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Motorway architecture
Preservation challenges for the heritage of Italian large-scale
infrastructures

Architectures d’autoroutes. Enjeux de préservation pour le patrimoine des

grandes infrastructures en Italie

Verdiana Peron

 

Introduction

1 Motorway architecture is part of the continuously expanding concept of Italian cultural

heritage.  Nevertheless,  these  late  20th century  buildings  have  been  demolished  or

considerably modified due to commercial needs and changed normative requirements.

The refurbishment projects have repeatedly compromised the features and qualities of

these constructions,  thus betraying their  identity.  These design approaches are the

result of the absence of recognition of these buildings within the 20th century heritage.

The values of Modern Architecture remain frequently complex to assess, and thus to

share, because of the scarcity of knowledge and the lack of historical perspective. This

last  issue  makes  the  evaluation  of  the  cultural  values  of  these  buildings  at  the

institutional and operational level problematic.

2 Despite the heightened interest  in the research field of  preservation,  there is  some

evidence to suggest that 20th century heritage is being continually less considered and

less safeguarded by the Italian legislation1. The Codice dei beni culturali e del paesaggio

(Cultural heritage and landscape code) identifies diverse types of heritage which can be

protected through slightly different procedures.2 As for architectural heritage, the code

provides the protection of a building for its artistic or historical intrinsic value.3 In 2017

this law was partly modified4 extending the lapse of time between the construction of a

private building and the possibility for its Dichiarazione di interesse culturale (Declaration

of cultural interest) up to seventy years.5 The same regulation had already been applied

to public constructions. Moreover, listing procedures based on the assessment of an

artistic or historical value can only be carried out if the designer is no longer living.
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The  current  70-year  time  frame  was  justified  by  the  necessity  to  guarantee  an

appropriate perspective for a critical assessment of a building. Hence, late 20th century

architecture,  like almost all  motorway constructions,  is  not safeguarded by the law

despite what happens in most other countries6. However, the code also provides the

opportunity for protection based on the relational value, that is the connection to the

history and the culture of the nation.7 In this case, the significance of a building lies in

the  acknowledgment  of  its  testament  to  the  national  identity  rather  than  in  its

architectural quality. Although this procedure can be applied without any time frame

and  with  the  author  being  alive,  few  20th century  buildings  have  been  protected 8.

Moreover, the code was recently revised again. In September 2020, a law on digital

simplification and innovation established that, as for interventions on sports centres,

the need to guarantee their functionality takes precedence over their conservation.9

This law may cause the partial loss of great examples of sporting facilities built in the

20th century. As an example, the Stadio Artemio Franchi by Pier Luigi Nervi in Florence

run the risk of being demolished. In reaction, a petition has circulated for its protection

leading to the organisation of a design competition for its renovation and conservation.

The law may also be taken as a precedent to issue new regulations on other building

typologies,  thus  weakening  the  effectiveness  of  the  Codice  dei  beni  culturali  e  del

paesaggio10.  Besides  the  code,  20th century  heritage  may  be  protected  through  the

copyright  law.11 However,  the  aim  of  this  procedure  is  only  to  defend  the  private

interests of the author rather than safeguarding the building in itself.12

3 This essay aims to contribute to the growing area of research on highway architecture13

by exploring public policies and procedures regarding refurbishment interventions on

relevant late 20th-century motorway restaurants. The research uses a qualitative case

study approach to investigate the connection between the acknowledgment of their

cultural value and the resulting operational practices. The study provides an overview

of  the  role  played in  such  renovation  projects  by  stakeholders,  professionals,

authorities, and the community. The lack of protection by the Ministero della cultura

(Ministry of culture, abbreviated as ‘MIC’) has caused a considerable loss of the original

materials of the buildings. In addition, it has led to the complete modification of the

constructions,  and in so doing,  betrayed their  former architectural  concept.  Hence,

future  research  should  define  an  innovative  approach  towards  the  preservation  of

these futuristic buildings and structures, by managing both the requirements for their

contemporary use and conservation issues.

4 The paper first gives a summary of the history of motorway restaurants in Italy, by

highlighting  their  significance  within  the  late  20th century  Italian  architecture.  The

essay also reports the results of a study by the author which compared the original

features of these buildings with their current state. The section has been then divided

into three subsections aimed at examining three different case studies [fig. 1]. The first

subsection deals with the interventions carried out on the highway service building in

Novara (A4 motorway, Piedmont). In the second subsection, the refurbishment project

on  the  rest-stop  in  Soave  (A4  motorway,  Verona,  Veneto)  is  described.  The  third

subsection  presents  the  reconstruction  of  the  motorway  restaurant  in  Lainate  (A8

motorway,  Milan,  Lombardy).  Finally,  in the conclusions,  the paper summarises the

main research findings and offers proposals for further research.
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Figure 1

Italian motorway network. Selected case studies, 2020.

