Plans of the semi-basement floor and typical floor (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)
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Site plan, 11 June 1963 (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

Cross section, plans of the typical floor and the attic floor, 19 October 1966 (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)
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View from the car park (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi, photo by Alberto Flammer)

View from the left bank of the Ticino river (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)
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View of the south front (AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi)

View of the patrician hall (Sala Patriziale)
(AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi, photo by Jan Derwig)

View of the interior of an apartment
(AdM, Fondo Luigi Snozzi, photo by Alberto Flammer)
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Rino Tami with Carlo Tami
Frieden Factory

In his professional practice, Rino Tami received various 
commissions in Balerna. Already in 1935 with his brother 
Carlo he was commissioned to study the doubling of the 
surface area of the private chapel at Villa Vescovile, pla-
ced close to the reception salon of the ancient residence. 
The project was completed in 1937. In the same year, the 
Tami brothers were asked to design a gymnasium, a new 
built volume, connected to the nineteenth-century town 
hall, including surfaces destined for the municipal admi-
nistration, but nothing came of it. In 1940 they were in-
volved in the renovation of the Chapter House. Again for 
the local church, between 1950 and 1953 Rino and Carlo 
Tami built an apartment building at short distance from 
the piazza, which would also house the post offce. In the 
same period, the brothers oversaw the construction of an 
apartment building for the workers of the Frieden Factory 
and an extension to the residence of a lawyer, Settimio 
Tarchini. Also within the municipal boundary of Balerna is 
Villa Bernasconi, built to a project by Rino Tami between 
1954 and 1955 and overlooking the cantonal road near 
the border with Chiasso, so that it is often mistakenly pla-
ced in the latter town. But in Rino Tami’s professional 
career, the most significant of the projects in Balerna was 
the enlargement of the Frieden Factory in 1952, the last 
year of his collaboration with his brother Carlo.

The Frieden company had been active since 1919 in the 
production of fine synthetic gemstones for the precision 
industry, notably watchmaking. Since 1928 it had been 

based in a factory built to a project by the architect Gio-
vanni Bernasconi, consisting of two volumes set side by 
side. One with an almost square plan was laid out on 
three floors in addition to the semi-basement level, with 
vertical connections and, distributed on the different le-
vels, the management offces, the locker rooms for wor-
kers and services, and the other one, of less depth, of 
two floors plus a semi-basement level, but more elonga-
ted than the first and housing the production spaces. By 
the clarity of its volumetric system and the coherence of 
the reinforced concrete structure, with the load-bearing 
elements visible in the façade of the horizontal building, 
the breadth of the windows and its flat roof, the Frieden 
factory is today considered one of the pioneering works 
of modern architecture in Ticino. Construction was very 
close in time to, perhaps contemporary with, the Ma-
gazzini Generali del Punto Franco, also in Balerna, by 
the engineers Robert Maillart and Ettore Brenni (1924-
1925), as well as the more important and better-known 
works by the German colony in Ascona: the Teatro San 
Materno by Carl Weidemeyer (1928) and the Albergo 
Monte Verità by Emil Fahrenkamp (1928).

The addition by Tami consists of a single parallelepiped 
comprising two floors and a semi-basement level. It rises 
to the left of the volume and, being higher, creates a de-
gree of overall symmetry. Tami attempted not just to imi-
tate Giovanni Bernasconi’s vocabulary, but he developed 
the project so that it embodied both the same schemes 

Address: viale Municipio 3, Balerna
Chronology: 1951-1953
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Carlo Tami 
structural design: Walter Krüsi, Lugano 
Client: Frieden SA
Use: industrial facility
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of structural sincerity of the original and the character of 
similar works he designed in that period.
The first project, developed in late 1951, envisaged a 
block about 27 metres long by 9.50 metres deep, set 
8.50 metres away from the existing building to keep the 
volumes distinct and joining them with a narrow con-
necting element. The new entrance was located in the 
small block and its upper floor had an enclosed balcony, 
with the ribbon window resting on a curtain wall intended 
to serve as the backdrop for the factory sign, designed 
by the architect. The pillar structure, legible in the façade, 
created seven bays, the first of which was meant to con-
tain the stairs at the front and services at the back. In the 
new drawings, a few days later, the connecting element 
had been eliminated, the sequence of the pillars was set 
back from the façades and the new volume had wood in-
fill panels with modules of about 128 cm, each consisting 
of a parapet covered with beading and a window frame.

In the final version, the pillars have returned to the pe-
rimeter. The new body of the building, a parallelepiped 
some 28 metres long by 12 deep, rests against the exi-
sting building and maintains the heights of the floors al-
though with a lower external height. The first of the seven 
bays that compose it contains the entrance, set back so 
as to be preceded by a staircase, which draws on the 
model of the La Fleur Factory in Lugano, built by the 
Tami brothers between 1946 and 1950. The bays are ar-
ticulated by fluted reinforced concrete pillars that project 
from the plane of the façade. Between them the windows 

are fixed to the reveal and rest on parapets in plastered 
masonry. As in the Cantonal Library of Lugano (1936-
1941), the thin tapered eaves, an extension of the roof 
slab, appear raised off the masonry because the support 
is slightly set back from the façades. The project included 
the makeover of the open space in front of the building 
as a garden.

The extension of the Frieden Factory fully corresponds 
to the first project of the same period for the “Piccionaia” 
in Lugano. In 1952 Rino Tami therefore used the same 
architectural arrangement for an administrative building 
in the centre of the principal city of the canton and for 
an industrial plant on the edge of a small village. The 
choice remained limited, moreover, to these two works 
and a few others, for instance the competition project 
for the head offces of the Union Bank of Switzerland in 
Zurich (1951) and the offce building of the Usego wa-
rehouse at Bironico (1950-1952). On the other hand, it 
did not affect the single-family houses that he designed 
in the same years, which embodied an already codified 
language. Previously Rino Tami had been an advocate 
of genre architecture, meaning that he had differentia-
ted his projects on the basis of their intended use. We 
can now see this as an attempt to develop a polyvalent 
grammar applicable to different functions. However, the 
attempt was immediately abandoned, as the evolution 
of the “Piccionaia” project itself shows, and Tami’s voca-
bulary would continue to evolve and reflect his ability to 
condense the most varied influences into a project.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami 
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Elevation and plans, 10 January 1952 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Elevation and section, 6 February 1952 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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View of the building designed by Rino Tami and the
 connection with the pre-existing building designed
 by Giovanni Bernasconi (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

First proposal for the Frieden Factory, main elevation and plan, late 1951 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Completed project, elevations, 1952
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Riccardo Bergossi, “Rino Tami with Carlo Tami, Frieden Factory”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Carlo-Tami-Frieden-Factory
All rights reserved
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Rino Tami
Depot of the Officine idroelettriche della Maggia

As part of the exploitation of the water resources of 
Vallemaggia to produce electricity, in 1952 the ma-
nagement of the Offcine idroelettriche della Maggia 
commissioned Rino Tami to design a building to store 
all the materials needed for the maintenance of the 
plant, with a small workshop and accommodation 
for a caretaker. The site chosen was at Avegno, the 
first town in the valley, where it expands considerably 
towards the northwest. The pre-Alpine landscape is 
dominated by mountain ridges with a gentle profile, 
still without vertical outcroppings, although rocky clif-
fs emerge at times from the wooded slopes. The site 
owned by the company lay to the southwest of the 
cantonal road, with the railway at that point close to 
the northern edge of the valley, while a broad plateau 
extended as far as the bed of the river. Beyond this 
rose the slopes surrounding the valley to the south. 
Part of the site was already occupied by an electrical 
substation. The new building was inserted between it 
and the cantonal road.

Studio Tami had recently completed the construction 
of the Cinema Castello at Cevio (1949-1950), the prin-
cipal town in the Maggia Valley. This was an isolated 
building with a simple morphology resembling Alpine 
farm buildings, massive, with façades in exposed sto-
ne and wood and a gable roof. In the cinema Rino 
Tami succeeded in expressing a renewed vocabulary 
in the spirit of the local building tradition, a new instal-

ment in a series of works in stone that includes the 
Church of the Sacred Heart at Bellinzona (1936-1939) 
and the administrative building of the arsenal at Bia-
sca (1941-1943). However, the Rino Tami’s appoint-
ment as architect of the Avegno depot should also be 
attributed in all likelihood to his recent construction of 
another important work of the same type, the Usego 
warehouse at Bironico (1950-1952), commissioned 
by the Swiss supermarket chain to store its products 
for distribution to all the points of sale in the canton. 
This conjecture is supported by the involvement of the 
engineer Walter Krüsi as structural engineer of both 
works.

Tami’s first design for Avegno, dating from late Ja-
nuary 1953, echoed the unmistakable butterfly profile 
of the roof of the warehouse of the Bironico building, 
determined by the presence of opposed continuous 
shed roofs elevated above the level of the ridge. The 
project included a main body as storage space laid out 
on two levels and measuring 36 by 16 metres, with the 
longer side parallel to the road, and two smaller volu-
mes. The first of these had two floors, with garaging 
for two vans on the ground floor and the caretaker’s 
accommodation above, placed in front of the southe-
ast façade of the warehouse and connected to it only 
on the ground floor. The second was a single-storey 
building housing the workshop, set parallel to the road 
and tangent to the northeast corner of the depot.

Address: Avegno 
Chronology: 1953-1954 
Authors:
project: Rino Tami
structural design: Walter Krüsi, Lugano
Client: Offcine idroelettriche della Maggia SA 
Use: depot and workshop with custodian’s accommodation
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A few weeks later the architect had developed a new 
version of the project. The depot was extended to 42 
metres and on the roof the architect retained only the 
northeast plane of the shed roof, while the second one 
had disappeared, probably in order to avoid excessive 
insolation of the interior.
In the final project, the length of the main volume was 
reduced to 41.70 metres, while maintaining the width of 
16 metres and with the building set parallel to the road. 
The single-storey annex to the workshop was also retai-
ned in its initial position but lengthened by a few metres 
to the northeast. The second building in the complex 
was now perpendicular to the first, stretching towards 
the southwest to form a T-shaped layout. The ground 
floor was occupied by the garages for two vans and the 
staircase to the upper level, where the caretaker’s apart-
ment was placed.
The Depot consisted of two levels. The lower was raised 
110 centimetres off the ground, so as to match the floor le-
vel to the loading and unloading ramp, with a span of 3.50 
metres, and the upper one of 3.10 metres. The two floors 
were connected by a freight elevator and a staircase.

Tami devised a load-bearing structure that attributed a 
specific function to each of the four materials used in the 
depot: reinforced concrete, stone, wood and metal. The 
frame consisted of seven pairs of mushroom-shaped 
reinforced concrete pillars set on plinths that carried the 
slabs of the mezzanine and first floors and the carpentry 
of the roof. The façades consisted of an exposed stone 
wall resting directly on the ground and independent of 
the structure, with a vertical development comprising 
the crawl space and much of the mezzanine floor. Abo-
ve this, a ribbon window ran across the three façades. 
In the fourth, facing southeast, on the mezzanine floor, 
at the loading and unloading bay, the infill was set back 
up to the first pair of mushroom pillars – between which 
were set the wooden doors for the passage of materials 

– and acquired a polygonal morphology similar to that of 
the Usego warehouse. The first floor featured a wooden 
panel infill, resting on the edge of the floor slab with its 
end visible in the façade.

The structural coherence hoped for by Tami was diluted 
in the course of execution. The engineer Walter Krüsi lo-
aded only the first floor slab and the roof onto the seven 
pairs of pillars of the depot. The one on the lower flo-
or rested instead on two longitudinal beams carried on 
plinths smaller than the others, but set close together, 
and on the perimeter wall, which remained in exposed 
stone on the outside but was reinforced concrete on the 
inside, and rested on a concrete bond beam.
The new conception of the structure did not involve 
any visible alterations to the exterior. The exposed sto-
ne wall, with a rustic appearance due to the joints set 
back and the roughness of the surfaces, alludes to the 
typical drywall built with quarry stones by the peasants 
of the region to shore up terraced farmland, while the 
upper volume, faced like the roof with Fural, a recent-
ly invented corrugated roofing material, here coloured 
aqua green, hardly seems to weigh on the building at 
all, partly due to the insertion of the thin ribbon window. 
The roof of the Depot forms two staggered planes; the 
one towards the northeast is short, the other longer, 
extending over the body of the caretaker’s apartment 
down to the minimum height and then rising to cover 
the terrace. This contrasts with the butterfly roof of the 
workshop on the other side. The design for the roof of 
the depot, borrowed from Scandinavian examples, but 
then already present in Ticino, seems to express Tami’s 
desire to evoke the form of the mountain peaks that rise 
to form the backdrop to the building.

The Depot of the Offcine idroelettriche della Maggia is 
now listed as a protected cultural asset of cantonal in-
terest.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami

Reference bibliography
- B. H.[uber], “Lagerhaus der Elektrizitätswerke Maggiatal in Avegno, Tessin, 1954, Architekt Prof. Rino Tami, BSA, 
Lugano/Zürich”, Werk, 7 (July 1958), pp. 243-244;
- P. Disch (ed.), 50 anni di architettura in Ticino 1930-1980t Quaderno della Rivista tecnica della Svizzera italiana, 
Bellinzona-Lugano: Grassico, 1983, p. 35;
- T. Carloni (ed.), Rino Tami, 50 anni di architettura, Lugano-Milan: Fondazione Arturo e Margherita Lang-Electa, 
1984, pp. 60-61;
- Ph. Carrard, W. Oechslin, F. Ruchat-Roncati (eds.), Rino Tamit Segmente einer architektonischen Biographie, 
Zurich: gta Verlag, 1992, pp. 72-73;
- Schweizer Architekturführer: 1920-1995, Zurich: Werk Verlag, 1996, vol. 3, p. 240;
- K. Frampton, R. Bergossi, Rino Tamit Opera completa, Mendrisio: Mendrisio Academy Press, 2008, pp. 322-325 
(with previous bibliography);
- F. Graf, B. Buzzi-Huppert (eds.), Deposito Avegno, 1953-1955: Offcine idroelettriche della Maggia StAt: architetto 
Rino Tami, Mendrisio: Mendrisio Academy Press, 2013.
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Elevations, plans on various levels and section through the building to be used as the depot (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

View from southeast (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Cross section (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Southeast elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Northwest elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Partial southwest elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Riccardo Bergossi, “Rino Tami, Depot of the Offcine idroelettriche della Maggia”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-Depot-of-the-Ofcine-idroelettriche-della-Maggia
All rights reserved
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Alberto Camenzind and Bruno Brocchi
Bellinzona Secondary School

Built on the western edge of the city, beside what was 
originally the military parade ground, today the scho-
ol forms the link between the residential fabric of the 
via Vela quarter and the educational complex (con-
struction of the school was followed by conversion of 
the barracks into what is now the Cantonal Institute of 
Economics and Commerce, the Cantonal Lycée, the 
Youth and Sports Centre and the new headquarters of 
the Biomedical Research Institute) and leisure facilities 
(the walkway of the celebrated Baths of Bellinzona star-
ts just in front of the school).
The construction of the new school, commissioned di-
rectly to the architects Alberto Camenzind and Bruno 
Brocchi, was classed – together with those for Biasca, 
Locarno and Mendrisio – among those works with a la-
sting character whose construction was considered a 
priority by the Grand Council, to be built as a testimony 
to the desire for progress and “sensibility to the main is-
sues in its political, cultural and economic life” pursued 
by the Canton.

The prevalently horizontal development of the complex 
consists of two buildings set parallel to via Lavizzari, 
seemingly intended to establish by their presence a re-
gulatory element for the development of the area, pro-
viding a frame of reference for the future construction of 
that large public park that would extend from the river to 
the base of the Castel Grande.
The space is defined by a series of sightlines that link 

the interiors with the spaces of the park and the gre-
en areas between the classrooms, in an articulation 
that sees the alternation of closed, semi-closed and 
open spaces seamlessly linking the architecture with 
the landscape. The plan, marked by the long glass ac-
cess corridor, brings together the individual classrooms 
in clusters aligned in two parallel rows oriented in a 
southeast direction with the internal space characteri-
sed by the design of the section with staggered roof 
planes guaranteeing a double natural reflected lighting 
system. On the first floor there are three special clas-
srooms (set facing northeast/southwest), whose tiered 
arrangement repeats the shape of the roof in section 
following the inclined development of its planes.

The school is built with a double course of masonry 
with the clay bricks left exposed and it has a structure 
partly of reinforced concrete and partly of pillars with 
steel profiles. The entrance vestibule is shaped by  the 
inclined development of its canopy in exposed reinfor-
ced concrete and features a large sculpture by Nag Ar-
noldi, the result of a competition for artists from Canton 
Ticino.

Though drawing on a formal and expressive repertoire 
already developed by Camenzind in other works, the 
Bellinzona Secondary School alludes to a whole series 
of models in which the theme of the staggered pitched 
roofs of the classrooms and double lighting constitu-

Address: via Lavizzari 3, Bellinzona
Chronology: 1954-1958
Authors:
project: Alberto Camenzind, Bruno Brocchi
structural design: G. Benicchio engineering offce, Lugano 
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: secondary school
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tes the matrix that architecturally structures the project. 
Consider in particular Arne Jacobsen’s work for Mun-
kegard School at Gentofte (1948-1957), whose section 
appears to provide the direct frame of reference for Bel-
linzona, or the solutions proposed by Eduard Del Fabro 
for the Untermoos primary school in Zurich (1953-1955, 
when Camenzind was a member of the competition 
jury), and other examples (built or unbuilt) of contem-
porary Swiss school buildings (such as Jacques Scha-
der’s competition proposal for a school at Zollikerberg, 
published in the March 1954 issue of Werk). Models 
and possible references still remain to be identified in 
the whole repertoire of school architecture as well as 

other buildings, which were widespread in Scandina-
vian and English-speaking countries and were widely 
published in contemporary journals (see the mono-
graphic issue that L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui devoted 
to school architecture in 1954).

