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SUPERARCHITECTURE
Archizoom and Superstudio

The exhibition “Superarchitecture”, was held on December, 4 1966 at Jolly 2 gallery in Pistoia, set up by Archizoom and Superstudio. The installation represents one of the founding moment in Italian Radical Design, a movement that managed to link Pop art suggestion with the dynamics of mass production, contaminating everything with a parodist vein made explicit in its manifesto: “Superarchitecture is the architecture of superproduction, of superconsumption, of superinduction to consumption, of superman, of super gasoline”.

The two groups, breeding in the generational turmoil at the Faculty of Architecture in Florence, developed in the following years a significant production that combined the creation of design objects and the theorization of urban projects, especially No-Stop City (Archizoom Associati, 1969) and Monumento Continuo / Continuous Monument (Superstudio, 1969).

Today the exhibit is presented to the public again, in a faithful setting curated by Centro Studi Poltronova on the occasion of the company 50 years anniversary. Its freshness and innovative drive are still the same that once set the course for the new Italian design. “Escapist” design it is not a mere creative divertissement, but a tool to demolish some of the cultural and social expectations related to production, whilst inferring them an emotional potential which becomes poetic license in action.
The furniture prototypes represent a new design conception, not just a paradigmatic function belonging to man/material interaction, but a category asserting a world vision that can be modified through new forms. From this assumption derives a use of color and out-of-scale dimensions indicating a conceptually new approach to the definition of one’s professional and creative role. What is radical here is the very idea of subverting rules previously acquired, redefining the theoretical fundaments of design.
Archizoom showed a clear willingness to detach itself from traditional design by embracing an unconventional perspective, elevating the object to a fetish status and using kitsch to express an aesthetic and ideological protest. 

Superstudio supported a new architecture based on the rejection of the impositions of production in favor of a dreamlike, symbolic value, ideologically integrated in the environment.
In 1973 Archizoom and Superstudio founded, together with other groups - among which UFO, Pettena and 9999 - Global Tools,  a “permanent laboratory of collective creativity”. In the Eighties some exponents of Radical Design took part in the creation of Alchimia and Memphis, encountering a vast and diffused appreciation. 
From a today’s perspective, the creative season which started with “Superarchitecture” anticipated some of the counterculture issues of the late Sixties, sharing many of its common themes: irony, break-up from tradition, the collective, the power of imagination.
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FLOODING MEMORIES

On the night between 3rd and 4th November 1966 the river Arno, reminiscent of that pagan tradition assigning rivers godlike eccentricity and fury, decided to overflow its bed in a fit of rage, covering the valley from head to mouth in mud, sludge and fuel from the domestic burners tanks. Florence thus became a flooded city.

Till then, “flooded” was a term commonly used for the Polesine valleys
 which, every other year, were subjected to this fate; the rest of Italy was made aware of the fact only by the slight increase applied by the Government to the price of movie tickets and petrol, which had recently turned “super”.
Images of small villages floating over majestic pools, still and motionless like crystal mirrors, slight ripples created by the boats of the rescuers and the evacuated families, were shown by newsreels in movie theatres and in scenes from the popular Peppone and Don Camillo movies, set in anonymous villages of the river Po Lower Valley.
But a river, as mighty as the Amazon, crossing abruptly a city, and a city like Florence: this was a thing nobody has witnessed, at least nobody who could tell, since the chronicles warned that the extraordinary event occurred regularly every hundred years.