© Verdiana Peron.

 

Motorway restaurants in Italy. Players involved in
renovation interventions

5 The creation of a motorway network (1955-1975) was one of the crucial issues of the

Italian  post-war  reconstruction.  The  infrastructural  plan  aimed  to  profoundly

modernise  the  country  by  boosting  its  socio-economic  development.  Motorways

contributed  to  the  national  unification  and  to  the  establishment  of  a  new  Italian

identity.14 Highway engineers and architects used their construction as an occasion to

experiment with new bold design solutions.15 These projects became a driving force and

an  innovating  factor  for  the  subsequent  productive  and  executive  processes.  Well-

known Italian architects and engineers, such as Melchiorre Bega, Angelo Bianchetti,

Costantino Dardi, and Pier Luigi Nervi, challenged themselves with the creation and

development of new modern architectural typologies, like petrol stations, rest stops

and  motels.  However,  one  of  the  distinguishing  aspects  of  the  Italian  motorway

architecture  was  the  conception  of  highway  service  chains.  Service  chains  were  a

feature of the American highways, whereas rest-stops in Europe were constructed with

diverse architectural languages and were usually run by different restaurateurs. Mario

Pavesi (1909-1990), one of the most enlightened confectionary industrialists, was the

first  to  envisage  a  highway  service  chain  in  Italy.  His  restaurants  built  along  the

motorway were called autogrill16 with reference to the American highway grill  rooms.

The  Italian  buildings  were  designed  with  increasingly  cutting-edge  technology  and

advertising.17 The most distinguished rest-stop typology was the bridge-restaurant. It
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was conceived as an overhead structure which spanned the carriageway in order to be

accessible  from  each  side  of  the  toll  road.  Autogrill  (1958-1972)  evolved  to  become

remarkable emblems of faith in progress, avant-garde, and Italian style.  Hence, these

innovative  motorway  restaurants  inspired  similar  buildings  in  the  international

context.

6 The current study by the author offers some important insights into the understanding

of what remains of this important past. Through archival and historical research, the

original features of these autogrill are being compared with their current situation. The

majority of the buildings have been demolished. The remaining motorway restaurants

have been largely modified, but some of them are still identifiable, although they have

been  subject  to  interventions  of  renovation.  Few  motorway  restaurants  or  petrol

stations have been considered in national  or regional  censuses of  relevant late 20th

century architecture.18 Only the motorway restaurant in Ronco Scrivia (A7 motorway,

Genoa, Liguria) by Angelo Bianchetti [fig. 2a] and the highway petrol station in Mestre

by Costantino Dardi (A57 motorway, Venice, Veneto) [fig. 2b] have been protected by

the code.19 The interventions on the other toll way service buildings have thus been

mainly regulated only by the Testo  unico  delle  disposizioni  legislative  e  regolamentari  in

materia edilizia (Law on building matter)20, without the need for approval by the MIC.

The renovation projects have been carried out with no aim of preservation, and they

have  therefore  considerably  altered  the  main  features  of  the  original  restaurants

causing the loss of most of the original materials and elements.21 The following case

studies have been selected to identify the main preservation and conservation issues

for these buildings. These three rest-stops were all designed by Angelo Bianchetti for

Pavesi company.  Each  identifies  the  position  of  a  specific  player  (companies,

professionals,  public  authorities,  community)  involved  in  the  processes  of  their

renovation.

 
Figure 2

The autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Ronco Scrivia, 2018 (a) and the petrol station by Costantino Dardi
in Mestre (Italy), 2021 (b).

© Emanuele Piccardo / Atlante Architettura Contemporanea, Ministero della Cultura © Verdiana
Peron.
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The project: managing companies and designers. Autogrill in Novara

7 The  bridge-restaurant  in  Novara  was  constructed  in  1962  and  replaced  the  first

motorway  rest-stop  built  in  Italy  (1947).  In  2017  Chef  Express,  the  current  catering

company, engaged Massimo Iosa Ghini for its renovation.22 The main structure has been

enclosed by a silver fir shell. A key aspect of the project was the use of vegetation to

improve the aesthetics of the terraces and of the lateral entrances. The interiors and

the  furniture  have  been  totally  changed  to  offer  diverse  food  or  retail  services,

responding to different types of demands.