The Bellinzona school now serves the four lower clas-
ses of the middle school and includes a total of 15 (nor-
mal) classrooms in addition to special classrooms for 
physics, chemistry, drawing, singing and gymnastics. 
The exteriors can be visited, while the interiors can be 
viewed by appointment. The building is a protected cul-
tural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Alberto Camenzind
Bellinzona, Dipartimento delle finanze e dell’economia (DFE) - Sezione della logistica

Reference bibliography
- B.H., “Gymnasium in Bellinzona”, Werk, 4 (1959), pp. 115-120;
- B.H., “Metallrelief in Kantonalen Gymnasium in Bellinzona”, Werk, 3 (1961), p. 83;
- W. Oechslin, F. Ruchat-Roncati (eds.), Alberto Camenzind: Architekt – Chefarchitekt Expo 64 – Lehrer, Zurich: gta 
Verlag, 1998, pp. 126-129;
- N. Navone, “Fonti, paradigmi, modelli: brevi note sull’architettura degli anni cinquanta in Ticino”, Archivio Storico 
Ticinese, second series, 136 (December 2004), pp. 257-280;
- F. Graf, M. Cattaneo, P. Galliciotti (eds.), La costruzione delle scuole in Canton Ticino 1953-1984, Mendrisio: Men-
drisio Academy Press, 2011, pp. 28-35.
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Zenithal view (AdM, Fondo Aurelio Galfetti, photo by Studio Pastorelli)



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.SC.1.03

View of the model of the project from the west (from Werk, 12 (1956), p. 240)

Ground floor plan (from Werk, 4 (1959), p. 116)
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Northwest elevation (courtyard section and main elevation) and northeast [actually southwest] elevation, 1956 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

Southeast elevation (courtyard section and main elevation), southwest and northeast elevations, 1956 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

Section and construction details of the entrance hall, 1957 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)
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Section AA - Section BB, 1956 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

Section of the standard classroom, 1957 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

Plan and sections of the staff room, 1957 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)
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Matteo Iannello, “Alberto Camenzind and Bruno Brocchi, Bellinzona Secondary School”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Alberto-Camenzind-and-Bruno-Brocchi-Bellinzona-Secondary-School
All rights reserved

View of the staff room (from Werk, 4 (1959), p. 120)

View of one of the ground-floor classrooms (from Werk, 4 (1959), p. 120)



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.SC.2.01

Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Antonio Antorini, Francesco Pozzi
Kindergarten in via Simen, Chiasso

The Kindergarten in via Simen was one of the results 
of the competition for a new school centre held by the 
Municipality of Chiasso on 19 December 1959. Won by 
architects Antonio Antorini and Francesco Pozzi, who 
had recently graduated from the Cantonal Higher Tech-
nical School, the competition also admitted architecture 
students, allowing Flora Ruchat-Roncati, who was then 
attending the ETH Zurich, to present a project which 
took fifth prize. The jury, comprising Alberto Camenzind, 
Augusto Jäggli and Rino Tami, recommended reworking 
the project for the Kindergarten by joining the second 
winner, the Lugano-based architect Giuseppe Antonini, 
with the two young winners. He was replaced by Flora 
Ruchat-Roncati after she graduated and she took over 
as leader of the team of designers.

In the preliminary project for the school centre, presen-
ted to the client on 18 September 1961, the Kindergar-
ten seems to have taken as its model the school pavilion 
built by Great Britain at the 12th Triennale di Milano and 
it was only in the spring of 1962, after the confirmation 
of the commission to the three young architects, that the 
project acquired its definitive shape. The main innovation 
was the double-height classroom, marked by the Lecor-
busian “type” of the Maison Citrohan, unprecedented in 
Swiss school building. As Flora Ruchat-Roncati recalls, 
“the multipliable unit that corresponded to the classroom 
unit in his programme was much closer to a house, in 
its spatial relations, than a classroom. A workroom, a 
dining area, a sleeping area, a large living room, all de-
signed for 35 children. […] In this way the home (and the 

Immeuble Villa in Pessac was added as a reference) of-
fered me, with the license to use it, scope to experiment 
with the double height as an aggregative-spatial part of 
the whole system”. The reference to the home environ-
ment was fully justified by the character attributed to the 
kindergarten, then called, in keeping with Maria Montes-
sori’s conception, the “Children’s House”.

In revising the project, submitted in autumn 1962, and in 
its further development recorded by drawings in spring 
1963, the school acquired its definitive form, based on 
the juxtaposition of three identical sections (of the four 
originally planned), endowed with independent entran-
ces but connected on the ground floor by a service cor-
ridor leading to the refectories and a central enfilade, 
which on the first floor changes into a continuous spa-
ce intended for activities involving play and movement. 
Each section is laid out on two floors and has two bays 
of different sizes, which follow each other in the series 
with the same cadence, generating a fluid space, per-
meated by transparencies (so making it easy for the tea-
chers to keep an eye on the children) and articulated on 
the ground floor by small refectory courts, placed facing 
the north, and on the first floor by the large terraces ac-
cessible as outdoor teaching spaces. Also laid out on 
the first floor are the dormitories, which comprise the 
space located above the generous hallway. Towards via 
Valdani the sequence of sections ends in a single-storey 
building that houses the offces, the infirmary, the pantry 
and the kitchen, connected to the refectories by a long 
corridor that closes the building towards via Simen.

Address: via Rinaldo Simen 7, Chiasso
Chronology: 1959-1960 (competition), 1961-1965 (first three sections), 1966-1968 (extension)
Authors:
project: Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Antonio Antorini, Francesco Pozzi
Client: Municipality of Chiasso
Use: kindergarten
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The structure is in exposed reinforced concrete with 
brick infill, plastered inside and faced with sand-lime 
bricks on the exterior. Wooden flooring is laid on the 
upper level, while on the ground floor tiling gives way 
to linoleum in correspondence with the double-height 
classroom. Particular attention was paid to the design 
of the furnishings, fixed and movable, and the metal 
window frames, whose delicate texture has regrettably 
been recently replaced by more prominent surrounds 
that alter the balance of the façades.

Building began in October 1963 and ended two years 
later, enabling the Kindergarten to be opened in autu-
mn 1965. A few months later, however, the Municipality 
felt it advisable to expand the building with two other 
sections and commissioned the project to the same 

architects. While respecting the rhythmic articulation 
of the elevations and the arrangement of the principal 
rooms, Ruchat-Roncati, Antorini and Pozzi introduced 
some changes, the most important being the large por-
tico placed in front of the double-height classrooms. 
This solution and the consequent setback of the clas-
srooms led, on the first floor, to the suppression of the 
terraces (replaced by the ground-floor porticoes) and 
the elimination of spatial continuity between the spaces 
intended for play and movement, a feature of the origi-
nal system. After inviting tenders for the building work in 
December 1966, work on the expansion began in 1967 
and was completed within a year, so that the two new 
sections could be occupied in January 1968. Today the 
Kindergarten is listed as a protected cultural asset of 
cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati 
Chiasso, Archivio del Comune
Chiasso, Archivio dell’Uffcio Tecnico Comunale
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Chiasso school centre, preliminary project, floor plan, variant A1 
(Chiasso, Archivio dell’Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Chiasso school centre, site plan, 20 April 1962
(Chiasso, Archivio dell’Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)
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Axonometric projection, spring 1962 (Chiasso, Archivio dell’Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)

Ground floor plan, 24 October 1962 (Chiasso, Archivio dell’Ufficio Tecnico Comunale)
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Outline plan of the first and second floors of the first three sections (from Werk, 8 (1966), p. 297)

Model of the element at the head of the building and one of the sections, summer 1963 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.SC.2.05

The interior of one of the classrooms, c. 1966 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

South view of the first three sections, c. 1966 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

View from the northwest of the first three sections, c. 1966 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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Nicola Navone, “Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Antonio Antorini, Francesco Pozzi, Kindergarten in via Simen, Chiasso”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Flora-Ruchat-Roncati-Antonio-Antorini-Francesco-Pozzi-Kindergarten-in-via-Simen-Chiasso
All rights reserved

The space for personal hygiene, c. 1966 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

View from the south of one of the two new sections, 1968 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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Aurelio Galfetti, Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Ivo Trümpy
Riva San Vitale Primary School

In August 1960 the need to build a new school complex 
capable of organising the teaching for increasing num-
bers of pupils in spaces with a modern conception led 
the Municipality of Riva San Vitale to fund the purchase 
of a vacant lot east of the ancient church of San Rocco. 
In October of the same year, a preliminary study was 
commissioned to the engineer Giuseppe Roncati.
However, the preliminary project developed by Ronca-
ti and offcially presented to the municipality came to 
nothing and in the spring of 1961 a new project was com-
missioned directly to the architects Aurelio Galfetti, Flora 
Ruchat-Roncati and Ivo Trümpy.

The Riva San Vitale school project drew on the expe-
rience already gained by Ruchat-Roncati with the kinder-
garten in Chiasso – where the first group of classrooms, 
designed with Antonio Antorini and Francesco Pozzi, 
was being built in those same years – as well as Aurelio 
Galfetti and Ivo Trümpy’s work on the Biasca kindergar-
ten designed starting in 1960.
Between April 1961 (on 3 May the municipality had al-
ready approved a first project) and January 1962, the 
first ideas for Riva resulted in studies and drawings ac-
companied by reports and cost estimates. A preliminary 
general plan, arranged as pavilions with three identical 
classroom blocks and the buildings occupying almost 
the whole available area, was followed by a second more 
intimate version in which the primary school, kindergar-

ten and gymnasium – legible in their formal autonomy 
– were arranged around a large forecourt designed, by 
analogy with the nearby church, as a sort of secular par-
vis for outdoor activities.
Although this second version – characterised by the de-
sign of the body of the classrooms and their patios raised 
off the ground – was explored at length with numerous 
studies in plan and elevation, it too would be set aside in 
favour of what the architects and client accepted as the 
definitive solution: a main block for teaching and servi-
ces, a smaller block for the kindergarten with kitchen and 
dining room on the ground floor, and the long, narrow 
volume of the gym enclosing the city block to the south.

The project for the Riva school complex contributed – 
and this is one of its most interesting features – to the 
construction of a new segment of the urban fabric, em-
bodying a functional and educational programme prepa-
red and discussed step by step with the municipal ad-
ministration, in keeping with a construction plan shared 
with the Department of Public Education and carried out 
in successive stages. Between 1962 and 1964 the two 
blocks would be built with the first six classrooms of the 
primary school, then completed with three new blocks 
(1970-1973); between 1967 and 1968 the kindergarten 
was built and finally, in 1974, the gym was opened, in 
this case designed by Flora Ruchat-Roncati and Ivo 
Trümpy alone.

Address: via Monsignor Sesti 1A, Riva San Vitale
Chronology:
1961-1964 first phase
1970-1973 second phase
Authors:
project: Aurelio Galfetti, Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Ivo Trümpy 
structural design: Agostino Casanova
Client: Municipality of Riva San Vitale
Use: primary School
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The Riva school complex – the result of joint work with 
long and intense discussions over the drawing board 
– is to be considered in all respects the first test of 
that human and professional partnership that would 
continue until 1970 and represents a field of applica-
tion of those interests that brought the three young 
architects closer to the work of Le Corbusier. “Corbu 
was evidently at the centre of our interests”, Trümpy 
recalled, “although there was no lack of references to 
other architects” (Trümpy 2018, p. 31). If the debt to 
the Master was so openly stated – think of the Durand 
subdivision and apartments in Algiers or the Frugès 
housing estate at Pessac, whose terraced solution ap-
pears to be the most immediate reference for the Riva 
school complex – the character and the urban quality 
that animate the project are less striking.

Passing from the study of the different drawings that 
make up the rich corpus documenting the genesis and 
phases of construction of the Riva schools to direct 
analysis of the completed work, one immediately rea-
lises that, quite apart from the various influences evi-
dent in it, the project not only deals with these purely 
technical and functional issues but seeks to define, by 
a design with a strong urban value, a portion of the 
village of Riva, nurturing new ties capable of building 
those social relationships underlying both the life of 
the community as well as the one within the school.
The public image of the complex is entrusted to the 
volume of the primary schools. A long building three 
storeys high defines the urban front towards the town 
to the north and encloses the atriums, services and 
vertical connections. Set orthogonally to this are the 
five blocks of the primary classes, the two built in the 
first phase, each with a classroom per floor, and the 
three later completed with eight new classrooms and 
a library that closes the end of the last block on the 
ground floor. Relations between the public forecourt, 
the service building and the classroom blocks are de-
fined by an articulated system of paths conceived as 
a true promenade architecturale, determining the lar-
ge-scale urban relationship between the architecture, 
the village and the countryside, and, on a smaller sca-
le, with the teaching spaces.

Each of the teaching units built in the first phase is 
served by two distinct stair shafts, set parallel to the 
façade, that distribute the classrooms on the first and 
second levels. In particular, a double flight of stairs 
connects the ground floor to the first, where an open 
vestibule leads on one side to the classroom and on 
the other to a second staircase that reaches the tea-
ching spaces on the topmost level. With the comple-
tion of the schools, this system, while maintaining the 
same principles, was structured differently. The linear 
route that distributed the classrooms was split in two. 
The first led with a single flight of steps, located inside 
the cloakroom on the ground floor, to the one on the 
first floor. The second route, more complex, led from 
the exterior towards the interior; in particular with a 
double flight of steps – set parallel to the classroom 
block – it reached the cloakroom on the first floor and 
then, with a single internal flight of steps, entered the 
classroom on the second floor. These articulated ver-
tical routes are certainly to be read in connection with 

the pedestrian circulation system that progressively 
leads from the common public courtyard to the clas-
srooms, with views and outlooks from above towards 
the village, the countryside and the mountains. But 
the difference between the initial arrangement and the 
subsequent change of layout between the first and the 
second phase is, as we have seen, the different ar-
rangement of the cloakroom, initially “resolved within 
the classroom-space”, which finds in the new phase 
an independent space placed as a filter between the 
external circulation and the classroom.

The arrangement of the teaching rooms – oriented on 
a north-south axis, with the façades differently open 
on all four sides – guarantees perfect lighting and ven-
tilation of the rooms. Each of the classrooms – very 
spacious if we consider that each covers an area of al-
most 100 square metres – is designed as an indepen-
dent teaching unit, consisting of services, cloakroom, 
common teaching room and “green room” for supple-
mentary outdoor activities. The possibility of equip-
ping each room with an external extension to enjoy 
the bright light coming from the south was achieved by 
the particular arrangement of the classrooms which, 
although superimposed on each other, were arranged 
with an offset along their longitudinal axis so that part 
of the roof of the one below served as a terrace for the 
classroom on the upper floor.

The regularity of the system, marked by the four 
bays that make up each teaching unit, is subverted 
both by the possibility of modifying the space with a 
mobile blackboard that rotates around a metal pivot, 
enabling the space to be altered to suit planned acti-
vities, and by the potential for extending the space 
outwards through a large opening window that bounds 
the classroom to the south. The flexibility of the tea-
ching spaces is further facilitated by the decision to 
use movable furnishings – designed by the architects 
themselves and conceived as an integral part of the 
architectural space – so that the classrooms can be 
subdivided in order to differentiate the activities even 
for small groups of students.
The transition from the first to the second phase of 
construction, which began in autumn 1971, finally 
allowed the architects to refine some aspects of the 
project. The different arrangement of the cloakrooms 
meant that the new staircases in the façade were en-
closed with windows to protect them from the weather 
and improve energy effciency; the outdoor teaching 
space screened in the first classrooms with a simple 
concrete grating (another allusion to the Frugès distri-
ct at Pessac) was now protected with semi-transpa-
rent glazing that made the space usable even when 
the weather was not very favourable.

Structurally, the load-bearing framework is in reinforced 
concrete with exposed concrete pillars and lintels, while 
the infill consists of a double brick wall plastered and 
painted blue and yellow ochre. The choice of the two 
colours is intended as twofold homage: the blue alludes 
to Le Corbusier and the choice of yellow ochre is meant 
to declare the public character of the complex, this being 
the recurrent tint in the nineteenth century in public bu-
ildings in Ticino and Lombardy. Particular attention was 
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Axonometric view of the second version, 1961 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Aurelio Galfetti
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati
Riva San Vitale, Archivio Ivo Trümpy
Riva San Vitale, Uffcio Tecnico Comunale 

Reference bibliography
- “Scuola a Riva San Vitale”, Architecture: formes et fonctions, 12 (1965-1966), pp. 244-245;
- “Schule in Riva San Vitale”, Werk, 8 (1966), pp. 212-215;
- “Schule in Riva S. Vitale”, Werk, 1 (1968), p. 45;
- “Kindergarten in Riva San Vitale”, Werk, 11 (1969), pp. 758-759;
- “Nuovo asilo di Riva San VItale”, Rivista tecnica della Svizzera italiana, 12 (1970), pp. 652-653;
- “Schule in Riva San Vitale 1962-64, 1969-72”, in M. Steinmann, T. Boga (eds.), Tendenzen-Neuere Architektur im 
Tessin, Dokumentation zur Ausstellung (Zurich, Globus-Provisorium, 20 November-13 December 1975), Zurich: ETHZ 
Organisationsstelle für Ausstellungen des Institutes GTA, 1975, pp. 89-90 (new ed. Basel etc.: Birkhäuser, 2010);
- “Schulzentrum Riva San Vitale”, in Ph. Carrard, D. Geissbühler, S. Giraudi (eds.), Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Zurich: 
gta Verlag, 1998, pp. 50-55;
- “Centro scolastico Riva San Vitale”, in Die schönsten Bauten 1960-75 / Les plus beaux bâtiments, Zurich: Schwei-
zer Heimatschutz, 2013, s.n.p. [entry 49];
- I. Trümpy, “Flora e le scuole di Riva San Vitale”, in S. Maffoletti, N. Navone, C. Toson (eds.), Un dialogo ininterrot-
tot Studi su Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Padua: Il Poligrafo, 2018, pp. 31-42. 

Author of the entry: Matteo Iannello (2020)

Photo: AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati, photo by Alberto Flammer

paid to the design of the external metal window frames, 
developed in a special series of working drawings then 
entrusted to the technical skill of local tradesmen.
The exterior of the school can be visited freely and the 
internal teaching spaces are open by appointment.

Today the whole school complex is listed as a pro-
tected cultural asset of cantonal interest and in 2019 
the Council of State financed a restoration project to 
preserve an asset whose architectural value had long 
suffered from silent neglect.
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First floor plan (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

Ground floor plan (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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First phase: ground floor plan and first floor plan (Archivio Ivo Trümpy)

First phase: east-west section and northern elevation, 28 February 1963 (AdM, Fondo Aurelio Galfetti)

First phase: east elevation and north-south section, 28 February 1963 (AdM, Fondo Aurelio Galfetti)
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View of the north and east façades, first phase (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

View of the courtyard and stairways, first phase (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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Second phase: ground floor plan, 13 March 1973 (Archivio Ivo Trümpy)

View of the north elevation, first and second phase (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

View of the south elevation, second phase (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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Matteo Iannello, “Aurelio Galfetti, Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Ivo Trümpy, Riva San Vitale Primary School”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Aurelio-Galfetti-Flora-Ruchat-Roncati-Ivo-Trumpy-Riva-San-Vitale-Primary-School
All rights reserved

View of a classroom, the blackboard rotates to open the view (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

View of a classroom from the terrace for teaching activities (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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Livio Vacchini
“Ai Saleggi” Primary School in Locarno

The “Ai Saleggi” Primary School was the result of a 
competition held by the Municipality of Locarno in 
1970 to provide the area, southwest of the 19th-cen-
tury Quartiere Rusca, with a new school infrastructure, 
which was to become the most important in the city by 
number of pupils. The programme envisaged 24 clas-
srooms for 600 students.
The competition was a turning point in the secondary 
education system in Ticino, which until then had been 
largely based on traditional teaching methods. The 
brief included a progressive “educational report”, cen-
tred on the “democratisation of schooling” and written 
by Elio Galli, at that time director of the city’s schools. 
Among others, Botta, Galfetti and Snozzi also took part 
in the competition. Their projects for the Saleggi School 
would inspire some of their later work, such as Botta’s 
Middle School at Morbio Inferiore.