A small group of citizens living on the hill, waking up early, witnessed the sight with bewilderment from piazzale Michelangelo, under a pouring rain, which added water to water.
When the waters withdrew like the biblical Red Sea, the people of Florence who had retreated to the first floor – the luckiest – or on the third floor and on the roof – the less fortunate – could go back down the streets where the river had given proof of its creativity quoting all the contemporary avant-garde currents, with an incredible performance pasted in mud, car wrecks and any other kind of waste.
The citizens of Florence were just as creative: along with the first useless shoveling to get rid of the mephitic slime, there came signs on shops muddy windows – the soiled goods heaped in front, on the street – signs trying to tone down the rage and desperation with sarcastic jokes: “Everything must go”, “Alluvio, the deluge fish” (on a glass jar with a small fish swimming in the dirty Arno water) and so on. 
The “Superarchitecture” exhibit was originally thought of, planned and set up in this human and urban landscape, and opened not by chance just a month later, in Pistoia, a city which, because of the geography of the area, had not been swept by the frenzy of the Arno river, which runs deeply set in a appropriately distant valley.
The main characters of this enterprise, aged between 20 and 27 years old, “young adults” by the standard of the time, were immersed in the atmosphere and extraordinary emotions of a city living an extraordinary experience itself, as Arata Isozaki
 later wrote, finding a link between the two events, certainly thanks to his Eastern keen perception to the psychological threads of the genius loci.
 “Superarchitecture” was displayed on Jolly 2 art gallery, on number seventeen of via san Bartolomeo, a two-room basement reachable through a steep flight of stairs directly from the street above. The place was run by mister Nerozzi, aka “Puppino”, a nice fishmonger who used to meet artists directly at the market, behind his stall full of sunfish and squids. All the new generation of young pop artists in Pistoia – back then bursting with budding talents – passed under his scrutiny. A bottle-neck entry, to divert the visitor from the modesty of the place, had been decorated with clouds and sunrays coming from a narrow opening in which a wavy-striped prism bearing the Superarchitecture logo was inserted in a squared frame.
Past the alley, visitors were met by a host of objects built and painted by the protagonists in a 2 weeks’ frenzy: a chaise-longue, a loudspeaker cabled to an improbable record-player box, a drawer with lit decorations, a cubic container, two undulated seats which, from opposite sides, entirely filled the second room and a set of cardboard flowers cut through at different angles and vividly colored.

Supersonik, Per Aspera, La mucca, Superonda were the names given per chance or on purpose to some of the objects displayed; not all had been made for the occasion, some were from others intentions and occasions but all stemmed from the same explosive mixture of improvisation, juvenile non-conformism, irony, playfulness, critical sense and knowledge of the current times.

Forty years after that event full of originality and water, in times which, for an ironic twist, witness a chronic shortage of water, but hopefully not of originality, Centro Studi Poltronova has reproduced  at the Galleria Carla Sozzani in Milano the “Superarchitecture” exhibit of Pistoia. There are only a few documents left, and neither blueprints nor scale drawings, because many objects were sketched to the life; the  only help came from black and white photographs and color slides, and from the protagonists’ reminiscences, unfortunately not so useful to obtain definite measures and proportions of the objects displayed.
We have used photogrammetric techniques for reconstruction, working on the pictures and deriving measure from reliable details, such as floor tiles on which objects stood and  other useful particulars.
In making the objects we used artisanal techniques and young workforce to keep alive the spirit of those recently graduated “young adults”, rich in ideas and initiative but surely lacking experience and technological know-how, confiding that fresh youth inexperience and future expectations, the salt of 1966 Superarchitecture, may still be found in 2007 Superarchitecture.
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POLTRONOVA: 50 YEARS OF HISTORY
Ettore Sottsass Junior, Gae Aulenti, Elena and Massimo Vignelli, 

Giovanni Michelucci, Paolo Portoghesi, Angelo Mangiarotti, 

Archizoom, Superstudio, Hans Hollein, 

Prospero Rasulo, Ron Arad, Nigel Coates…
These names all belong to a story, a very long one, starting from the late Fifties and continuing to this day: the story of Poltronova. 