8 The analysis of the case study demonstrates how the takeover of the bridge-restaurant

was particularly significant for the storytelling in the marketing of Chef Express, since

the first autogrill was built in Novara. This occasion was interpreted as an opportunity

to connect the past and the future. The company aims at turning its autogrill into new

symbols of economic growth, like Pavesi did during the years of the post-war economic

boom. Hence, Chef Express decided to make the building the first of a new generation of

rest-stops. The area was thus named ‘Number 1’. Motorway service areas have been

either  enjoyed  or  despised  over  time.  In  contrast  to  previous  times  when  these

buildings  were  mere  crossing  points,  travellers  nowadays  demand  high-quality

services. Even though their initial use remains, the way of travelling and eating has

transformed alongside habits and lifestyles. Market liberalisation has led to the need to

diversify  and  expand  the  companies’  products  in  order  to  be  preferred  over  their

competitors.

9 This  example is  crucial  in  highlighting how the reconsideration of  the relationship

between catering companies and travellers is a matter of architecture and may entail

radical  renovations.  In  Novara,  the  interiors  had  already  been  compromised  by

previous interventions. Massimo Iosa Ghini considered them to be a blank space. Since

the company offers a huge variety of products, he designed a sober architectural layout

where the signs of the different food and retail areas could be easily recognisable [fig.

3b]. The atmosphere is therefore completely different from that proposed by Angelo

Bianchetti in the 60s, when the materials were chosen for their expressive qualities [fig.

3a].
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Figure 3

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Novara (Italy). Interiors in the 1960s, Pavesi postcard from J.J.
Bianchetti Archive / Como (a) and in 2020 (b).

© Unknown photographer © Verdiana Peron.

10 In the absence of protection by the MIC, corporate image needs took precedence over

conservation  issues.  The  architect  affirmed  that  if  the  use  of  the  building  was

unchanged, the designer had to “evolve” this construction through its regeneration.

Hence, the renovation was regarded as the possibility for an “evolution”, and thus an

improvement, of the former rest-stop. This aspect is even more evident when analysing

the  exteriors.  Since  customers  are now  attracted  by  features  linked  to  well-being,

comfort and sustainability, storytelling in their marketing promoted the adoption and

display of energy efficiency systems. After the fire in 1984, the façades were restored

considering their original features [fig. 4a] which had been a landmark until recently.23

Iosa Ghini decided instead to operate in discontinuity with the past. The adoption of

the new shell was his strategy both to hide thermal systems and insulation and to show

the energy saving intent of his project [fig. 4b]. In a recent interview24, he expressed

how even this passive sustainable design is a social issue. The aim of the project was not

only to reduce the amount of energy required, but also to decrease the rate of carbon

footprint.  Low-carbon  footprint  products  have  thus  been  adopted  to  decrease  the

impact of the interventions on the environment. Despite a general attachment to the

original  design,  energy  savings  took  precedence  over  heritage  preservation.  This

intervention has led to a profound distortion of the former features of the building and

to the complete loss of the identity of the rest-stop.25 Unfortunately, this energy-saving

design is  likely to be adopted for all  the next refurbishment projects  on motorway

restaurants managed by Chef Express.
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Figure 4

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Novara, Italy, in the 1960s, Pavesi postcard from J.J. Bianchetti
Archive / Como (a) and in 2020, after the refurbishment by Massimo Iosa Ghini (b). The new shell
hides the original concrete structure. 

© Unknown photographer © Verdiana Peron.

 

The project approval: public authorities. Autogrill in Soave

11 The renovation project of the bridge-restaurant in Soave, designed in 1969 and named

‘Scaligera’, was conceived in 2020 by Autogrill S.p.a., the most famous Italian motorway

service company, with the Design for all fundamentals in mind. Interiors were planned

to make the different areas easily identifiable and enjoyable. The two lateral pavilions

were extended and modified to accommodate changed standards for both utility spaces

and customers’  services,  such as  sanitary  premises,  shops  and bars.  Two escalators

were placed inside the lateral buildings to make access to the upper floor easier. This

design choice entailed the partial demolition of the main façade and of the roofs. The

overhead  structure  was  refurbished.  Finishes  and  plant  systems  were  totally

substituted. The fronts were completely revised. The bridge-restaurant was enclosed

with a new shell made of perforated aluminum tiles. In the lateral pavilions, most of the

glass windows were replaced by a new wall to allow the arrangement of the shelves of

the ground-floor markets. Finally, two concrete walls were added at the extremities of

the supports of the bridge, to comply with updated seismic requirements.