The winning project was submitted by Vacchini, an 
advocate of active and anti-authoritarian teaching 
methods, in collaboration with the Geneva architect, 
Jacques Menoud, and with the “consultancy” of his 
friend Ivo Dellagana, a teacher who favoured experi-
mental pedagogical methods. This collaboration re-
sulted in fully materialising the competition brief. The 
Saleggi project first introduced in the school buildings 
of Ticino spaces for students’ active work, for individual 
and group work, even before these were required at 
cantonal level. The school was the outcome of a com-

plex design process: the subsequent revisions, linked 
to delays in urban planning and opposition by some 
local politicians, explain the differences between the 
competition project and the built one. However, seve-
ral elements remained unchanged, including the con-
cept of the “school as a town”, evoked several times by 
Vacchini, who said he thought of the Saleggi School as 
made up “of houses, palazzi, streets, squares, private 
and public spaces, gardens, porticoes” (Falasca 2007, 
p. 45). This concept became manifest in the final orga-
nisation of the school as three volumes: two classroom 
blocks on a single level, formed by the juxtaposition of 
several classroom-units, and the building containing 
the collective services and the gym, a two-storey “pu-
blic building”.

The classroom-unit is a key element of the project, 
being conceived as a the “school equivalent” of the 
pupils’ home. Everything, from the internal height to 
the materials, to furnishings such as curtains, to the 
colour scheme, helps create a domestic atmosphere, 
designed to ensure the physiological and psychological 
comfort of its young users.
The classroom-unit, with a rectangular plan and gene-
rous dimensions (110 square metres), is divided into 
two parallel “bands”: a larger one for the classrooms 
(89 square metres) and a narrower one – almost a 
“corridor” – for the service areas (21 square metres), 
including the entrance, cloakroom and toilets. The al-

Address: via delle Scuole 10, Locarno
Chronology: 1970-1979 (construction: first block of nine classrooms 1972-1973; second block of fourteen clas-
srooms 1974-1975; collective building and gym 1976-1979)
Authors:
project: Livio Vacchini (with Jacques Menoud for the competition project and first block of classrooms, 1970-1972) 
structural design: Studio Ingegneria Maggia, Locarno
Client: Municipality of Locarno
Use: primary school



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.SC.4.02

ternating “serviced” classroom bands and “servicing” 
corridors materialise Kahn’s well-known distinction, 
which was then further developed by Vacchini in the 
Montagnola School (1977-1984).
This functional differentiation has pedagogical implica-
tions. On the one hand the “serving” corridor functions 
as a “filter band” that separates and protects the clas-
sroom-homes. On the other hand it provides early op-
portunities to experience independence. Furthermore, 
Vacchini decided to express this functional differen-
tiation also in terms of construction materials: for the 
classrooms he used a steel structure of box pillars and 
metal trusses, while the services were arranged betwe-
en two parallel partitions, formed by BKS blocks and 
reinforced concrete beams.
At the centre of the classroom Vacchini placed the 
blackboard. It slides vertically between the two central 
pillars and allows the classroom to be divided into two 
smaller teaching spaces. Each classroom-unit is then 
completed by a courtyard, with fully glazed walls and 
sliding windows providing visual and physical continuity 
with the interior space. The external circulation spaces 
between the classrooms, characterised by an articu-
lated sequence of entrance halls, canopies, porticoes 
and covered recreation areas, are also calibrated to en-
sure a gradual transition from private to public. In this 
way they contribute to developing pupils’ social skills by 
eliminating stairs and corridors, which the competition 
brief indicated as spaces of potential segregation.

The first classroom block (1972-1973) consisted of 
the juxtaposition of nine classroom-units that formed 
a triangular volume placed on the eastern edge of the 
plot. The grid of the competition project is reminiscent 
of Arne Jacobsen’s Munkegård School at Gentofte 
(1948-1957), whereas the built solution is actually an 
open grid of covered and uncovered spaces, which is 
indefinite and potentially extensible without limits. Vac-
chini explored the spatial and expressive potential of 
this grid, in keeping with the architectural and artistic 
research of the time.
The second block, consisting of fourteen classrooms 
(1974-1975), was located along the western edge of 
the plot. It repeated the first block’s grid, but used it in 
a more regular, almost fixed way. The classroom-units, 
identical to those in the first block (the main differen-
ces were chromatic), were composed within a rigorous 
rectangular perimeter, closed at the ends by classical 
vaulted porticoes built with a metal structure. Here the 
historical references become more evident: above all 

the influence of Palladio in the front elevation of the ar-
cades, which can be read as a metal transcription of 
a Serlian window. Thus we note the articulation of the 
portico metal pillars into base, shaft and capital (base 
and capital were originally painted black). The use of 
the colour green, considered “specific” to metal, is a 
further reference, notably to Wagner and the Viennese 
Jugendstil.
The third block (1976-1979), the public building, is lo-
cated south of the plot, towards the delta of the Maggia 
River. It includes a partially underground double gym-
nasium at the centre, two wings to the east and west 
with the administrative and communal rooms, and it is 
closed by two porticoes on the north and south fron-
ts. Here Vacchini continued his research, begun in the 
second block of classrooms, into the rationale of ar-
chitecture and the classical rules of composition. The 
latter inspired the clarity of the typological layout and 
the design of the elevations (despite some conscious 
infringements of the rules, such as the porticoes of the 
gymnasium with an odd number of pillars). It also inspi-
red Vacchini’s experimentation with the expressive po-
tential of the reinforced concrete load-bearing structure, 
achieved by emphasising the articulation of the prefa-
bricated elements to make them more “legible” even to 
a non-specialist public.

On the urban level, the final building layout, with the 
classroom volumes arranged along the east and west 
sides of the plot and with the free central space closed 
to the south by the gymnasium, acts as an “interface” 
between the 19th-century Rusca District to the east and 
the new district that was planned to the west of the Sa-
leggi area, which at the time was still an anonymous 
suburb without any landmarks.
The exterior space at the centre of the three main volu-
mes is triangular and wedge-shaped, and was already 
partly outlined in the competition project. This configu-
ration composes a distinctive sequence which creates 
a spatial tension, guiding the visitor from the north and 
south entrances towards the “red square” in front of the 
gym. The configuration, with its angled layout, further 
testifies to Louis Kahn’s early influence on Vacchini’s 
work.
Today the complex houses a primary school and some 
sections of a kindergarden and day nursery. The gym 
is also open to the local community. The exterior of the 
school can be visited freely. In 2012, the Offce of Cultu-
ral Heritage of Canton Ticino initiated the procedure for 
the protection of the complex at a cantonal level.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Livio Vacchini
Geneva, Archive Jacques Menoud
Locarno, Archivio Studio Vacchini
Locarno, Archivio della città
Locarno, Archivio IM Maggia Engineering SA
Locarno, Archivio comunale di Locarno, Uffcio tecnico
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Competition project: general site plan, November 1970 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

Ground floor plan (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)
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Competition project: typical classroom, November 1970 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

Interior of a classroom, 1973-1975 (Archivio Studio Vacchini, photo by Alberto Flammer)

Typical classroom plan, 24 February 1972 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.SC.4.05

External courtyards of the first block of classrooms (Archivio Studio Vacchini, c. 1973)

Outdoor lessons in a courtyard in the second classroom block, 1973-1975 (Archivio Studio Vacchini, photo by Alberto Flammer)
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The interior of the gym with the metal frame roof; on the right appears the tiered stand in the open position
(Archivio Studio Vacchini, 1981)

View of the east façade of the gym (photo by Nicola Navone, 2011)
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Mario Botta
Morbio Inferiore Middle School

Built on a broad level bounded to the northeast by the 
verdant meander of Val di Spinée, Morbio Inferiore Mid-
dle School – together with the projects for Canobbio 
(by Martignoni, Mina, Tallone) and Losone (Pedrocchi, 
Ruchat-Roncati, Vacchini) – was one of the works built 
following the approval of the new bill on the “Institution 
of the middle school in Canton Ticino” in November 
1970. In keeping with the directives of the Department 
of Public Education, each group – coordinated by the 
architect Paul Waltenspühl, a professor at the Federal 
Polytechnic of Zurich – was to create three school com-
plexes, completing the architectural part with a study 
of a general character based on the new cantonal di-
rectives concerning school buildings (flexible spaces, 
partly independent teaching units, laboratories and 
classrooms for special activities and scope for future 
extensions).
In particular, each of the members of the group – in-
dependent professionals brought together for the oc-
casion in accordance with the practice that gave each 
political party in government the faculty of designating 
one architect – would have to independently design a 
school with the critical support of the other two.

The commission for Morbio Inferiore Middle School 
– directly commissioned from the team consisting of 
Mario Botta, Bruno Brocchi and Sergio Pagnamenta – 
imposed a phase of study and the detailed drawings to 
be drafted in an extraordinarily short span of time: six 

months for the project, the plans and the tender spe-
cifications and one year for construction and the start 
of educational activities. Just as happened with the 
schools at Cannobio and Losone, the impossibility of 
complying with such tight deadlines effectively inhibi-
ted any possible joint development of the project, and 
the outcome should be seen as exclusively the work of 
Mario Botta.

Begun in spring 1972, the study of the new school com-
plex started from a careful analysis of the surroundings 
and the conditions of increasing urbanisation that over 
the years had transformed and gradually blighted the 
rural environment that rises from Chiasso to the hills, 
with straggling subdivisions devoid of any quality com-
promising the balance between people and the envi-
ronment and altering those historical-environmental va-
lues that Botta sees as the bedrock value of the habitat.
Designed to accommodate the activities of 800 studen-
ts, the maximum number that the structure would gra-
dually reach over time, the school was conceived as a 
centre of collective interest open to the activities of the 
whole regional district.
In this way the project for Morbio went beyond the pu-
rely functional factors involved in organising teaching 
spaces, services and paths to define a more complex 
strategy, one capable, through the practice of design, of 
building a new network of relationships with the urban 
environment, a dialectical relationship between archi-

Address: via Stefano Franscini 30, Morbio Inferiore
Chronology: 1972-1977
Authors:
project: Mario Botta
structural design: Ervino Kessel, Lugano
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino, Department of Public Education
Use: middle school
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tecture and its surroundings. “Architecture”, Botta wrote 
in his report, “is thus adopted as a tool of knowledge, 
critical and operational for the achievement of a new 
environmental balance”.

The project should be read in relation to the proposal 
Botta submitted in 1970 to the competition for the new 
primary school in Locarno. The school complex com-
prises two main buildings arranged inside the lot so as 
to define a system of relations with the surroundings. 
The body of the school – oriented along the north-south 
axis – marks the boundary towards the wood, opening 
at the same time towards the large green lawn and the 
block with the gyms and services, aligned with the mu-
nicipal road and rotated 30° with respect to the scho-
ols. An open-air amphitheatre links the two buildings in 
plan while a small isolated prism accommodates the 
janitor’s house.
The diagonal passage between the gymnasium and the 
janitor’s house marks the access path that leads from 
the street to the classrooms.

The long building that houses the teaching is resolved 
by the juxtaposition of eight units. These are single ele-
ments whose sequence defines the civic image of the 
complex marked on the ground floor by the system of 
porticoes that seamlessly lead to the entrance hallways 
on the east and west sides.
Each unit houses the teaching rooms on the first flo-
or with four common classrooms connected  by a sy-
stem of sliding wooden panels, with shared spaces for 
socialising (a solution already developed, in different 
forms, in the competition project for Locarno, where 
the four teaching units, however, were located on the 
upper level). On the second floor there are the spe-
cial classrooms (for science, biology, history and ge-
ography…) and the corridors that connect the building 
for its whole length.
On the whole, the individual building units are designed 
with spaces intended to accommodate one hundred 
students and the set of two units constitutes a complete 
“teaching core” capable of functioning independently. 
The only exception is the block at the south end, which 
is divided into four levels. Here all the collective activi-

ties are placed: the craft room, the art room, the library 
and the assembly hall. This last, lit from above by large 
skylights, is embellished with a red glaze that colours 
the exposed concrete, while azure veils of colour are 
used in the other interiors.

The rigid rhythmic organisation of the long elevations, 
cadenced by the rhythm of the frames marking the 
transition from one unit to another, is subverted by 
the layout of the interior, in which the system of paths, 
walkways, views, common areas and relationships, de-
sign a visually continuous longitudinal section (althou-
gh secured by seamless internal connections only on 
the upper floor): an articulated spatial sequence enhan-
ced by light shed from the large skylights onto the smo-
oth exposed reinforced concrete surfaces. In this Botta 
constructed the whole axis as a veritable promenade; 
a long perspective telescope that dilates out and com-
presses the space.
Finally, the external and internal image of the whole 
complex is entrusted to reinforced concrete, a single 
material to enhance the forms and architectural lan-
guage of a project that, while drawing on an expressi-
ve repertoire geographically and culturally distant from 
Ticino (especially the work of Louis Kahn), is capable 
of building a work strongly rooted in the territory and its 
geographic setting.

The school complex has a structure with loadbearing 
walls in the façade in exposed concrete and reinforced 
concrete floor slabs. In the ceilings, insulating and pre-
fabricated sound-absorbing modular elements such as 
Durisol are used. The internal floors are covered with 
clinker tiles with the external paths laid with porphyry 
setts. All the windows are made of painted iron profiles.

The school now accommodates just under 500 stu-
dents. The activities are spread over 22-24 sections 
plus a special school section, the library and health 
and educational assistance services, the janitor’s ac-
commodation and the gym. The building can be visited 
freely from the outside and the teaching spaces inside 
by appointment. Today the middle school is listed as a 
protected cultural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Bellinzona, Dipartimento delle finanze e dell’economia (DFE) - Sezione della logistica
Mendrisio, Archivio Mario Botta 
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Site plan, 1972 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

Competition project for the new primary school in Locarno, 1970 (Archivio Mario Botta)
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Definitive project, ground floor plan, July 1974 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

Definitive project, plans and sections of the teaching block, c. July 1974 (from Lotus, 11 (1976), p. 165)
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View of the east elevation of the classroom block (Archivio Mario Botta, photo by Alo Zanetta)

Interior of the library and view of the gym (Archivio Mario Botta, photo by Alo Zanetta)
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The long “perspective telescope” in the classroom block (Archivio Mario Botta, photo by Alo Zanetta)

Matteo Iannello, “Mario Botta, Morbio Inferiore Middle School”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Mario-Botta-Morbio-Inferiore-Middle School
All rights reserved

View from the south of the classroom block and the gymnasium (Archivio Mario Botta, photo by Alo Zanetta)



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.SC.6.01

Livio Vacchini with Aurelio Galfetti
Losone Middle School
Address: via Primore 13, Losone
Chronology: 1972-1974
Authors:
project: Livio Vacchini, Aurelio Galfetti
structural design: Walter Ruprecht, Lugano
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino, Department of Public Education
Use: middle school

The new Losone Middle School is set in level farmland, 
partially urbanised and dominated by the verdant hills 
of Brè. Together with the projects for Canobbio (Mar-
tignoni-Mina-Tallone) and Morbio Inferiore (Botta-Broc-
chi-Pagnamenta), it was one of the works promoted fol-
lowing the approval of the new bill on the “Institution of 
the middle school in Canton Ticino” in November 1970.

The three projects – to be drafted with the coordination 
of Paul Waltenspühl, professor at the Federal Polyte-
chnic of Zurich – were made even more indispensable 
and urgent by the growing numbers of students and the 
need for teaching spaces designed to the requirements 
of the new school system: flexible interiors, partly in-
dependent teaching units, laboratories and teaching ro-
oms for special activities and scope for future extension.

The need for a new school complex at Losone had alre-
ady prompted the Municipality (1969) to examine three 
different proposals, but the project by the architects Ber-
nasconi and Pedrocchi, who on the recommendation of 
the local building committee had jointly revised a new 
proposal in the spring of 1970, was not followed up.
The Losone Middle School was commissioned directly 
by the Department of Public Education from the desi-
gn team consisting of Vittorio Pedrocchi, Flora Ru-
chat-Roncati and Livio Vacchini (in keeping with the 
practice of each political party in government choosing 
one designer).  It was posited that the phase of study 

and development of a detailed plan would have to be 
completed in an extraordinarily short span of time: six 
months for the project, the plans and the tender spe-
cifications and one year for construction and the start 
of educational activities. The impossibility of complying 
with such a tight deadline has effectively made it impos-
sible to draft the project jointly as a team and the final 
outcome should be considered the exclusive work of 
Livio Vacchini with the collaboration of Aurelio Galfetti.

The project for the new school complex, with the bu-
ildings laid out on two symmetrical orthogonal axes, 
was structured in three stages according to a program-
me that envisaged its construction by functional areas: 
school, gyms and ancillary services. This last phase, 
which concerned in particular the construction of a block 
with additional classrooms, a refectory and administrati-
ve offces, was never built, making the understanding of 
the original urban layout partly incomplete.
The school complex is defined by four L-shaped buil-
dings of equal size, resting symmetrically ordered on 
a podium surrounded on two sides by rows of poplars. 
The teaching units, arranged along the square perime-
ter of the plot, create a continuous curtain wall along the 
street marked by the variously alternating rhythm of the 
elevations. At the centre of the street block, they define 
a large arcaded public piazza, with the two tall chim-
neys of the central heating plant, which looks towards 
the mountains. “The result”, Livio Vacchini himself notes 
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in the project report, “is a complex with an urban cha-
racter, in which the buildings overlook tree-lined streets 
and where the gardens and squares are accessible to 
the public”.

The four teaching units, intended to accommodate the 
activities of 200 pupils, were conceived as structures 
functionally and structurally independent, but closely 
connected within the overall formal design, which has a 
common element uniting all the pupils in the large piaz-
za. The regularity of the fronts – marked by the hori-
zontal and vertical rhythm of the metal structure and by 
the alternation of glazed surfaces and metal infill panels 
– is dislocated in the internal spatial organisation, where 
what could be a mere superimposition of identical flo-
ors is denied by the composition and articulation of the 
different areas: the double-height spaces of the clas-
srooms, the galleries for individual study, the laborato-
ries, the library, the large rooms for common teaching 
activities arranged inside towards the classrooms and 
open outside with sightlines taking in the piazza and the 
profile of the mountains.

The interiors are laid out on three levels connected by a 
double system of stairs. The first, more spacious, leads 
from the ground floor to the first floor; the second, con-
sisting of four stairwells for each block, connects the te-
aching spaces between the classrooms on the first and 
second level two by two. On the ground floor are the ge-
ography and science teaching rooms, the services and 
administrative offces, on the first floor the classrooms 
and language laboratories, while the top level houses 
the spaces for collective and individual research work.
The layout and structure of the interiors and exteriors of 
the classrooms were shaped not only by studies of new 
educational ideas and the directives on school reform, 
which were an integral part of the architectural project, 
but they sought to embody and facilitate the complexi-
ty of interactions and relationships in the exchanges 

between groups of pupils, while developing their abili-
ties both as individuals and active members of a com-
munity.

In constructional terms, the structure – sandblasted and 
treated with red enamel – is made entirely of metal with 
tubes and profiles bolted and assembled with neoprene 
joints. The external curtain walls were originally made 
of white thermo-lacquered metal panels alternating with 
large windows with ochre-coloured steel profiles. From 
inside the double-height classrooms, looking from be-
low and above, this carefully calibrated arrangement of 
closed and open elements created a variety of sightlines 
towards the piazza, the row of poplars and the mountain 
peaks. The replacement of the panels approved during 
the recent restoration has changed the original propor-
tions, at least partly altering the relations and views from 
the classrooms towards the outside. All the floor plates 
are in corrugated sheet metal with integrated heating 
system and red stoneware flooring. The work of the en-
gineer Walter Ruprecht made it possible to standardise 
each structural element, which is repeated identically in 
each of the four teaching blocks.