This story begins in the Tuscan countryside, where you don’t arrive by chance but by decision, following a winding road through fields and villages. It is a story born out of enthusiasm and chance encounters among uncommon characters. 
Founded in 1957, the company soon developed a leading image thanks to the creative direction of Ettore Sottsass, a quite unique figure of designer, architect, ceramist and intellectual, who fathered more than 50 projects in a 15-years work for Poltronova. 
To interior design Sottsass brought his use of color, and an alphabet of new materials and new measures, like in his Superbox project: wardrobes with a large stand, covered in striped plastic-laminated board like road signs and petrol stations.
Soon, Sottsass’s creativity met the two new radical groups, Archizoom and Superstudio, that in 1966 in Pistoia had set up “Superarchitecture”, an exhibit-manifesto for Italian Radical Design. From the prototypes displayed, made of wood and cardboard, will derive the sofa Superonda by Archizoom, made of polyurethane foam – an early example of destructured furniture, opening up to new ways of living the domestic environment – and Passiflora and Gherpe lamps by Superstudio, pop items in colour plastic. 
Riding the wave of the Sixties’ visionary creativity, Poltronova hosted in his headquarter, among hills and vineyards, memorable events such as Allen Ginsberg’s poetry reading, which drew crowds of young people who wanted to see one of the heroes of the beat generation reading his poems…
In this atmosphere of great intellectual liveliness, other important pieces of furniture are produced: Mies armchair, Safari sofa and Sanremo lamp by Archizoom Associati, Sofo sofa and Luxor series by Superstudio, the Mobili Grigi by Ettore Sottsass.

Among collaborators of Poltronova there were Gae Aulenti, Giovanni Michelucci, Angelo Mangiarotti, Elena and Massimo Vignelli, Paolo Portoghesi: designers all representing different creative views. As well as artists: Max Ernst, Mario Ceroli, Gino Marotta, Ugo Nespolo and Gianni Ruffi. Having them together in the same catalogue is the originality and asset of this company: when design was still considered a product of a unitary culture, Poltronova catalogue was made of single pieces, strongly characterized, each with its own story to tell. 

When, in 1972, Emilio Ambasz organized “Italy: The New Domestic Landscape”, a large exhibit on Italian design at the New York MoMA, Poltronova took part with a selection of 11 pieces, making a huge impact and getting an international recognition. Pieces of furniture on display ranged from Ultrafragola mirror by Ettore Sottsass to Sgarsul swing by Gae Aulenti: quite diverse objects, but all acknowledged as bearing those qualities of innovation, originality or social critique that made Italian design such a unique and extraordinary phenomenon.

Poltronova is mainly a Tuscan company: stemming from a long and great artisanal tradition, which became its strength, it emerged as a place of research and experimentation of new forms, new materials, new languages.

Today, Poltronova catalogue offers timeless pieces, icons of Italian design worldwide, like  the ironic and bafflingly out-of-scale Joe boxing glove armchair, designed by De Pas, D’Urbino and Lomazzi in 1971 with innovative materials and technologies. 

Thanks to its leadership in innovative production and to the importance of past and present collaborators, Poltronova is a reference point for anyone interested in Italian design. 

In the last five years the company new owners have been collaborating with the protagonists of this story, to keep on representing together the contemporary world. 

In 2005 the Centro Studi Poltronova, a research and archivial center, was created: the company history and know-how has thus become a starting point for the creation of new scenarios. The Centro Studi also has a didactical vocation, working together with schools and Universities, to communicate the innovative way to design proper of Poltronova production. A major part of the Centro Studi is made by Poltronova Historical Archive, which hosts drawings, photographs, catalogues and blueprints from the very beginning of the company history to the present day. 
Today, to celebrate Poltronova 50th anniversary, we have decided to recreate the extraordinary  space of Superachitecture, a propeller of creative energy, born from the visionary talent of our dearest “wonder children” Archizoom and Superstudio.

Francesca Balena Arista
                                          Centro Studi Poltronova

Centro Studi Poltronova 

via P. Pratese 23 – Montale (PT)

Tel. 0574.718351- Fax 0574.711251

E-mail: poltronova@poltronova.it
Sito: http://www.poltronova.it
� Translated from “Superarchitettura” manifesto, Pistoia 1966 


� Polesine is a geographic area corresponding with the Province of Rovigo, in the north-east of Italy.


� “Space Design” n° 121, September 1974