12 This case study could demonstrate how the multiplicity of authorities involved in the

project  approval  does  not  guarantee  a  different  outcome  in  the  refurbishment

interventions on these buildings. As for ‘Scaligera’, the process did not include the MIC

since  the  site  is  not  protected  by  the  code.  However,  the  building  permit  was

authorised by the city council, instead of the director of the municipal office in charge,
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because it would not have complied with the current city planning regulations.26 Hence,

all the documents referring to the intervention and discussed during the assembly are

freely accessible on the website of  the municipality.27 Due to the complexity of  the

project,  the  municipality  had  to  involve  lots  of  other  authorities  before  the  final

approval.28 Since  there  were  not  any constraints  set  by  the  code,  preservation and

conservation issues were left undiscussed. In the minutes of the city council meeting,

the expansion and restyling, as they called it, is instead seen as a catalyst for the local

manufacturing  activities.  The  assembly  recognised  the  crucial  role  played  by  this

project  for  the  development  of  the  local  community’s  economy.  However,  the

renovation of this building did not have a wide appeal with the general public. The

project was thus not promoted by either local or national newspapers nor architectural

journals. In addition, it did not receive any public praise or criticism.

13 The project of restyling and expansion [fig. 5b] has seriously compromised the features

of  Bianchetti’s  design  and  caused  the  loss  of  original  building  materials  and

components  [fig.  5a].  Before  recent  interventions,  the  state  of  decay  of  some

architectural  elements  was  noticeable.  However,  despite  some  modifications,  the

original aspect of the building was still well recognisable.29 As for the lateral pavilions,

the former façades were mainly characterised by the presence of two levels of glass

windows placed at different depths [fig. 6a]. This configuration allowed a unique play of

shadows and reflections. In addition, the glazing permitted viewing of the interiors.

Indoor and outdoor spaces were thus fluidly connected. Finally, four lanterns enriched

the top of the buildings, as acroteria of the modernity. The recent project did not take

into  consideration  these  distinguishing  characteristics  of  Bianchetti’s  design.

Moreover,  the current  modified lateral  façades lack architectural  qualities  [fig.  6b].

Their dark grey painted plaster only displays the sustainability of the renovation, an

aspect which was likewise fundamental for the project in Novara. Furthermore, the

lanterns were eventually not preserved.
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Figure 5

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Soave, Italy. North-east side in January 2020, during the interventions
(a) and in 2021, after the refurbishment and the expansion (b). The recent intervention caused the loss
of original building materials and components.

© Verdiana Peron.
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Figure 6

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Soave, Italy. North-west side in the 1960s, photo from J.J. Bianchetti
Archive / Como (a) and in 2021, after the refurbishment and the expansion (b). The lateral pavilions
were considerably transformed and lack architectural qualities.

© Unknown photographer © Verdiana Peron.

14 A certain degree of transformation is acceptable in motorway buildings. It is within

their very nature to host ever-evolving functions with requirements which change over

time. However,  the new shell  was designed in total  discontinuity with the previous

features  of  the  building,  as  with  the  autogrill in  Novara.  The  former  fronts  were

tripartite [fig. 7a]. The two extremities featured narrow windows and a metal cladding

with half  pilasters.  The overhead building was  held  up by two concrete  transverse

walls, displaying a polyhedral shape on the façades, as if they were embedded in the

bridge structure. As with the windows of the lateral pavilions, the inclined surfaces

enabled a sort of  play of shadows. In addition,  these walls  were detached from the

lateral pavilions to allow the view of the landscape behind. The new project completely

betrayed the tripartition of the former façade [fig. 7b]. Moreover, the previous cladding

was regrettably removed [fig. 5a]. The new concrete walls, designed to meet the seismic

safety requirements, were built between the supports and the lateral pavilions [fig. 8b].

These new walls  were placed exactly in line with the polyhedral  extremities of  the

supports, thus completely distorting the original perception of the structural elements.

A sketch by Angelo Bianchetti [fig. 8a] shows how these polyhedral walls were one of

the  distinguishing  features  of  his  design,  even  if  it  represents  a  slightly  different

proposal  from  what  was  eventually  constructed.  Nevertheless,  the  new  shell  has

unfortunately concealed these peculiar supports, along with the former façade.
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Figure 7

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Soave, Italy, in the 1960s, Pavesi postcard from J.J. Bianchetti Archive
/ Como (a) and in 2021, after the refurbishment (b). The main façade is hidden by the new shell. Two
escalators were placed to access to the upper floor easier. 