Overall, the use of standardised elements was renounced 
to make the most of the potential and the freedoms that 
craft skills offered both the architects and Ticinese buil-
ders, making the most of the experience gained with the 
Locarno primary schools designed by Vacchini himself.

The Losone Middle School, which opened on 16 Sep-
tember 1974, now houses just under 500 students. Their 
activities are spread over 22 sections plus a section for 
special educational needs, the library and health and 
educational welfare services as well as the gym.
The buildings can be visited freely from the outside, and 
the internal educational facilities by appointment. Today 
the middle school is listed as a protected cultural asset 
of cantonal interest.
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Site plan (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

Ground floor plan, 12 October 1972 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)
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Northwest, southeast, southwest, northeast views, 5 April 1974 (DFE - Sezione della logistica)

View of the north and east fronts (Archivio Studio Vacchini)
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Details of the typical windows, 2 November 1972 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

View from the courtyard of one of the four blocks (Archivio Studio Vacchini)
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Section BB, 13 November 1972 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

Views of a standard classroom on the first floor with the gallery for individual work (from Rivista tecnica, 10 (1975), pp. 40-41)

Section AA, 10 November 1972 (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)
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Livio Vacchini
Collina d’Oro Primary School

The Montagnola Primary School is the result of a com-
petition won by Vacchini in 1977. This was followed by 
numerous revisions of the design that continued until 
1984, when it was opened. The competition brief called 
for the construction of a single primary school for the 
three municipalities of the Collina d’Oro (Montagnola, 
Gentilino and Agra). The site available was a broad strip 
of land running along the slope on the south side of the 
village of Montagnola. In addition to the design of the 
school, the competition offered an opportunity to redefi-
ne the whole area and redesign the town square.
Vacchini’s winning project is based on a courtyard plan 
partly open on two sides. The same configuration appe-
ars in other projects he devised in this period, such as 
the plan, signed with Aurelio Galfetti and Silvano Hun-
ting, submitted to the competition shortly before for the 
new Sports and Youth Centre in Tenero. Laid out on two 
levels, the school faces the front of the houses in the vil-
lage with a long elevation whose siting, not parallel, cre-
ates a space with a trapezoidal plan, largely occupied 
by a garden and bordered to the east by a public scenic 
viewing spot and the janitor’s accommodation.

In its final configuration, the school was structured as 
a courtyard system consisting of a horseshoe-shaped 
body with two floors above grade and the separate volu-
me of the gymnasium, which closes the composition and 
surrounds the ground on the upper side of the site. The 
garden that sloped gently down from the school towards 

the pre-existing piazza now gives way to a new open 
fan-shaped piazza, orderly and symmetrical, occupied 
in the widest part, towards the east, by a small tree-lined 
garden with an elliptical plan, which serves as a visual 
focus, placed in front of some minor buildings. The po-
sition of the school, set back from the core of the village 
and elevated above it, together with the composition of 
the main façade, governed by a regulating layout with 
a carefully calibrated geometry, expresses the public 
character of the building and gives it a restrained mo-
numentality.

The school is organised on two functionally distinct le-
vels. The ground floor has the spaces open to public 
activities, the administrative offces and special teaching 
rooms, while the classrooms are concentrated on the 
upper floor. The organisation of the plan is based on the 
alternation of served spaces – classrooms – and small 
serving spaces: vestibules containing the cloakrooms 
and toilets, which can be accessed from the portico 
that give entrance to the classrooms. The rhythm with 
which serviced and served spaces follow one another 
is based on the juxtaposition of units composed of two 
classrooms grouped around a common vestibule. The 
load-bearing concrete frame, exposed in the façade, 
corresponds to this particular spatial articulation. Each 
classroom is treated as a basic structural cell, a spa-
ce covered by a ribbed slab and defined by four pillars 
at the top. In this way space and structure are related 

Address: piazza Brocchi 4, Montagnola
Chronology: 1977-1984
Authors:
project: Livio Vacchini
structural design: Giani & Prada engineering offce, Lugano 
Client: Consorzio Scuole Elementari della Collina d’Oro 
Use: primary school
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by a precise correspondence expressed in the eleva-
tions. The spatial and structural articulation generates 
an enclosed order, symmetrical and regulated by a clear 
hierarchy with the school’s entrance portal as its central 
focus.
If the rhythm with which spaces and structure in the 
plan alternate already represents an element of interest, 
the diversification of the structural order in elevation is 
distinctive. Vacchini decided to create smaller serving 
spaces on the first floor than those on the ground floor, 
with the consequent misalignment of the pillars on the 
two levels. Rather than a reaction marked by a sche-
matic functionalism (alien to Vacchini’s architecture), 
this decision seems to have been dictated by the desire 
to “close” the architectural order in the elevation and so 
make the building a finished object and not potentially 
repeatable on several floors.

The principle of differentiation of the orders on the two 
levels is also the basis of the structure of the portico. 
This is made up of two different superimposed orders: 
the loggia on the first floor has massive cylindrical co-
lumns that support the weight of the roof, while on the 
ground floor we find only pairs of pillars at the corners 
and a single pillar in front of the entrance to the school. 
The structural element that makes it possible to free the 
portico, on the ground floor, from more vertical supports 
is the concrete parapet of the loggia which, stiffened by 
an internal prestressing cable, performs the static fun-
ction of a beam.
The structural solutions adopted for the portico and the 
interiors are the result of research conducted by the ar-
chitect into the potential of reinforced concrete, which 
he uses here for the first time as the only material for 
the load-bearing structure. The misalignment of the pil-

lars and the elimination of the columns of the portico on 
the ground floor seem designed to exploit the properties 
of this material to the utmost, using techniques which 
were then unusual in construction in Ticino, such as pre-
stressed reinforced concrete. In this way the Montagnola 
Primary School is configured as a coherent and unified 
work, in which the space is clearly related to the structu-
re and the structure is closely bound up with a specific 
construction technique.

While the ideas that guided the conception of the buil-
ding were translated on the inside of the courtyard into a 
spatial and structural composition with marked expres-
sive qualities, in defining the outer façades Vacchini 
adopted a completely different approach. Again in this 
case the load-bearing structure is exposed, but instead 
of becoming the predominant feature of the composition 
and being dramatised in its tensions – as happens in the 
courtyard – it was made subtly ambiguous. The concre-
te frame is painted white and placed in the same plane 
as the infill elements in marble and thermo-lacquered 
aluminium, also white, which are in turn juxtaposed and 
contrasted with the black marble infill slabs, so forming 
an abstract geometric pattern. This defines a two-di-
mensional, smooth, shadow-free façade, in which the 
load-bearing structure has the same graphic value as 
the infill elements and appears as if drawn on a sheet of 
paper. In the external elevations Vacchini therefore pre-
ferred to foreground the structure, the image of a uniform 
envelope and compact volume, whose actual structural 
articulation is perceived only after careful observation: a 
unified and complete object in which the individual ele-
ments transcend their structural function, becoming part 
of an abstract design that transforms the building into a 
quiet and perfect monument.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Livio Vacchini
Locarno, Archivio Studio Vacchini
Montagnola, Archivio comunale Collina d’Oro 
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Competition project, plans on the level of the courtyard and the upper floor (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

Competition project, detail of the drawing depicting the elevations and sections of the building.
From above: north elevation, east elevation, section A-A (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini) 
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Detailed drawing, plans on the level of the courtyard and the upper floor (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini) 
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Plan, intermediate (left) and detailed (right) variant (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)

Detailed project, elevations (AdM, Fondo Livio Vacchini)
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View of the courtyard (Archivio Studio Vacchini, photo by Alberto Flammer)

View of the courtyard towards the entrance (Archivio Studio Vacchini, photo by Alberto Flammer)

Martino Romani, “Livio Vacchini, Collina d’Oro Primary School”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/mappe#/Livio-Vacchini-Collina-dOro-Primary-School
All rights reserved
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Rino Tami with Carlo Tami
Church of the Sacred Heart in Bellinzona

In 1936, a bishop’s decree authorised the construction 
of a new church in the northern quarter of Bellinzona, 
dedicated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus and entrusted 
to the Capuchin Fathers. The friars asked Eugenio and 
Agostino Cavadini from Locarno and Carlo and Rino 
Tami from Lugano to present the plans for the new chur-
ch.
The detailed brief was sent to the competing practices 
on 15 October 1936. It envisaged a church with a nave 
and no side aisles, seating for 500 people, side cha-
pels, four confessionals, a choir, coretti at the side of 
the chancel and a single bell. The church was to be pre-
ceded by a portico or a pronaos with a suitable parvis 
and flanked by the residence of the friars. The designers 
were allowed freedom in their choice of vocabulary, pro-
vided it was simple and modernism was excluded. A to-
tal budget of between 120,000 and 130,000 francs was 
set.
Both participants adopted a neo-Romanesque style 
with stone façades, rose windows and small openings 
in the side façades, and laid out the accommodation for 
the friars perpendicular to the church. The Cavadinis 
worked out their project in a number of variants. The Ta-
mis confined themselves to a concept expressed in two 
drawings with the project on a scale of 1:100. Their pro-
posal was clearly cheaper than the other, lower than the 
friars’ expectations. A commission of five religious of the 
order decided to entrust the work to the Tami brothers.
In the two competition entries, dated November 1936, 

the Tamis’ project has a markedly rustic component: 
unworked stone on the façades, a portico with rounded 
arches carried on low pillars, a gabled roof with expo-
sed carpentry and a tiled roof and, in the residence, 
shallow-arched windows with railings or shutters. The 
body of the parlour, next to the church, displays a fre-
sco towards the churchyard and has a single pitched 
roof whose peak exceeds the level of the portico. The 
main façade had a very peasant appearance, rather like 
a set design for a Festspiel, a theatrical event of patriotic 
character particularly popular at the time in Switzerland. 
The parvis envisages a fountain of St. Francis: a sto-
ne basin with the life-size figure of the saint beside it, 
like the one of the same name placed in front of the 
16th-century church of Sant’Angelo in Milan in 1923. 
The residence has a protective character, with a limited 
number of small apertures and a garden surrounded by 
a wall. Inside the church three chapels are set on ei-
ther side of the nave. Like the portico, they have round 
arches resting on low pillars. By contrast, a very high 
arch marks the separation between the nave and the 
chancel. The wall surfaces appear plastered. The wall 
behind the altar is pierced by superimposed arches. In 
1938 Giovanni Muzio adopted a similar arrangement in 
the design of the Milanese complex of the Angelicum, 
to screen the three courtyards of the new convent. The 
common source of inspiration for both architects was 
the façade of the St. Josefskirche at Hindenburg in Sile-
sia (1929-1931) by Dominikus Böhm (1880-1955).

Address: via Varrone 12, Bellinzona
Chronology: 1936-1939
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Carlo Tami 
structural design: Agostino Casanova
Client: provincial commissariat of the Capuchin Fathers
Use: church with the residence of the Capuchin Fathers
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In an interview with Roman Hollenstein in 1992, Rino 
Tami named Clemens Holzmeister (1886-1983) as the 
only source for the design of the church of the Sacred 
Heart, mentioning the Romanesque spaces of the chur-
ches built by the Tyrolean architect. In the same inter-
view, Tami added that the decision to create an internal 
exposed brick wall was inspired by the work of Hendrik 
Petrus Berlage’s hall in the Amsterdam Stock Exchange 
(1898-1903), but insisted on the traditional local essen-
ce of the exterior. Certainly the church of the Sacred 
Heart belongs to the chapter of stone-built mountain 
oratories in Ticino. They were already an object of inte-
rest in the competitions for middle-class homes in 1916 
and 1918 and included several recent buildings in the 
Canton that sought to establish ties with the Romane-
sque churches scattered across the region. However, 
in the same period, religious buildings that combined 
medieval tradition with modernity in the use of stone 
were also built in the Catholic regions of French- and 
German-speaking Switzerland. In cultivating ties with 
circles close to the polytechnic, Rino Tami would have 
had come to know two churches designed by Karl Zöllig 
(1885-1969): Christkönig in Niederuzwil (1933-1934) 
and St. Laurentius in Flawil (1934-1935), both in Canton 
St. Gallen and featuring shed roofs, markedly material 
stone façades, large rose windows above the portals, 
albeit with modern inserts in the portals or the cornice of 
the bell towers. The outstanding advocate of the use of 
stone as a structural element was the German architect 
Paul Bonatz (1877-1956), designer of Stuttgart station 
(1913-1928), with façades of dressed quarry stone laid 
in regular courses, and the Basel Kunstmuseum (1931-
1937, with Rudolf Christ), with thick external walls built 
of stone blocks. Like Zöllig’s two churches, the church 
of the Sacred Heart looks at Bonatz’s work, which Tami 
himself said was known to him in those years. The cla-
rity of the layout, however, draws on compositions by 
Dominikus Böhm. Moreover, the volumetric reference to 
a work by Böhm, the Chapel of the Herz-Jesu Hospital 
in Lindlar (1927-1929), is also evident in Tami’s first de-
sign for the Chapel of Castelrotto Hospital in 1938.

The Tami practice revised the project several times be-
fore it was built. The plan was inverted so that the wing 
of the residence extended to the southeast. Its mas-
sive appearance was lightened with the insertion of a 
balcony with a wooden structure on the first floor and 
an increase in the number of windows in the residen-
ce, due to the air-light ratios, and the wall around the 
garden was replaced with railings. In the church, the 
wall behind the altar became solid and it was planned 
to fresco it, as well as the interiors of the chapels. The 
remaining surfaces would be plastered. The internal 
exposed brick wall appeared in the detailed plans.

Construction began in the summer of 1938 and ended 
the following year. The question of the finish to be given 
to the stones in the façade was resolved on site with a 
solution that Tami developed with the help of the building 
workers. The split stone, brought from various quarries 
of the Riviera, was dressed but not all reduced to the 
same size. The resultant ashlars, when installed, did not 
form continuous horizontal courses, yet gave the façades 
that markedly geometric aspect that makes the project 
an example of modernity. Rino Tami adopted the same 
solution in the façades of the von Riedemann Funerary 
chapel at Sorengo (1938) and in general all his works 
with exposed stone walls, from Casa Noseda at Morbio 
Inferiore (1941), to the Casa Hofer at Castagnola (1943-
1945) and Airolo Post Offce (1948-1950), albeit with 
differences due to the different physical qualities of the 
stone used.
Tami designed all the fixed and movable furnishings of the 
church and the residence and chose some of the artists: 
Guido Gonzato painted the Stations of the Cross on the 
brick wall as lively unframed frescoes, Remo Rossi reali-
sed the marble sculptures with symbols of the Four Evan-
gelists for the portico and Giovanni Genucchi carved the 
wooden door of the church. In 1954 Rino Tami designed 
the choir loft and in 1965 the renovation of the presbytery, 
built only in part. Finally in 1986 Tami designed a reform 
of the parvis. The church of the Sacred Heart is listed as 
a protected cultural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
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Competition project: site plan and plans at various levels (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Competition project: main elevation and cross and longitudinal sections (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Rear elevation (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

General plan (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Perspective view of the church and residences from the garden side (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Perspective view of the body of the church (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Riccardo Bergossi, “Rino Tami with Carlo Tami, Church of the Sacred Heart in Bellinzona”,
in N. Navone (ed.), Guida storico-critica all’architettura del XX secolo nel Cantone Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Carlo-Tami-Church-of-the-Sacred-Heart-in-Bellinzona
All rights reserved

View of the main façade (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Design for the stone cladding of the façade and view of the interior of the church (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Rino Tami with Carlo Tami
Extension to the Sorengo Cemetery and
the von Riedemann Funerary Chapel

The cemetery extends across a rise southwest of the Mu-
nicipality of Sorengo. Before the extensions, the tombs oc-
cupied an area facing the northeast side of the church of 
Santa Maria Assunta (13th-17th century), which could be 
reached through an opening in the parvis wall. Between 
October and November 1935, the need to find space for 
further burials led to the commission for a first expansion 
project for 172 tombs being given to Rino Tami and his 
brother Carlo, the joint principals of an architectural practi-
ce down to 1953. It was followed by three more such com-
missions in subsequent decades.

From the initial studies it is clear that the project is modelled 
on the contours of the landforms where it stands, a lea-
ding theme in Rino Tami’s work. Conversely, its rigorous 
geometry shapes the view of the surrounding landscape, 
establishing a seamless relationship with it. Due to these 
features, the work has a seminal value for the development 
of a crucial theme in Tami’s work: the construction on a 
slope, a leitmotif above all of the houses he built from the 
1940s on.

If we take the church and the old graveyard on the hillside 
above as representing grade 0.0 m, Tami laid out the exten-
sion on two terraces below, set perpendicular to each other. 
At grade – 1.00 m there is the so-called “common field”, 
bordering the short side of the pre-existing graveyard, while 
parallel to the latter, at grade – 2.40 m stands a portico that 
protects a belt of ground with tombs and columbaria.

Tami had to solve two main issues: to define the con-
nections between the areas terraced horizontally (with 
paths) and vertically (with flights of steps), and to de-
velop an architectural language capable of evoking the 
funerary theme. This second issues emerged from the 
four ideas formulated for the portico, which were closely 
associated with the projects that the young Tami was 
working on with his brother.
In the first, dating from November 1935, seven lowe-
red arches rested on squat columns, of the type used 
in the loggia of Villa Polar in Lugano (1928-1929). This 
element is common in cloisters in nearby Lombardy, 
as well as in buildings in Ticino dating from the 1920s, 
for instance Casa Cattaneo at Massagno (c. 1922) and 
Casa Vanini in Lugano (1925), designed by Mario Chiat-
tone. In the April 1936 version the arches, reduced to 
six, become parabolic as in Casa Fischer-Marcionelli 
in Lugano (1936). Two further ideas appeared betwe-
en June and July: a row of six square portals, perhaps 
mindful of the solution for the Bordonzotti apartment 
building in Lugano (1934), and finally the sequence of 
five rounded arches approved on 27 September 1936 
and then built. In the preliminary version of July, to the 
right of the portico, there is a columbarium with arched 
(later transformed into square) niches, an exact replica 
of those in Roman tombs. The proportions of the small 
arcosolia – the symbolic form of funerary architecture 
– are replicated in the arches of the portico, of the type 
also used in the Church of the Sacred Heart in Bellinzo-

Address: via Belvedere, Sorengo
Chronology: Cemetery: 1935-1938, 1950-1952, 1967, 1972; von Riedemann Chapel: 1938
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Carlo Tami
structural design: Agostino Casanova, Lugano
Client: Cemetery: Municipality of Sorengo; von Riedemann Chapel: W. von Riedemann family
Use: cemeterial; liturgical
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na (1936-1939). The short stature of the impost element 
enhances the monumentality of the spans while alluding 
to the ancient source, which Tami might have seen du-
ring his years of study in Rome.

The arch also has a prominent place in the von Rie-
demann Chapel, added to the cemetery complex in 
1938. Set orthogonally to the portico, recently built, the 
architect inserted an embankment stretching along the 
hillside and remaining coplanar with the cemetery. This 
generates an artificial line of the horizon which peremp-
torily rectifies the natural curvature of the slope and then 
ends in the volume of the chapel. Viewed from the road 
behind, on a lower level, its terminal section – rhythmi-
cally cadenced by splayed windows – appears decide-
dly monumental.
A paved path leads to the atrium of the ecclesiastical 
building, pierced at front and side by rounded arches, a 
solution that again draws on Casa Fischer-Marcionelli, 
albeit in the different profile of the arches. For the ob-
server, the side arch frames an exceptional view of the 
mountain landscape, while the frontal arch, decentred, 
establishes a distant relationship with the portico of the 
cemetery. In the façade, in the plane generated by the 
staggering of the arch, Tami suggested the possibility of 
inserting a statue (a Madonna or St. Christopher with 
infant Jesus), which was never done.
Inside the atrium there are the doors giving access to 
the crypt with the burials, on the lower floor, and the li-
turgical chamber, which features stained glass windows 
decorated with angels. Like the other gates of the ce-
metery, the wrought iron grates screening the two gates 
are of exquisite workmanship, one enriched with Chri-
stological symbols – three stylised fish and a butterfly 
– and the other with crosses and six-pointed stars. Tami 
designed all the details, including the lamps, the pews 
and the holy-water stoup on the exterior.

Together with the gabled roof, the adoption of arches, 
vaults and splayed windows, the stone wall of the cha-
pel evokes a Romanesque vocabulary, for instance 
that of the famous church of San Nicolao in Giornico 
(12th-13th century). However, the serial precision of the 
stonework – with the ashlar also reproduced on a 1:1 
scale – brings the work strongly back to its own time. 
And unlike the composite character of Romanesque 
architecture, the stone envelope that uniformly enfolds 
the embankment and the chapel makes them into a sin-

gle organism, with both an architectural and landscape 
function. Finally, for the correct perception of the work, 
Tami assigned a substantial role to the bell tower: an 
abstract trapezoidal shaft, positioned orthogonally to 
the façade, with an arch for the bell-cote (replicating 
the larger arches on a smaller scale). If one sees the 
building from the end of the path, the tapering form of 
the bell tower, together with the row of cypresses on the 
opposite side, vertically counterbalances the perspecti-
ve acceleration of the horizontal view. When seen from 
the side elevation, on the other hand, the element beco-
mes a “buttress” to perceptually strengthen the view on 
the side facing the cemetery, emptied by the arch and 
therefore unbalanced with respect to the apse. Behind 
an appearance that falls within the safe channel of lo-
cal tradition, therefore, the chapel conceals a profound 
reflection on contemporary themes, revealing that bor-
derline between the affrmation of an identity and the 
urgency to renew it that guided Tami’s research in these 
years.

In the architect’s conception, some form of control 
over the formal features of the cemetery, in continuous 
evolution, was a priority. To prevent the proliferation of 
the “usual clutter of pretentious and artistically shod-
dy funerary monuments” often found in cemeteries, in 
December 1937 Tami proposed a set of rules and the 
establishment of a supervisory commission. With the 
plans for some burials – the tombs of the Ermanni fa-
mily (1938-1941), of Creazzo Tami (1944) and Giovanni 
Tami (1951) – he restated the rules to be followed, but 
they were immediately ignored.
On the occasion of the second extension, completed 
in 1950-1952, Tami took up the matter again. The land 
for seven new tombs, lying parallel to the 1936 portico, 
was made available free of charge by its owner Hans 
Wullschleger. The architect pointed out to him the need 
to put pressure on the Municipality to apply legislation, 
which he would again draft in person. In 1967 Tami was 
commissioned to extend the burials to a strip of land 
adjacent to the previous one, but on a lower level. Final-
ly, in 1972, he developed one last project for an exten-
sion of the cemetery in the same direction.

The Sorengo cemetery, which also contains the tomb 
of Rino Tami (1908-1994) in the sector built in 1952, is 
open every day, while the von Riedemann Chapel can 
be visited on request.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami 

Reference bibliography
- K. Frampton, R. Bergossi, Rino Tamit Opera completa, Mendrisio: Mendrisio Academy Press, 2008, pp. 192-193, 
220-221 (with previous bibliography).

Author of the entry: Orietta Lanzarini (2019)

Photo: AdM, Fondo Rino Tami
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Extension of Sorengo cemetery (first version), plan, elevations, sections and views, November 1935 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Extension of Sorengo cemetery (final version), northeast and southeast plan and elevations, June-July 1936 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Left: Extension of Sorengo cemetery, northeast plan and elevation, 1952 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami) 
Right: von Riedemann Funerary chapel, autograph studies by Rino Tami, 1938 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Von Riedemann Funerary chapel, Sorengo cemetery, southeast elevation and longitudinal section (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Orietta Lanzarini, “Rino Tami with Carlo Tami, Extension to the Sorengo Cemetery and the von Riedemann Funerary Chapel”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Carlo-Tami-Extension-to-the-Sorengo-Cemetery-and-the-von-Riedemann-Funerary-Chapel
All rights reserved
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Rino Tami was commissioned to plan the extension of the 
Clinica Sant’Anna, run by the Sisters of the Holy Cross of 
Menzingen, specialised in the maternity sector. The new 
amenities he designed included a chapel.
The original complex, located on a hill east of the nu-
cleus of Sorengo, had been built in the 1930s by Giusep-
pe Antonini. The building had an L-shaped body, rising 
four storeys high, to which a secondary wing of two floors 
was connected in the southeast corner. In a first version, 
formulated in October 1963, Tami planned to raise the 
lesser structure to make it equal to the larger one and 
continue the ground floor of the south-north arm of the 
latter with the insertion of a volume for the chapel. Other 
versions followed, but this approach remained unchan-
ged until the version of the project presented for a buil-
ding permit in October 1964. With the addition of a V-sha-
ped block on the west front of the pre-existing building, 
Tami created a semi-courtyard which housed, on the nor-
th side, the new entrance to the clinic, featuring a glass 
curtain wall and a canopy in reinforced concrete. In this 
way, the path giving access to the chapel took shape on 
the left, matching the one leading on the right to the new 
block used as a maternity hospital. In an isolated area to 
the west, the architect also designed a building to house 
the nuns, called Villa Anna 2. In it he reinterpreted the de-
sign of the glazing bars set diagonally to the curtain wall 
in the Elfvinggården residence in Stockholm (1939-1940) 
conceived by Sven Backström and Leif Reinius, so deve-
loping a research begun with the Casa Torre at Cassa-
rate (1953-1958). The additions to the hospital complex 

were built between 1965 and 1966, while the chapel was 
built in 1967 and opened on 25 March 1968, the feast of 
the Annunciation.
Like other parts of the clinic, the building housing it rises 
astride a slope. The west front, facing the semi-cour-
tyard, is articulated by a ground floor with the chapel and 
its annexes and two partly underground levels occupied 
by services (a refectory for the nuns, a mortuary and 
storage spaces). The sacred space is revealed on the 
outside through a trapezoidal plane with a cross, which 
also serves to conceal the difference in height between 
the roof of the chancel and of the nave. This form, whi-
ch vaguely echoes the septum-support of the bell-cote 
at La Tourette (1956-1960), would be reused by Tami in 
the roof of the Airolo maintenance centre (1969; 1972-
1974), part of the N2 motorway complex. On the east 
side, two of the three floors above grade – corresponding 
respectively to the chapel and the refectory, accompa-
nied by a strip window running around the corners – are 
cantilevered. This solution vaguely recalls the structures 
projecting over the slopes of the convent designed by Le 
Corbusier referred to above, as well as the combinations 
of windows and volumes in Alvar Aalto’s Säynätsalo Civic 
Centre (1948-1952).
The connection between the wing designed by Antonini 
and the chapel, with a trapezoidal layout (15 x 10.50 x 
8m), is secured by an intermediate structure with some 
rooms and a staircase, served by a short corridor that 
ends at the entrance to the liturgical space. The door, 
in dark wood, set in the left-hand part of the entrance 

Rino Tami with Francesco van Kuyk
Chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna
Address: via Sant’Anna 1, Sorengo
Chronology: 1963-1967 (project); 1967 (execution)
Authors:
project: Rino Tami with Francesco van Kuyk
Client: Clinica Sant’Anna – Order of the Holy Cross of Menzingen 
Use: liturgical
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wall, is circumscribed by a glazed band. This enables li-
ght shed from the windows in the corridor to penetrate 
inside the chapel. This solution seems to again interpret 
the effect obtained by Le Corbusier by backlighting the 
reinforced concrete surface behind the altar of the chapel 
of La Tourette. Next to the entrance, a low wall – carved 
with Tami’s initials and the date 1967 – circumscribes a 
raised area that contains some benches and the organ. 
Aligned along the left-hand wall, running from the entran-
ce towards the front of the chapel, are two confessionals, 
access to the sacristy, the space of the baptistery and a 
niche containing a statue of the Virgin and Child. The op-
posite side has a band with the 14 reliefs of the Stations 
of the Cross, by the sculptor Remo Rossi, alternating with 
panels of alabaster arranged in a zig-zag pattern. The 
golden light filtering through the stone surfaces, in expli-
cit homage to late ancient and medieval tradition – think 
of the windows of the Mausoleum of Galla Placidia (5th 
century) in Ravenna – is shed on the sculptural surfaces 
and picks out their features. The composition of the inte-
rior is transformed on the exterior into a long corrugation 
scored in the suspended volume that contains the cha-
pel. This feature may have been inspired by the upper 
cornice of the Salle Cortot (1929) in Paris by the Frères 
Perret, who had been reference figures for Tami since 
the 1930s.

The trapezoid layout with the decentralised entrance clo-
sely resembles the one adopted by Aalto in the Finnish Pa-
vilion (1956) at the Giardini di Castello in Venice, in which 
light is again an essential element. However, Aalto – like 
Le Corbusier – shaped the internal architecture of his bu-
ildings so as to bring natural light inside, as in the chur-
ch of the Three Crosses at Vuoksenniska (1955-1958), 
likewise conceived as a trapezoid – a recurrent form in 
his ecclesiastical systems – but animated by three apses 
flooded with light. In Tami’s space, on the other hand, 
light, amplified by the whiteness of the walls, is used as 
an instrumental device to bring out the functions of the 
various spaces in relation to the liturgical roles they are 
required to fulfil. The result is an austere interior, albeit 
of undoubted elegance, that faithfully interprets the cha-
racter of its context, a clinic run by nuns. The lighting 
devices, of four types, generate different shades of light 
that identify the places for the faithfuls and those for the 
offciants. Along the side walls, at the point of connection 

with the ceiling, two narrow bands again shielded by 
slabs of alabaster diffuse a soft, golden light inside the 
nave. The natural lighting is supplemented by the artifi-
cial sources generated by groups of cylindrical spotlights 
arranged on the plane of the roof. In the two functional 
cores intended for liturgical services, namely the bapti-
stery and the sanctuary, the light changes tone, beco-
ming a gleaming white. The first is housed in an apsidal 
space illuminated from above through a circular oculus, 
again reminiscent of solutions devised by Aalto and Le 
Corbusier. The parabolic profile of the plan reverberates 
in that of the refined baptismal font, in white marble, with 
a round basin – aligned exactly with the oculus – con-
nected by a hollow with the support for the candle.

Tami devised a solution to make the rite of baptism more 
visible, while at the same time referring to the words of 
St. Ambrose’s De Sacramentis (2.6.16). The priest de-
scends to a lower level by two flights of three steps at the 
sides of the font and turns towards the faithfuls to offciate 
at the ceremony.
In the sloping belt of wall separating the lower ceiling 
of the nave from that of the sanctuary, there are five 
rectangular windows fitted with satin glass that shed a 
white glow over the whole area of the chancel, elevated 
by three steps. The structural solution designed by Tami 
for the roof entailed the insertion of two metal columns, 
one positioned close to the enclosure of the organ and 
the other to the right of the altar, on the boundary betwe-
en the presbytery and the nave. The latter becomes the 
perspective focus that attracts the viewer’s gaze towards 
some objects of high symbolic value, in particular the 
bronze tabernacle with the relief of the Last Supper by 
Remo Rossi and the seven-branched candlestick by the 
wall. The sacred furnishings in white marble are very re-
fined: the altar, the stele with the lectern, the seating for 
the priest and clerics. They echo the profiles of the ma-
crostructures of the motorways designed by Tami in the 
same years, in particular the portals of the Melide-Gran-
cia tunnel (1963-1969). These and other liturgical and ar-
chitectural elements were repeated by Tami in the Chur-
ch of Cristo Risorto in Lugano (1971-1976).

The chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna can be visited 
every day, compatibly with the hours of opening of the 
hospital complex.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Mostra “Rino Tami e Sorengo” 
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Photo: AdM, Fondo Mostra “Rino Tami e Sorengo”, photo by Alberto Flammer (2001)
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Extension to the Clinica Sant’Anna, general site 
plan, 3 December 1965 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna, cross section and longitudinal section with study of the light-shadow relationship; cross section and 
longitudinal section of the north-south wing, 10 January 1967 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna, ground floor plan, 30 April 1968
(AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Orietta Lanzarini, “Rino Tami with Francesco van Kuyk, Chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Rino-Tami-with-Francesco-van-Kuyk-Chapel-of-the-Clinica-SantAnna
All rights reserved

Clinica Sant’Anna and chapel, west elevation, 4 July 1966 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

The baptistery of the Chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna 
(AdM, Fondo Mostra “Rino Tami e Sorengo”, photo by 
Alberto Flammer)

The nave of the Chapel of the Clinica Sant’Anna seen from the baptistery
(AdM, Fondo Mostra “Rino Tami and Sorengo”, photo by Alberto Flammer)
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Alberto Camenzind, Augusto Jäggli, Rino Tami
Studio of the Radio della Svizzera italiana

The genesis of the project for the new Studio of the Radio 
della Svizzera italiana (Radio of the Italian Switzerland) 
in Lugano-Besso began on 9 September 1951, when the 
CORSI assigned the commission to Alberto Camenzind, 
Augusto Jäggli and Rino Tami. Brought together for po-
litical reasons rather than of their own free will (in kee-
ping with a practice established by the policy of power 
sharing practised in Ticino in the 1920s, which was 
eventually widely applied), at first the three professionals 
struggled to come to an understanding. Comprehensi-
bly they decided to develop their “preliminary projects” 
individually (two by each architect, presented on 3 Fe-
bruary 1953, together with a common technical report: 
a strategy aimed at identifying the advantages of each 
variant to combine them in a new configuration, and at 
the same time a sort of internal competition between the 
three designers). it is also evident that their first project 
to be signed collectively, dated 31 July 1953, reflects, in 
its paratactic composition, the diffculties of collaborating 
as part of this unprecedented consortium.

The sudden change of direction made in late summer of 
1954 was therefore decisive for the success of the work, 
when the plan which had become consolidated in the 
meantime was set aside in favour of one based on the 
principle of the “hexagonal cell”. (The term was coined 
by Stelio Molo, at that time the director of the RSI, who 
was responsible for the choice of the three architects and 
their main interlocutor). This was a courageous decision, 

attributable to Rino Tami and prompted by criticism of 
the project of 31 July 1953 and its subsequent elabora-
tion of 2 July 1954 by the technical services of RSI and 
the acoustic engineer Willi Furrer, head of the Forschun-
gs-und Versuchsanstalt of the Federal Post Offce (PTT).

The series of “planimetric schemes” presented by the ar-
chitects on 9 and 29 September, and finally on 27 Octo-
ber 1954 were an example of convergence between the 
external accidents (the criticisms of the technicians) and 
the dynamics internal to reflection on the project, namely 
the need to find a compositional rule that would make it 
possible to reconcile the sometimes discordant approa-
ches by the three architects, objectifying at least in part 
the design process and at the same time guaranteeing 
“greater fluidity and naturalness in the paths and con-
nections, fuller scope for adapting the masonry boxes 
that define the studios in relation to the acoustic needs; 
[…] a more spontaneous and lively spatial fluidity […], as 
well as a more concentrated arrangement of the seating 
for the public around the stage of the great auditorium”.

Consequently, within a few weeks, the project received 
its final form. The broad and highly articulated program-
me, consisting of eight recording studios, two of which 
were open to the public (the concert hall seating 450 
and a studio for light music), was divided between an 
elongated body, located to the west, housing the archi-
ves, services, technical systems and offces, and the 

Address: via Guglielmo Canevascini, Lugano-Besso
Chronology: 1951-1962
Authors:
project: Alberto Camenzind, Augusto Jäggli, Rino Tami 
structural design: Agostino Casanova (coordinator), Lugano;
Luigi Pini, Lugano; Mantegazza and Cattaneo engineering offce, Lugano 
Client: CORSI – Cooperativa per la Radiodiffusione nella Svizzera italiana 
Use: radio studio
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sequence of studios and administrative offces, set on a 
hexagonal grid and articulated by a network of diagonal 
paths intended to differentiate the circulation: the artists 
towards the east, the technicians and other staff on the 
opposite side, in the corridor leading to the offces and 
control rooms.

This compositional solution allowed the architects to 
fragment and deeply articulate the imposing volumetry, 
giving the building a civic character that expresses its 
public use (as a veritable citadel of Ticinese culture in 
the client’s intentions), while at the same time making 
an almost domestic impression in some of its passages, 
such as the courtyard-garden. As for the materials, for 
the structural parts, the architects used reinforced con-
crete, bush-hammered on the exposed areas, and repla-
ced by slender metal supports in the pavilions and the 
cafeteria. The facing material is terracotta bricks, while 
the external windows had wooden frames painted with 
green oil paint.

After the building permit was issued on 15 September 
1957, work began, entrusted to the direction of Augu-
sto Jäggli. The first surveys revealed the presence of 

abundant water in the subsoil, prompting the architects 
to move the position of the building further south and rai-
se the reference grade by one metre. Construction went 
ahead in stages. Firstly work was done on the heating 
and ventilation plant and the body of the offces, before 
moving on to the recording studios and auditoriums. The 
work was completed in early 1962 and the complex was 
inaugurated on 31 March of that year. In 1963 Tami desi-
gned a transformer cabin and in 1965 he remodelled the 
layout of the grounds, adding a parking area on the west 
side. Then, although still alive and active, the designers 
were no longer consulted by the client, who preferred to 
rely on their technical staff to make substantial changes. 
These included raising the floor of the offce building, 
completed in 1980 with the façades unaltered but with 
a load-bearing structure which, for static reasons, was 
completely made of metal, eliciting criticisms from the 
designers. Then, in the mid-eighties, some of the inte-
riors were modified and the main entrance was seriously 
altered, destroying the diaphanous elegance of the past. 
Despite these unfortunate alterations, the RSI Studio at 
Lugano-Besso remains one of the major architectural 
works built in Switzerland and Europe in the 1950s and 
1960s. Today it is listed as subject to cantonal protection.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Rino Tami
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Alberto Camenzind
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Augusto Jäggli
Berne, SRG SSR idée suisse, Archive of the real estate section
Lugano, Archivio RSI
Lugano, Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata
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Note: The text is a revised and enlarged version of the article by N. Navone, “Lo Studio della RSI. Una cittadella per 
la cultura ticinese”, Archi, 2 (2018), pp. 86-88.
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First project for the RSI Studio, ground floor plan, 31 July 1953 
(FAAT, Fondo Augusto Jäggli)

Plan of the layout of the RSI Studio, variant of 29 September 1954 (Archivio RSI)

First project for RSI Studio, sections, 31 July 1953
(FAAT, Fondo Augusto Jäggli)

Plan of the layout of the RSI Studio, variant of 27 October 1954 (Archivio RSI)
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RSI Studio, ground floor plan, 16 November 1955 - 15 February 1956
(Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)

RSI Studio, east elevation, 15 February 1956
(Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)

View of the model (Archivio RSI)
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RSI Studio, ground floor plan, 18 August 1958
(Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)

RSI Studio, ground floor plan, 18 August 1958
(Archivio della Divisione dell’Edilizia privata)
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View of the entrance in its original state (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Aerial view (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

View of the concert hall (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Nicola Navone, “Alberto Camenzind, Augusto Jäggli, Rino Tami, Studio of the Radio della Svizzera italiana”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Alberto-Camenzind-Augusto-Jaggli-Rino-Tami-Studio-of-the-Radio-della-Svizzera-italiana
All rights reserved
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Tita Carloni
Pinacoteca cantonale Giovanni Züst

In the spring of 1965 Tita Carloni was commissioned to 
transform the parsonage of Rancate to house the col-
lection of paintings that Giovanni Züst (1887-1976) wi-
shed to donate to the Canton of Ticino. Already betwe-
en 23 and 26 April of that same year Carloni prepared 
a rough estimate in two variants, distinguished by the 
choice of whether or not to give the main building a roof 
lift. To the volume of the parsonage, deprived of the 
wings, Carloni added an elongated block on the south 
side containing the two rooms intended to display pain-
tings by Giuseppe Antonio Petrini and the caretaker’s 
apartment looking southeast, where the view opens 
onto the Laveggio Valley and the town of Mendrisio. 
The new system would thus eliminate the wing towards 
the parish church and enable the road to Mendrisio to 
be widened, a measure that had widespread support.

Working by variations, as was his custom, Carloni qui-
ckly arrived at the definition of the plan, which in a sub-
sequent proposal came close (except for the decision 
not to raise the main body of the building) to the final 
project, including the skylight inserted by staggering 
the planes of the roof of the new wing. In its elevations 
Carloni, being sensitive to organicist approaches and 
inclined to “give roots” to the Modern by reconciling it 
with the local construction tradition, reinterpreted the 

pattern of the masonry pillars characteristic of the ru-
ral buildings of the region and also exhibited in the far-
mhouse next to the parsonage.
After discussing the project for the new gallery on 2 
July 1965 with Giovanni Züst and the Councillor of Sta-
te Argante Righetti, director of the Department of Pu-
blic Buildings, Carloni conducted new site inspections 
to verify the survey of the existing building and worked 
on developing the project, which was submitted to the 
municipality of Rancate on 7 September 1965. It en-
visaged the roof lift of the parsonage as well as the 
closure of the two smaller bays of the portico and loggia 
to ensure an easier connection of the new wing, whose 
characteristic skylight was now replicated to crown the 
main building.

The final project was reached after further work on 4 
November 1965. In the elevation of the parsonage, 
Carloni gave up the idea of replicating the motif of the 
loggia to gain space for an exhibition room with trusses, 
as spacious as possible, while the new wing, which in 
the previous variant was covered by a single gable roof 
with a skylight in correspondence with the exhibition 
space and the double-height atrium of the caretaker’s 
apartment, now acquired a more articulated volume. 
This was actually not a very felicitous decision, as it 

Address: via Pinacoteca Züst, Rancate (Mendrisio)
Chronology: 1965-1967
Architect:
project: Tita Carloni
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: museum space
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fragmented the compositional theme into a sequence 
of episodes.
The project was now clearly defined. An estimate was 
issued on 7 January 1966 and accepted by the client. 
This was a prelude to the deed of donation to the Can-
ton Ticino of the paintings from the Züst collection, si-
gned on 9 March 1966. Finally, on the 22nd of the same 
month, the Grand Council allocated 390,000 francs for 
the design and construction of the gallery, necessary 
as a go-ahead for the building work, which began on 
7 July 1966 with the demolition of part of the existing 
building.

The porch and loggia of the parsonage, which Carloni 
had planned on keeping (as well as most of the walls 
of the main building), had to be removed due to the col-
lapse on 25 August 1966 of “a pillar of the old loggia”. It 
was intended to restore the surviving parts once the ne-
cessary work of structural consolidation work was com-

pleted. A few weeks earlier Carloni had also arranged 
to remove the fresco by Antonio Rinaldi that adorned 
one of the rooms of the parsonage and which is now 
exhibited in the gallery. The condition laid down by Gio-
vanni Züst to finish the work by the end of August 1967 
called for rapid progress on the site. By 8 March 1967 
the building had already reached the roof, allowing 
work to start on finishing the interior. It was completed 
in July. Installation of the museum spaces could begin, 
with Carloni, despite the tight schedule, lavishing close 
attention on this part of the work, and it was possible to 
inaugurate the gallery on 23 September 1967.

Between June 1989 and April 1990, some alterations 
were made to the technical systems and exhibition spa-
ces to a project by the architect Claudio Cavadini. Fi-
nally, between August 1993 and September 1995, Tita 
Carloni drafted various general ideas for the gallery’s 
enlargement, but they were never carried out.

Archival sources
Bellinzona, Fondazione Archivi Architetti Ticinesi (FAAT), Fondo Tita Carloni 

Reference bibliography
- N. Navone, “Il progetto di Tita Carloni per la Pinacoteca cantonale Giovanni Züst”, in G. Agosti, J. Stoppa (eds.), Il Ri-
nascimento nelle terre ticinesi 2t Dal territorio al museo, exhibition catalogue (Rancate, Pinacoteca cantonale Giovan-
ni Züst, 28 October 2018-17 February 2019) Bellinzona: Casagrande, 2018, pp. 17-25 (with previous bibliography).

Author of the entry: Nicola Navone (2019)

Photo: FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni 

Note: The text is a revised and enlarged version of the section devoted to Tita Carloni’s project in N. Navone, “Il 
progetto di Tita Carloni per la Pinacoteca cantonale Giovanni Züst”, in G. Agosti, J. Stoppa (eds.), Il Rinascimento 
nelle terre ticinesi 2t Dal territorio al museo, Bellinzona: Casagrande, 2018, pp. 17-25.

First project for the conversion of the parsonage; variant with the main block laid out on three floors, April 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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First project for the conversion of the parsonage; variant with the main building laid out on two floors, April 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Revision of the variant with the main building laid out on two floors, late spring 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Northeast elevations, 7 September 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

Northeast elevations, 4 November 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Ground floor plan, 4 November 1965 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

View of the Pinacoteca Züst, c. 1967 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Nicola Navone, “Tita Carloni, Pinacoteca cantonale Giovanni Züst”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/mappe#/Tita-Carloni-Pinacoteca-cantonale-Giovanni-Zust
All rights reserved

View of the exhibition room with trusses, c. 1967 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)

View of the double-height exhibition room, c. 1967 (FAAT, Fondo Tita Carloni)
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Aurelio Galfetti, Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Ivo Trümpy
Baths of Bellinzona

In April 1967, the competition for the design of the new 
Baths of Bellinzona was announced. The existing facility 
was due to be demolished because of extensive chan-
ges to the course of the River Ticino to allow for con-
struction of the Chiasso-St. Gotthard motorway. A spa-
cious site owned by the municipality was identified for 
the new baths, adjoining the floodplain of the river and 
the skating rink built a few years earlier and eventually 
included in the competition site. The brief included the 
construction of three new pools: an Olympic pool “with 
a nearby but separate diving pool”, a learners’ pool with 
heated water and a children’s pool connected to the play 
areas, while the skating rink would double as a summer 
paddling pool for non-swimmers. The changing rooms 
and technical and service spaces would have to be able 
to cope with daily attendance of 3000 people and inclu-
de a self-service restaurant seating 300.

The Baths of Bellinzona are first and foremost a project 
that straddles architecture and infrastructure, anticipa-
ting the season of the great territorial projects designed 
by Aurelio Galfetti and Flora Ruchat-Roncati. The who-
le composition hinges on “the space of the walk, the 
space of movement, the space of the path one takes to 
reach the entrance”. The competition brief required the 
entrance to be placed on the planned extension of an 
existing road, but the raised walkway made it possible 
to redeem it from that secluded and anodyne position, 
integrating it into a broader system of walkways. This 

system, as shown by the sketches illustrating the com-
petition report, took into account the coeval proposal to 
transform the walls between the three castles into a sy-
stem of urban walks sloping down almost to the river.
The elevation of the paths was also determined by 
the simultaneous construction of via Mirasole (on the 
southeast side) and by the planned (but never built) 
course of the express road over the floodplain, which 
had to be spanned to ensure it reached the city, the 
Baths and the river. This connection would become the 
only axis of the project by the suppression of the two 
perpendicular branches, of which a memory remains in 
the ramp leading to the main entrance and the stairs 
leading to the entrance for school groups.

As Bruno Reichlin has pointed out, there are numerous 
intertexts (from Le Corbusier’s “territorial” projects, to 
the proposals of Team X and Archigram all the way to 
the Metabolists) in this work, situated “at the confluen-
ce of some of the most interesting lines of post-war ar-
chitectural thought”. Alongside these sources, the role 
played by two “local” landmarks should also be noted, 
quoted by the architects in the illustrated report accom-
panying their competition submission: the Lavertezzo 
bridge, in the Verzasca Valley, and the unsubmersible 
embankment of the Ticino River.
 
In the case of the former, a stone bridge with a double 
span crossing a river bed of smooth rocks, the project 

Address: via Mirasole 20, Bellinzona
Chronology: 1967-1970
Authors:
project: Aurelio Galfetti, Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Ivo Trümpy 
design of the gangway structures: Enzo Vanetta, Lugano 
design of swimming pool structures: Guido Steiner, Locarno 
Client: Municipality of Bellinzona
Use: public swimming pool
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for the Bagno repeats its function of crossing a stream 
(that the water in the pools was originally meant to flow 
under the walkway is in fact attested by the arrangement 
of the pool for children in the competition project) and its 
role as a viewing point overlooking the spectacle of the 
bathers, as well as the perfect identity of material and 
colour, given the decision to use exposed reinforced 
concrete for the structure of the walkway and the pools, 
which were only cladded later.

As for the unsubmersible embankment that bounds 
the Ticino’s floodplain, the “dyke” running at a height of 
two and a half metres above the spacious lawn, this is 
a favoured spot in Bellinzona’s sentimental topography, 
which both conceals and reveals the river, concealing it 
from the gaze of those on the lawn, but revealing it in all 
its extension to those who have reached its top. The ar-
chitects’ first idea, if we believe their words, was to build 
a sort of raised promenade along the northern border of 
the site: a promenade connected to the embankment, 
yet not a footbridge, rather a levee as a screen against 
the wind. And since the marginal position of the new 
“dyke” failed to comply with the layout of the functions 
envisaged by the competition brief, the promenade was 
moved towards the centre of the site, changing it into a 
walkway, an element superimposed with its distributional 
logic on the spacious lawn without affecting its continuity.
 
A bridge, the unsubmersible embankment of the Tici-
no, perhaps the “rampart” of the three castles of Bellin-

zona: by more or less explicitly in adopting these land-
marks, the project for the baths was based on artefacts 
with a territorial scale, “assembled” and reinterpreted 
in the light of the contemporary architectural debate, 
so marking a profound change in the paradigm in Tici-
nese architecture. A change that it proved possible to 
implement thanks to the courage and far-sightedness 
shown by the jury, which decided to make a proposal 
prevail which, although infinitely more interesting than 
the others, was also expected to be more expensive. 
Moreover, to be fully realised, it meant adding to the 
site a parcel of land on the east of the competition 
area, intended for a future extension of the Baths. Ha-
ving overcome the obstacle of a popular referendum 
called in 1968, work began that same year and was 
still under way when the Baths opened to the public on 
23 August 1969. On 1 August 1970, the offcial inau-
guration could finally be held, although the walkway 
still lacked the steps connecting it to the embankment 
along the flood plain, construction of which began in 
November 1971.

“An irreplaceable, unique work of its kind”, the Baths of 
Bellinzona, “undoubtedly deserves a prominent place 
in the world architectural heritage of the 20th century” 
(Bruno Reichlin). Listed as a protected cultural asset 
of cantonal interest, the Baths are currently (2019) the 
subject of a restoration project conducted by Aurelio 
Galfetti and Carola Barchi in collaboration with the Can-
ton Ticino Cultural Heritage Offce.

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Aurelio Galfetti
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati
Bellinzona, Archivio dell’Uffcio Tecnico del Comune di Bellinzona
Riva San Vitale, Archivio Ivo Trümpy
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Competition project, first floor plan, August 1967 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

Competition project, plan, elevation and sections of the walkway and changing rooms, August 1967 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)
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Competition project, detail of the presentation drawing
(AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

Aerial view from the north, c. 1970 (AdM, Fondo Flora Ruchat-Roncati)

View of the walkway, c. 1970
(AdM, Fondo Aurelio Galfetti, photo by Pino Brioschi)
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The Baths di Bellinzona in the early 1970s (AdM, Fondo Aurelio Galfetti)
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Plans on the level of the ground, of the changing rooms, of the walkway, drawings for publication (AdM, Fondo Aurelio Galfetti)

Nicola Navone, “Aurelio Galfetti, Flora Ruchat-Roncati, Ivo Trümpy, Baths of Bellinzona”, 
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Aurelio-Galfetti-Flora-Ruchat-Roncati-Ivo-Trumpy-Baths-of-Bellinzona
All rights reserved
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Walter Krüsi
Bridge on the Brenno at Biasca

The Bridge on the Brenno River is located within the 
municipal boundaries of Biasca. It was built between 
1937 and 1940 as part of the construction of the then 
new St. Gotthard road. The structure is inserted betwe-
en the old road bridge with its stone arches and rail bri-
dge consisting at that time of metal trusses.
It is a rigid arch bridge with a suspended deck in reinfor-
ced concrete entirely cast in place. At the time of its con-
struction, it was the largest bridge of this type in Switzer-
land. Two arches in reinforced concrete (span: 78.00 m; 
rise: 15.10 m; rise-to-span ratio: 5.2) are placed at the 
sides of the carriageway (width 6.00 m) and by means 
of steel hangers support the reinforced concrete deck 
consisting of crossbeams hung at each pair of hangers 
and the slab. The latter extends, on both sides, to ac-
commodate the footways (width 2.20 m) and ends with 
the kerbs of the bridge (total width of the deck: 10.96 m). 
At the intersection between the deck and the arches, the 
two footways are widened to compensate for the space 
occupied by the section of the arch.

The presence of a good ground for the foundations, con-
sisting of very compact gravel and sand, ensured resi-
stance to the horizontal component of the thrust of the 
arches, which therefore rest on two pairs of surface foun-
dations that are inclined and almost orthogonal to their 
springers. Krüsi exploited this type of support to rationa-
lise the construction method. In fact the wooden centring 
on which the arches were cast was dismantled before 

the construction of the deck, limiting the loads to which 
it was subjected and the time it spent in the river bed, so 
avoiding the periods of greatest risk of flooding and the 
danger of any damage. By contrast, the deck was cast 
in stages by means of centring suspended directly from 
the hangers. This would have been impossible if it had 
been necessary to offset the thrusts of the arches throu-
gh the deck, since the latter, indispensable for the stabili-
ty of the arches, would have had to be built together with 
them and its weight, in the construction phase, would 
also have been a load on the centring. The construction 
method chosen, however, has the disadvantage during 
the casting of the deck of inducing bending stresses in 
the arches greater than those due to the loads in the ser-
vice phase, which are therefore decisive for their sizing.

The two arches are connected by reinforced concrete 
crossbeams that ensure they behave like a Vierende-
el beam as well as stabilising them out of their plane. 
This improves the transmission to the foundations of the 
force of the wind acting on the arches in a transverse 
direction. Below the level of the deck this structure is 
reinforced by a diagonal in reinforced concrete for each 
side of the bridge.
The deck has two expansion joints symmetrically po-
sitioned at about one third of the span of the arch. 
However, they were blocked during the rehabilitation 
work carried out in 1995 to a project by the engineer 
Serafino Messi. The rehabilitation did not require any 

Address: via San Gottardo, Biasca
Chronology:
preparatory work from November 1937 to February 1938 
construction of the structure from February to July 1938 
finishing operations spring 1940
Author: Walter Krüsi, Lugano
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: road infrastructure, vehicular and pedestrian crossing of the Brenno River
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other structural interventions as the structure fully sa-
tisfies today’s needs and no deterioration was found in 
the materials.
Although the whole structure was completed in July 
1938 and the load tests were carried out in November of 
the same year, it was offcially opened to traffc only two 
years later, as the start of World War II and the general 

mobilisation delayed adding the finishing operations un-
til spring 1940.

Even today, this bridge, with its two characteristic ar-
ches, is the gateway to the town of Biasca for those ar-
riving from the north along the cantonal road. It is listed 
as a protected cultural asset of cantonal interest.

Archival sources
Bellinzona, Archivio di Stato del Cantone Ticino (ASTi) 
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Sections (from Schweizerische Bauzeitung, 116/24 (1940), p. 283)

Upstream elevation, August 1937 (original scale 1:100) 
Upstream longitudinal section (original scale 1:50)
(ASTi, formerly in the Archivio del Dipartimento del territorio)
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Formwork of the upstream arch (original scale 1:50)
(ASTi, formerly in the Archivio del Dipartimento del territorio)

Formwork of the arch and suspended formwork for casting the deck (original scale 1:50)
(ASTi, formerly in the Archivio del Dipartimento del territorio)
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Wooden formwork and the bridge under construction (from Schweizerische Bauzeitung, 116/24 (1940), p. 282)

Roberto Guidotti, “Walter Krüsi, Bridge on the Brenno at Biasca”, 
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Walter-Krusi-Bridge-on-the-Brenno-at-Biasca
All rights reserved

Details of the reinforcement of the arches and view of the bridge along its axis (from Schweizerische Bauzeitung, 116/24 (1940), p. 282)
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National Roads Office with Rino Tami
Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway

The Ticino stretch of the N2 Chiasso-Basel national hi-
ghway, now the A2 Motorway, connects Chiasso to the 
St. Gotthard tunnel with 330 structures, including bridges 
and tunnels, entirely in reinforced concrete. Construction 
of the motorway, which took 25 years, from 1961 to 
1986, was closely entwined with the political, social and 
economic history of the canton in the second half of the 
twentieth century, becoming a symbol of its controversial 
modernisation.

The Ticino section of the N2 was strongly supported by 
Franco Zorzi, a member of the Liberal Radical Party. 
Elected Councillor of State on 5 April 1959, Zorzi he-
aded the Construction Department and, convinced of 
the founding role of road infrastructure in modernising 
and developing of the region, he opposed the federal 
programme drafted in 1954 to develop the network of 
national roads in Ticino, advocating construction of a 
four-lane motorway completed by a tunnel through the 
St. Gotthard massif.

With this in mind, Zorzi founded a new Section within 
the Construction Department called the National Roads 
Offce, made up of a team of young engineers, experts in 
major reinforced concrete structures, who were given the 
task of designing and coordinating construction of the 
new motorway. The offce started work in October 1959 
and, directed by the civil engineer Renato Colombi, per-
sonally hired by Zorzi, was divided into three services: 

“design” (headed by the engineer Christian Balli); “geo-
technical laboratory and material tests” (headed by the 
engineer Marco von Krannichfeldt); “administrative ser-
vices” (headed by Renzo Sailer). In April 1960, a fourth 
service, “construction management”, was added, to be 
deployed at several locations at the future construction 
sites, coordinated by the engineer Glauco Nolli. The Of-
fice also drew on the consultancy of the traffc engineer 
Jacques Richter, one of the first Swiss specialists on the 
subject, and the geologist Ezio Dal Vesco, holder of the 
chair of Engineering Geology at the ETH Zurich.

The first task of the Offce’s “design” department, was 
to review the plan for the motorway route presented on 
a scale of 1:25000 by the Federal Commission and rai-
se it to 1:5000. The review, carried out by the “general 
studies” division headed by the engineer Angelo Pittana, 
started from the south, with a study of the Chiasso-La-
mone section and from the north, with the “semi-mo-
torway” section leading from Airolo to the Gotthard 
Pass. For the design of the most challenging structures, 
restricted tenders were held for engineering firms and 
companies. The first, announced on 4 January 1961, 
was for the Melide Viaduct, the second, announced in 
1962, for the Bisio Viaduct and contiguous railway cros-
sing. The architect Rino Tami, a former member of the 
Ticino Group of the Swiss Association for Spatial Plan-
ning (ASPAN), chaired by Zorzi, was asked to serve 
on the competition juries. An “aesthetic” category was 

Address: from Chiasso to the St. Gotthard motorway tunnel
Chronology: 1961-1986
Authors:
project: Uffcio Strade Nazionali, engineering consultants  
aesthetic consultant: Rino Tami
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: road infrastructure
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thus immediately introduced into the assessment of the 
structural artefacts and, in 1963, following the “flattering 
outcome of the project discussions”, Tami was offcially 
designated “aesthetic consultant for motorway works” 
and held this post until 1983.

On 4 September 1964, with the Chiasso-Lamone sec-
tion under construction, Zorzi, the moving spirit behind 
the N2, died in a tragic accident on the Basodino Gla-
cier. Argante Righetti took over as the head of the 
Construction Department and in 1983 the post passed 
to Claudio Generali. Meanwhile, the highway was gra-
dually being built in three main stages. In the first phase 
of development, the Chiasso-Lamone section was de-
signed and built, with construction starting in 1961 and 
the inauguration held on 6 December 1968. In the se-
cond phase, during an economic slowdown, only a few 
stretches of the route were built between 1969 and 1980: 
the Bellinzona ring road, opened to traffc on 17 June 
1971, 4 kilometres of motorway between Airolo and Va-
renzo, 8 (of “semi-motorway”) between Airolo and Foppa 
Grande and 11 between Lamone and Rivera. In the third 
and final phase, the path – the so called “ramp” – of the 
motorway, from Gorduno to Varenzo – which represen-
ts 50% of the route as well as being the most diffcult 
section technically, with viaducts soaring across the Bia-
schina and Piottino gorges – was rapidly built between 
1980 and 1986 thanks to the economic effect of the ope-
ning of the Gotthard tunnel to traffc.
The N2 was offcially opened on 23 October 1986. Com-
pletely viable from Chiasso to Airolo, the motorway ap-
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Photo: ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, photo by Josef Schmid, Com_L15-0896-0002-0002/CC BY-SA 4.0. The 
Mendrisio junction photographed during the offcial opening of the Chiasso-Mendrisio section of the Chiasso-St. 
Gotthard Motorway on 22 December 1966

peared a strikingly coherent work, characterised by evi-
dent rigour and notable for the formal coordination of its 
structures. Thanks to the use of a single material, rein-
forced concrete, the choice of a single structural typolo-
gy for the viaducts of the substructure, with slender piers 
and continuous decking, and the architectural design of 
subsidiary structures, its 193 bridges and 137 tunnels, 
fragmented over the span of 25 years and built by over 
100 different contractors have become part of a recogni-
sable overall design, capable of concealing “the immen-
se transformation of the canton’s territory” by the unitary 
design of this infrastructure. It can be viewed by driving 
along it in the two directions or, more slowly, by travelling 
along the cantonal roads or on local streets and paths. 
The motorway offers two different perspectives in the 
Ticinese landscape. While on the carriageway, original 
structures, designed with extreme care and characteri-
sed by elegant structural details, compose a promenade 
architecturale in the eyes of the driver and at the same 
time an enacting of the landscape, while from the can-
tonal roads, paths and Lake Lugano, the viaducts – cor-
rected by Tami with special footing and shaping of the 
sections – design a slender strip of reinforced concrete 
marked by the orderly rhythm of the piers and the modu-
lar geometry of the retaining walls on the mountainsides.

Each structure present on the route – bridge, viaduct, 
portal, tunnel or flyover – has its own unprecedented 
“story within the story” of the N2. The stories of the 
project and the construction site are contained in the en-
tries brought together in this guide.
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Renato Colombi explaining the motorway project to the public, 22 December 1966
(ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, photo by Josef Schmid, Com_L15-0896-0001-0001 / CC BY- SA 4.0)

The national road network in Canton Ticino according to the proposed federal scheme of 1958 and as built in 1984 (from Ufficio Strade 
Nazionali (1959-1984). 25 anni di attività, Bellinzona 1984)
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Construction of the stretch of motorway on the Melide bridge-dam, 
1966 (ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, Comet Photo AG (Zurich), 
Com_F66-08862-A / CC BY- A 4.0)

The Viaduct of the Cantine and retaining walls on the mountainside at Capolago on completion of the work (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

The Bisio viaduct during the official opening of the Chiasso-
Mendrisio stretch, 22 December 1966 (ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, pho-
to by Josef Schmid, Com_L15-0896-0001-0003 / CC BY- A 4.0) 
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Hans Eichenberger, Erwin Stucki and Heinrich Hofacker
Melide Viaduct, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway

The Melide Viaduct follows the bridge-dam that crosses 
Lake Lugano and, by carrying the motorway over the 
railway lines, it becomes the access road to the San 
Salvatore tunnel. The viaduct is made up of twin roads, 
respectively with 8 and 9 spans, each supported by a 
continuous box girder in prestressed reinforced concrete 
resting on slender cylindrical piers in ordinary reinfor-
ced concrete. The two torsionally rigid box girders have 
a constant height of 1.92 metres, broad symmetrical 
lateral overhangs and are linked by transverse beams 
placed at the supports. The project was awarded to the 
Hans Eichenberger engineering offce (Zurich) following 
a competition by private tender held by the National Hi-
ghways Offce in 1961. The competition minutes reflect 
the presence of the architect Rino Tami in the compe-
tition jury in two of the criteria for judging the projects 
submitted: “construction” and “aesthetics”. As part of the 
second condition, in the evaluation phase, the individual 
projects were verified by the Highways Offce through 
photomontages that made it possible to assess the ef-
fect of their architecture once they were inserted in the 
landscape. In these works there appeared the original 
solution of the access to the Melide tunnel, before the 
study of the architecture of the portal developed by Tami.

Eichenberger’s project, judged as a “valuable” proposal 
under the aesthetic condition for its “slenderness, light-
ness and unity and the rhythm of the structural elemen-
ts” and “excellent” in terms of its structural conception, 

was ranked first in the competition, being awarded the 
construction of the work. The project presented, howe-
ver, failed to respect the positioning of the supports en-
visaged by the competition brief for the railway crossing 
and for this reason it was excluded from the prizes. The 
first prize in the competition was therefore presented to 
the Ticino-based Gellera and Lombardi offce, which 
presented a bold mixed design with a steel and concrete 
deck.
Work on the viaduct started in late 1962, after Eichen-
berger’s death. The competition project was conse-
quently executed by the engineers Erwin Stucki and 
Heinrich Hofacker of Zurich (they later designed the 
Fornaci viaduct in Lugano). They completed the challen-
ging calculations of the foundations and structural and 
constructional details (such as the metal fixed and rolling 
bearing devices).

Built in 1962-1963, 240 metres long, the viaduct was the 
first major work to be inaugurated on the route of the N2. 
After more than 35 years in operation, in 1999 it was 
subjected to maintenance of the supports and structu-
ral restoration of the curbs to a project by the engineers 
Giovanni Balmelli and Augusto Filippini.
The Melide Viaduct can be travelled along by following 
the motorway from Mendrisio to Lugano and can also 
be viewed from the railway. It is part of Tami’s complex 
landscape project for access to Lugano together with the 
bridge-dam and the portal of the Melide-Grancia tunnel.

Address: Melide 
Chronology: 1961-1962 
Authors:
competition project: Hans Eichenberger, Zurich
built project: Erwin Stucki & Heinrich Hofacker, Zurich
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: road infrastructure, motorway viaduct
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Photo: G. Locarnini (ed.), The N2 Chiasso-Lamone, Bellinzona 1968 (photo by Tarcisio Crivelli)

Plan, longitudinal and cross sections, detailed view of the support
Views of the viaduct from the lake and from the cantonal road (from Werk, 9 (1969), pp. 614-615)
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Hans Eichenberger, photomontage of the competition proposal, 1961 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Hans Eichenberger, longitudinal section 1:200 and foundation piers, 1962-63 (Archivio USTRA )

The Melide Viaduct under construction (ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, Comet Photo AG (Zurich), Com_F64-02108 / CC BY-SA 4.0)
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The Melide Viaduct under construction (ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, Comet Photo AG (Zurich), Com_F64-02047 / CC BY-SA 4.0)

The Melide Viaduct in 1992 (ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, photo by Hans-Peter Bärtschi, SIK_01-035978 / CC BY-SA 4.0)
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Bernardi-Gerosa Engineering Office with Rino Tami  
Bisio Viaduct, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway

The Bisio Viaduct, included in Lot 2 of the motorway, is 
the first significant structure work encountered travelling 
on the N2 (now A2) from south to north in the Chias-
so-Lamone section. Extending for 400 metres, it leads 
from the municipal boundaries of Chiasso and Balerna 
towards Mendrisio.
The structure consists of twin roadways, each supported 
by a continuous pre-compressed reinforced concrete 
box-girder divided into eleven bays with spans varying 
between 39.5 and 33.5 metres. The superstructure, 
resting on characteristic piers in ordinary reinforced 
concrete, with a slender rectangular section (0.6 x 2.5 
metres), is built in the form of a box-girder deck with 
marked lateral overhangs.

The project was drafted by the Bernardi-Gerosa engine-
ering firm in Mendrisio following a competition by private 
tender held in 1962 by the National Roads Offce for 
the design of the viaduct and the adjacent road and rail 
overpasses of Bisio and Balerna. In the competition the 
structures were judged according to the categories of 
“construction” and “aesthetics”, already defined for the 
Melide Viaduct competition in 1961. The architect Rino 
Tami was again appointed to the jury because of the 
“successful outcome of the discussions of the projects” 
submitted to the previous competition. Five engineering 
firms were invited to enter the competition, four of them 
from Ticino: Bernardi and Gerosa from Mendrisio, Ma-
razzi and Pini from Lugano, Lombardi and Gellera from 

Locarno, Augusto and Alessandro Rima from Locarno 
(in partnership with the Elektrowatt company) and Emil 
Schubiger from Zurich. In addition to Tami, the jury in-
cluded Franco Zorzi, Renato Colombi and Francesco 
Balli for the National Roads Offce, Hermann Stüssi, 
Zurich’s cantonal engineer and the engineers Edmond 
Rey and Hans Eichenberger.

The Bernardi-Gerosa offce won the contract thanks 
to its project for the Bisio Viaduct which, considered 
to have an “excellent formal appearance”, also stands 
out by its refined system used on the building site. The 
deck was constructed by successive blocks, produced 
off-site and welded together by the prestressing cables 
passed through them. The design of the two overpasses 
submitted to the competition, together with the study of 
the main viaduct, was also judged to be valid by the 
jury which, while appreciating the “unified solution of the 
two works”, suggested the modification of some formal 
details relating above all to “the footing of the bridges 
on the ground”. By extending the modifications sugge-
sted for the two overpasses after the competition, the 
image of the Bisio Viaduct, which already agreed with 
the “slender” and “profiled” figure that was the standard 
for all the motorway viaducts, was also perfected by the 
design of special sloping abutments, designed by Tami 
to connect the deck to the ground.
In the phase of construction, the structural design by 
Bernardi-Gerosa was enriched with elegant solu-

Address: Balerna 
Chronology: 1962-1965
Authors:
competition and detailed project: Bernadi-Gerosa Engineering Offce, Mendrisio
design of the footing: Rino Tami
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: road infrastructure, motorway viaduct
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tions. While the inclined cores of the box-girder of the 
decking and the marked overhang of the deck of the 
carriageway act together in eliminating the transverse 
beams connecting the twin structures, usually placed 
in correspondence with the supports, the heads of the 
overhang deck are deliberately accentuated to mark the 
“clear band”, in contrast with the “corresponding sha-
dow effect”. The original (and inexpensive) design was 
completed by concrete hinges placed at the foot of the 
piers and between them and the deck. Entirely made of 
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Photo: ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, photo by Josef Schmid, Com_L15-0896-0002-0004 / CC BY-SA 4.0 The 
Bisio Viaduct during the opening ceremony of the Chiasso-Mendrisio section, 22 December 1966 

reinforced concrete, they are characterised by the use 
of crossing reinforcing bars (Mesnager type), shown in 
the overall image by the special shaping of the ends of 
the piers.

The viaduct, with construction starting in 1963 and com-
pleted in 1965, was tested in 1966. It can be travelled 
along by taking the highway from Chiasso to Mendrisio 
and is visible with its refined structural detailing from the 
streets of Balerna, in particular from via Sottobisio.

Bisio Viaduct, section of the pile, plan of the formwork with details of the supports, 1963 (Archivio USTRA)
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Bisio Viaduct, detail of the pendulum joint, 1963 (Archivio USTRA)

Bisio Viaduct, sections of the deck, 1963 (Archivio USTRA)

Bisio Viaduct, north abutement, detail of the formwork of the inclined gable designed by Tami (Archivio USTRA)
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Bisio Viaduct, study of the section of the deck, 1963 (Archivio USTRA)

Bisio viaduct, 1964 (AdM, Fondo Renato Colombi)
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The Cantine Viaduct carries the motorway along the ri-
dge above the shore of Lake Lugano near the built-up 
area of Capolago. Viable in both directions, the viaduct 
is made up of parallel and independent girders positio-
ned to support the motorway’s two decks.

The work was designed and built between 1964 and 
1967 by the long-established Swiss company Conrad 
Zschokke in collaboration with the architect Rino Tami, 
offcially designated “consultant in aesthetic matters for 
motorway works” since 1963. After 36 years of service, 
between 2002 and 2004, the viaduct was completely re-
built, based on a design by the Grignoli Muttoni engine-
ering firm. It replaced almost all the original structures, 
with only the foundations and the lower part of the piers 
remaining today.

In 1964 the National Roads Offce assigned the con-
struction of the viaduct to the Zschokke firm. The project 
involved the construction of a structure with bays with 
20-metre spans consisting of slender rectangular piers, 
on which would rest the prestressed concrete deck, 
completed by a cast in situ slab. The beams were to 
have T or double T sections and consisted of two prefa-
bricated elements, 10 metres long, coupled in place by 
longitudinal post-tensioning cables.
Thanks to this expedient, the structure proposed by 
the Zschokke company presented an undoubted pro-
ductive and constructive (and therefore budgetary) ad-

vantage. But the architectural image of the viaduct did 
not comply with the “shaped” and “profiled” form that 
Tami had designed for the viaducts of the motorway 
between 1961 and 1962, on the occasion of the design 
competitions for the Melide and Bisio viaducts. Hence, 
during development of the execution drawings, coor-
dinated by the National Roads Offce, the viaduct was 
promptly “corrected” by Tami through the design of a 
new cross section of the deck and the shaping of the 
piers cap.

By inserting a continuous lateral “edging”, an inclined 
wall consisting of small prefabricated elements in rein-
forced concrete, Tami reconstructed the profile of the 
deck in the forms of a continuous “ribbon”, inclined 
towards the exterior. Between 1964 and 1965, when 
work was already progressing on the structure, the exe-
cution drawings testify to the addition of 495 prefabrica-
ted elements, 1 metre long and different between the 
upstream and downstream sides.

While the shape of the deck “edging” allowed a geome-
tric connection with the side inclination of the piers cap, 
the formal unity of the two elements was strengthened 
by a further upward flaring of the cross section of the 
piers’ heads. As made clear by the detailed sections 
and, more strikingly, the geometry of the shadows cap-
tured in photographs of the completed viaduct, the incli-
ned line dominates the whole composition. In this way 

Conrad Zschokke General Contractor and Rino Tami 
Cantine Viaduct, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway
Address: Capolago
Chronology: 1964-1967 (refurbishment 2002-2004)
Authors:
original viaduct structural design: Conrad Zschokke General Contractor SA
original viaduct architectural design: Rino Tami
reconstruction project: Grignoli Muttoni engineering firm, consultant Aurelio Muttoni EPFL
Client: Construction Department, National Roads Offce 
Use: road infrastructure, motorway viaduct
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the image of the structure conceals its real constructio-
nal anatomy while conforming, on the one hand, to the 
more general figure of the viaduct with slender piers and 
a “flowing” deck designed by Tami, and, on the other, 
enriched by a rigorous rhythmic articulation of the lon-
gitudinal band.
If Tami meant the formal additions developed during 
the constructional phase to “lighten the appearance of 
the viaduct as seen from the road below and from the 
motorway itself”, in 1968 “the profile of the prefabrica-
ted viaduct of Capolago”, completed a little over a year 
earlier, was also noticed and appreciated by the Italian 
critic Bruno Zevi for its “merit in lightening the figurative 
weight of the paired decks”.

Between 2002 and 2004, the formal definition introdu-
ced by Tami for the viaducts was the subject of a new 
interpretation in the project for their reconstruction deve-
loped by the Grignoli Muttoni engineering firm. The work 
of reclaiming the viaduct was at the centre of a prolon-
ged debate as to whether it was advisable to preserve 
the original structures. Already in 1987, after 20 years 
in operation, considerable weaknesses had been found 
in the points of greatest seepage of water and a first 
plan was devised to reinforce the deck by adding an ex-
ternal prestressing system, which was then postponed. 
Between 1993 and 1996, the viaduct was subjected to 
structural monitoring, after which the urgent need to de-
velop a new project to upgrade took a concrete form. 
The complete replacement of the deck together with the 
piers cap emerged as the most advantageous solution 
in terms of cost and safety.

The new deck designed by Grignoli Muttoni in the form 
of a prestressed reinforced concrete box girder, cha-
racterised by a trapezoidal core of very limited thickness 
(1.3 metres) compared to the overall width of the gir-
der (13.5 metres) and slender symmetrical overhangs 
projecting over 4 metres per side. The girder is mono-

lithically connected to the piers, the top part of which 
was completely rebuilt, extending the geometry of the 
original shaft and completely eliminating the piers cap. 
The static scheme of the viaduct was completely rethou-
ght. The upper viaduct and the lower viaduct, originally 
considered as a sequence of bridges of three, four or 
five bays joined by means of joints, were in fact confi-
gured as single bridges, respectively of 13 bays and 15 
bays, with spans of 20 metres and extremal spans of 
17.4 metres terminating on new abutments, built in front 
of the existing ones.

The replacement of the deck provided an opportunity 
for extensive experiments with construction techniques, 
which included studies of “customised” equipment desi-
gned especially for the removal of the existing structures 
and the casting of the compact box-girder. Through the 
use of an effcient self-varying metal formwork, which 
allowed for the construction of 40 metres per week, the 
new deck and the upper and lower structures were com-
pleted in just 11 months’ work. While the photographs of 
the demolition site enable us to verify the structural ana-
tomy of the original deck, providing special testimony to 
the constructional details developed on Tami’s design, 
the prefabricated beams, extracted from the viaduct and 
transported to the laboratory of the Federal Polytechnic 
in Lausanne, were the subject of a series of tests that 
has led to a significant advance in our knowledge of the 
behaviour of prestressed concrete structures over a pe-
riod of time.

The new viaduct can be crossed by travelling along the 
motorway between Mendrisio and Melano and is also 
visible from via delle Cantine in Capolago.  Although it 
differs from the original, it preserves Tami’s architectural 
conception of the motorway substructure in the figure of 
a “profiled” and “flowing” construction, through a structu-
ral design, elegant and precise, shaped by advanced 
technologies of calculation and construction.
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Rino Tami, studies of the structure of the deck and the geometry of the piles, variant B, not built (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Study of the geometry of the piles before the “correction of the deck”, variant 3, not built, 1964 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

Study of the geometry of the piles before the “correction of the deck”, variant 2, not built, 1964 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Sections of the architraves of the piles, 1964 (Archivio USTRA)

Drawing of the prefabricated elements for the “edging” of the deck, 1964 (Archivio USTRA)
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View of the Viaduct of the Cantine from Capolago, original state (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

View of the Viaduct of the Cantine from Capolago after restructuring (photo by Nicola Navone, 2020)
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Grignoli Muttoni engineering office, reconstruction of the Viaduct of the Cantine, typical cross section of the compact deck girder, 2002 
(Archivio USTRA )

Grignoli Muttoni engineering office, reconstruction of the Viaduct of the Cantine, removal of the existing deck, detail of the external gir-
ders, diagram of the construction equipment, 2002 (from Archi, 2 (2006), p. 58)

Grignoli Muttoni engineering office, reconstruction of the Viaduct of the Cantine, casting of the new deck, scheme of the self-launching 
formwork, 2002 (from Archi, 2 (2006), p. 59)
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Rino Tami and Ervino Kessel
Soresina Overpass, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway

The structure, known as the Overpass on the road to 
Soresina, crosses the motorway near the Zarigo River, 
connecting the hamlet of Soresina to Rivera railway 
station. The straight deck, resting on inclined piers, has 
marked symmetrical overhangs of 2.5 metres, while the 
longitudinal profile is characterised by inclined “tympa-
nums”, counterpointing the slope bounding the road-
bed. The structure consists of an asymmetrical rigid fra-
me, with a span of 35 metres, with piers (half concealed 
in the escarpment) in ordinary reinforced concrete and 
an inclined box girder with a constant section, 1.5 me-
tres high and 11 metres wide, including the lateral deck 
overhangs, in prestressed reinforced concrete.

The architecture of the overpass is by Rino Tami. Ta-
mi’s project, drafted in 1969 as part of the study of the 
series of model bridges for the N2, focuses on the ef-
fect of the shadow cast by the deck overhangs, the 
definition of the footings of the structure on the ground, 
designed in the form of inclined “tympanums”, and the 
variable shapes of the inclined supports.
Tami here was joined by Ervino Kessel, an engineer 
who had graduated from the Federal Polytechnic. Kessel 

explored several static solutions. After a first scheme 
that adopted a frame with inclined piers (Sprengwerk), 
the chosen option was a more economical asymmetrical 
frame with a constant section girder and V-shape piers. 
While the use of prestressed reinforced concrete for the 
deck enabled its thickness to be reduced, the material 
redundancy that characterises the architectural design 
of the inclined and “heavy” abutments is transformed 
into a hollow structure characterised by the use of filling 
with Sagex (a kind of expanded polystyrene produced 
in Switzerland). The downward tapering of the inclined 
bearings, originally proposed by Tami and also present 
in Kessel’s first static solution, disappeared in the de-
tailed drawing of the building, following the adoption of 
the second scheme.

Entirely cast in place, the overpass was built in 1971 
and has not received any maintenance to date. It can 
be travelled along by taking the road to Soresina. It is 
clearly visible in its original morphology from the mo-
torway where, a few hundred metres further north, you 
will find its twin structure by the same designers: the 
Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass.

Address: Bricola, Rivera (Municipality of Monteceneri)
Chronology: 1969-1971
Authors:
architectural project: Rino Tami 
structural design: Ervino Kessel, Lugano
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: road infrastructure, roadway crossing the motorway
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Rino Tami, drawing of the Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass and the Soresina Overpass, 2 April 1969 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Ervino Kessel, perspective view of the Soresina Overpass for the National Roads Office, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)

Ervino Kessel, drawing of the Soresina Overpass, Sprengwerk variant, 13 March 1969 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)
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Ervino Kessel, detailed longitudinal section of the Soresina Overpass, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)

Ervino Kessel, detailed sections of the Soresina Overpass with details of the abutments, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)

Ervino Kessel, detailed longitudinal section of the Soresina Overpass, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)
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Rino Tami and Ervino Kessel
Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway

The Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass spans the motorway 
with an integrated footway just 240 metres from its twin 
structure of the overpass on the road to Soresina. At 
this point the N2 cuts into the hillside at a depth varying 
between 6 and 11 metres, making it impossible to pass 
the stream under the motorway and so entailing con-
struction of a canal-bridge.
The structure is characterised by inward sloping bearin-
gs, a straight deck with strong symmetrical overhangs 
and shaped abutements counterpointing the slope that 
bounds the roadbed. The structure can be seen sche-
matically as an asymmetrical frame, consisting of a gir-
der deck in prestressed reinforced concrete and V-sha-
ped piers in ordinary reinforced concrete half-buried in 
the embankment.

The Canal-overpass was designed by Rino Tami, to-
gether with the Soresina Overpass, in 1969. The project 
is part of the study conducted by Tami for a wider series 
of standard bridges for the N2. As in the twin structu-
re of the Soresina Overpass, the architectural design 
focuses on the shadow effect of the deck overhangs, 
the definition of the footings on the ground, the angle of 
inclination and the profiles of the piers.
The structural engineering, like that of the nearby over-
pass, was by Ervino Kessel, an engineer with a degree 
from the ETH Zurich with an offce in Lugano. Kessel 
worked with Tami between 1969 and 1970, supporting 
the architectural design through by exploring three dif-

ferent static solutions: a structural frame with inclined 
piers (Sprengwerk variant), a continuous box girder with 
three spans and, finally, a structural frame with V-sha-
ped piers. The first version, advocated by Kessel as the 
one aesthetically closest to Tami’s architectural propo-
sal, was rejected for budgetary reasons; the second, 
though economically advantageous, was set aside due 
to its constructional complications caused by the need 
to create more complex reinforcements at the suppor-
ts. The solution chosen was therefore the third and 
the structure was thus configured as an asymmetrical 
structural frame consisting of a constant-section chan-
nel-girder on V-shaped supports, partially buried in the 
embankment.

The channel-girder has an open section, with walls 
splayed outwards and two lateral deck overhangs that 
contain the pedestrian walkways. The position of the 
deck overhangs was appropriately chosen to “stream-
line” the relatively squat structural form of the girder, 
whose hydraulic section imposed a static height of 2.20 
metres, i.e. equivalent to just over 1/13 of the median 
span. The piers, inclined and wedged into place, form 
an angle of about 60 degrees with the horizontal of the 
girder. They consist of two rectangular sections, set side 
by side, of 3 metres each, with a constant thickness of 
45 centimetres, after abandoning the downward taper 
originally suggested by Tami and still present in Kessel’s 
first static solution. The struts have rectangular sections 

Address: Bricola, Rivera (Municipality of Monteceneri)
Chronology: 1969-1971
Authors:
architectural project: Rino Tami
structural design: Ervino Kessel, Lugano
Client: Republic and Canton of Ticino
Use: pedestrian crossing of the motorway, bridge-canal
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Ervino Kessel, drawing of the Zarigo Canal-overpass, Sprengwerk variant, 1969 (AdM, Fondo Rino Tami)

of 80x40 centimetres and, set completely underground, 
they remain entirely hidden in the embankment of the 
roadbed.

During construction, the system of prestressing the gir-
der through application of the BBRV patent and the fa-
cing of the canal-girder were studied in depth. Applied 
only after completing the prestressing operations, the 
facing is made of blocks of granite with cement-sealed 
joints, after waterproofing the structural section with a 
layer of tar jute and, to withstand the rapid flow of water 
during the seasons of spate and its capacity to carry 
debris, it is characterised by the presence at 8-metre 
intervals of a reinforced concrete spandrel beam. Like 
the Soresina Overpass, for the construction of the foo-

tings of the bridge, in the forms of sturdy inclined “tym-
panums” that oppose the slope, a hollow structure was 
adopted lightened by using Sagex (a type of polystyre-
ne) filling.

Entirely cast in place, the canal-overpass has been 
in service since 1971. While walking along it, on the 
walkways set on the deck overhangs accessible from 
via Zarigo, one can observe the inside of the canal-gir-
der and the flow of the stream during periods of spa-
te. In its original structural morphology, the overpass 
can also be viewed from the motorway where, a few 
hundred metres further south, one comes to the twin 
structure of the Soresina road overpass by the same 
designers.
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Ervino Kessel, plan and detailed longitudinal section of the Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)

Ervino Kessel, detailed cross section of the Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass with details of the channel-girder, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)
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Ervino Kessel, detailed sections of the Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass with details of the footings, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)

Ervino Kessel, reinforcement of the struts on the upper and lower sides of the Riale Zarigo Canal-overpass, 1970 (Archivio USTRA)

View of the Canal-overpass under construction and recently completed, behind the overpass of the road to Soresina (Archivio USTRA)
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Studio Guzzi with Christian Menn 
Biaschina Viaduct, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway
Address: Giornico 
Chronology: 1976-1984
Authors:
structural design: studio Guzzi SA, consultant Christian Menn (Institut für Baustatik und Konstruktion, ETHZ) 
construction company: Consorzio Viadotto della Biaschina
Client: Department of Construction, National Roads Offce    
Use: road infrastructure, highway support viaduct

The Biaschina Viaduct is part of the motorway path – the 
so called “ramp” – that gives access to the Gotthard tun-
nel and represents the most significant structure in the Ti-
cino section of the N2. It crosses the Ticino River, soaring 
over the cantonal road and the railway a hundred metres 
above the valley floor, with its twin decks with five bays 
whose central girders rest on tall piers with 160-metre 
spans. The two decks consist of box girders in prestres-
sed reinforced concrete featuring an arched intrados pro-
file. Rigidly jointed with the two central pillars, the girders 
simply rest on the remaining piers.
The project was developed by the Guzzi SA engineering 
company following a competition held by private tender in 
1976 by the National Roads Offce for the joint design of 
the Biaschina Viaduct and the contiguous San Pellegrino 
Viaduct.

Seven engineering firms were invited to submit applica-
tions, six of them being based in Ticino. The first prize 
was awarded to the Guzzi SA company, the second to 
the Benicchio-Canonica-Ruprecht company, the third to 
the well-known Ateliers de Constructions Mécaniques de 
Vevey SA, the fourth to the engineers Grignoli and Marti-
nola. The remaining three prizes were assigned, in order, 
to the Marazzi, Maggia SA and Pini-Altmann offces.

The competition jury, chaired by Argante Righetti, had ten 
members: the engineers Edmond Rey, Hermann Stüssi 
and Giovanni Lombardi; the professors of the ETH Zurich 

Ezio Dal Vesco, Hans Hauri and Hans-Jürgen Lang; Pro-
fessor Jean-Claude Badoux of the EPFL Lausanne; the 
directors of the National Roads Offce Renato Colombi 
and Francesco Balli and the architect Rino Tami, former 
consultant in aesthetic matters for the motorway works. 
The competition came to an end in June 1977 and in Sep-
tember the seven prize-winning projects were exhibited to 
the public in the Sala Patriziale of Carasso (Bellinzona), 
together with study models made by the competitors to 
enable the jury to verify the way the structures related to 
the setting in the valley.

All but one of the proposals for the San Pellegrino Viaduct 
were oriented towards a single structural type: a viaduct 
with tall piers and continuous box girders in prestressed 
reinforced concrete with ordinary spans (30-50 metres). 
The exception was the mixed solution (in reinforced con-
crete and steel) presented by Ateliers de Constructions 
Mécaniques de Vevey SA, in collaboration with the Tici-
no-based engineers Balmelli and Filippini.

For the contiguous and more demanding Biaschina Via-
duct, however, the projects of the participants presented 
four different structural and constructional solutions.

The Marazzi, Guzzi, Benicchio-Canonica-Ruprecht and 
Maggia offces proposed to adopt a solution with a con-
tinuous box girder in prestressed reinforced concrete, 
characterised by large spans and embodied in the ef-



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.INF.8.02

Archival sources
Balerna, Archivio del Moderno (AdM), Fondo Renato Colombi
Bellinzona, Archivio di Stato del Ticino, Fototeca Uffcio Strade Nazionali (ASTi, fototeca USTRA)
Bellinzona, ASTRA branch of Bellinzona, Archivio Tecnico Ex Uffcio Strade Nazionali (Archivio USTRA) 

Reference bibliography
- “Il viadotto San Pellegrino-Biaschina”, Rivista tecnica della Svizzera italiana, 9 (1977), pp. 22-37;
- U. Guzzi, B. Meier, “Viadotto della Biaschina”, Schweizer Ingenieur und Architekt, 38 (1979), pp. 739-745;
- “Viadotto della Biaschina”, in Prestressed Concrete of Switzerland, WiIldegg: FIP, 1982, pp. 58-61;
- C. Menn, U. Reber, “Windeinwirkung auf Brücken”, Schweizer Ingenieur und Architekt, 38 (1982), pp. 773-782;
- B. Thürlimann, “Considerations to the design of prestressed concrete bridges”, IABSE periodica, 4 (1983), pp. 
250-251.

Author of the entry: Ilaria Giannetti (2020)

Photo: ETH-Bibliothek Zurich, Bildarchiv, photo by Jules Vogt, Com_C30-101-001 / CC BY- A 4.0

fective free-cantilever construction technique, namely 
the construction of a cantilevered deck with symmetrical 
overhangs springing from the tops of the piers.

The Pini-Altman offce proposed to create a continuous 
box girder in prestressed reinforced concrete, characteri-
sed, in contrast, by ordinary spans and cast with the aid 
of self-launching mobile scaffolding.

Ateliers de Constructions Mécaniques de Vevey SA pre-
sented a mixed solution, with steel girders and prestres-
sed reinforced concrete deck. Finally, the Grignoli and 
Martinola offces designed a single arch structure with a 
variable cross section with a span of 306 metres, which 
Tami rated highly.

Given the notable dimensions of the undertaking, at the 
conclusion of its work, the jury decided to divide the final 
design of the structures of San Pellegrino and Biaschina 
into two distinct lots, entrusting the design section of the 
National Roads Offce with the task of coordinating the 
project. Studio Guzzi SA, classified first, was commissio-
ned to draft the project for the Biaschina Viaduct. Its com-
petition proposal was favoured, in addition to the choice 
of the effcient free-cantilever construction system, by the 
large span of 160 metres between the central piers. The 
Benicchio-Canonica-Ruprecht offce, classified second, 
was entrusted, in collaboration with the engineer Pozzi, 
with the design of the San Pellegrino Viaduct, characte-
rised, like the proposals presented by the other compe-
titors, by a box girder with ordinary spans resting on tall 
piers.

In the drafting of the detailed designs, the Guzzi SA off-
ce availed itself of the consultancy of Christian Menn for 

the complex wind testing of the structure in the labora-
tory of the Institut für Baustatik und Konstruktion of the 
ETH Zurich. The construction of the viaduct was then 
contracted out to a consortium of companies – the Con-
sorzio Viadotto della Biaschina – led by LGV, an offshoot 
of the Italian Lodigiani company already involved in Ticino 
in the construction of hydroelectric power stations in the 
Val Maggia.

With construction work beginning in the autumn of 1979, 
the work was completed by spring 1984. The structure 
was cast wholly in situ, with the exception of the metal de-
vices placed at the heads of the piers in correspondence 
with the supports. While the tall hollow piers were built 
with the aid of climbing formworks, the deck was con-
structed by being strikingly cantilevered out “into the void”. 
The construction technique of casting in situ remains cle-
arly legible in the shape of the structure characterised by 
the curvilinear intrados of the deck and the design of the 
variable corner reinforcements of the slender piers, in the 
figure of the slender pilasters.

The viaduct can be crossed in both directions along the 
stretch of the motorway between Giornico and Chig-
giogna together with the contiguous San Pellegrino 
Viaduct. It can be appreciated from the valley bottom 
with its impressive dimensions and structural and con-
structional details by driving up the hairpin bends of the 
St. Gotthard cantonal road and skirting the course of the 
Ticino on via Ticinetto. From the railway between Bodio 
and Lavorgo, in the shade of the imposing piers, one 
can also imagine, observing the structure in the land-
scape, also the setting of the fascinating arched solu-
tion, developed by the Grignoli and Martinola offce, whi-
ch remained unbuilt.



A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino I.INF.8.03

Biaschina Viaduct, general section (Archivio USTRA)

View of the model of the solution presented by the Grignoli and Martinola studio (from Rivista tecnica, 9 (1977), p. 27)

View of the model of the winning project (from Rivista tecnica, 9 (1977), p. 29)
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Photographs of the Biaschina Viaduct under construction, from the albums of Renato Colombi, 1983 (AdM, Fondo Renato Colombi)

Biaschina Viaduct, detail of the deck, detail from drawing 609/905 (Archivio USTRA)

Ilaria Giannetti, “Studio Guzzi with Christian Menn, Biaschina Viaduct, Chiasso-St. Gotthard Motorway”,
in N. Navone (ed.), A Historical-Critical Guide to 20th-Century Architecture in Canton Ticino, Vol. I,
Balerna: Archivio del Moderno, 2021, ISBN: 978-88-945457-1-5
https://www.ticino4580.ch/en/mappe#/Studio-Guzzi-with-Christian-Menn-Biaschina-Viaduct-Chiasso-St-Gotthard-Motorway
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