© Unknown photographer © Verdiana Peron.
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Figure 8

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Soave, Italy, detail of the polyhedral concrete supports. Sketch by the
architect, 1960s, photo from J.J. Bianchetti Archive / Como (a), and current state, 2021, after the
refurbishment (b). The supports are hidden by the new shell and enclosed by concrete walls. 

© Angelo Bianchetti © Verdiana Peron.

 

The resonance of the interventions: press and community. Autogrill

in Lainate

15 The last case study concerns the recent reconstruction of the autogrill in Lainate service

area,  named  ‘Villoresi  Ovest’  and  designed  in  1958.  After  the  construction,  it  had

quickly become an Italian icon in the international context because of its publication in

Life  International magazine  in  1960.  The  refurbishment  devised  in  2020  by  Andrea

Langhi, was based on energy efficiency requirements30. It entailed the demolition [fig.

9b]  and  subsequent  reconstruction  of  the  restaurant  pavilion  [fig.  9c].  The  steel

structure was replaced by a new one. The glazing, which had already been changed in

recent times, was substituted with new insulated glass window frames with UV filter

films.31 Regarding the exteriors, the project included conservation interventions for the

overhead steel structure, which was the key feature of the original building [fig. 9a].
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Figure 9

Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Lainate, Italy, in the 1960s, photo from J.J. Bianchetti Archive / Como
(a), after the demolition in 2020, photo taken from https://bit.ly/3I2hmav (b), and current state (2021)
(c). The steel overhead structure has been preserved. 

© Unknown photographer © Urbanfile © Verdiana Peron.

16 In addition to the reconstruction of the building, the new project interpreted the layout

of the interiors in a diametrically opposite way compared to the previous situation. The

crystal chandelier placed in the centre of the pavilion was an important characteristic

of the original project of the rest-stop [fig. 10a]. It lit up the bar counter until recently,

and the eating area was situated around it.32 Along with the external structure, the

company decided to preserve and restore the chandelier as the symbol of the motorway

restaurant, but the positions of the bar and of the eating area were inverted [fig. 10b].

The interiors were designed with particular attention to sustainability and innovation,

like in the previous case studies. Pavements were designed with Active Ceramic tiles,

which prevent biofilm formations, whereas the furniture was made of WASCOFFEE®, an

eco-friendly material patented by Autogrill S.p.a company and developed from the waste

of coffee sold in the restaurants of the chain.33 

Figure 10
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Autogrill by Angelo Bianchetti in Lainate, Italy. Interiors in the 1960s, photo from J.J. Bianchetti Archive
/ Como (a) and in 2021, after the reconstruction of the building (b). The positions of bar and eating
area have been inverted.

© Unknown photographer © Verdiana Peron.

17 The  rest-stop  was  partially  dismantled  although  it  was  the  most  documented  and

appreciated  building  among  the  earlier  motorway  restaurants.  The  Italian  journal

Domus reported how the service area was «the most iconic service stations of the Italian

economic boom period» and a remnant «of a futuristic manifesto for architecture».34

The online site Exibart heavily condemned the demolition of the building, reminding us

that  it  was a  symbol  of  the spirit  of  that  age,  when people were fascinated by the

futuristic  theme,  and  thus  by  the  journey  by  car  and  its  rest-stops,  because  it

represented  fast-growing  progress.35 Moreover,  it  was  one  of  the  emblems  «of  the

promise of social prosperity» and the image of the Italian gamble on motorways for a

better future. Therefore, the site stated that the tangible symbol of that history was

definitively lost and only its memory was remaining.36 

18 The research on this intervention points out that recent positive media attention given

to  interventions  on  motorway  heritage  could  be  a  further  source  of  risk  for  the

buildings which will refurbished in the future. «The most photographed autogrill in the

world has come back, the most instagrammable ever», proclaimed the Autogrill S.p.a.

company.37 As it can be observed, the advertising statement stressed the importance of

the  image  and  its  role  in  the  narrative  of  the  interventions.  Furthermore,  the

newspaper MilanoToday commented that the building was «reborn» with «the same»,

«identical» shape (MilanoToday 2020a).38 These two examples evidence the common

feeling  that  since  the  image  of  the  building  was  given back,  also  the  building  was

considered to have come back, even if  its original materiality has been lost.  Hence,

although the rest-stop was reproduced even with very different materials and elements

from the original ones, local and national press as well as the community have greatly
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welcomed the intervention. However, the examination of specific words in the press

and social  networks,  shows that there has been a broad misunderstanding. Autogrill

S.p.a. presented its intervention by asking people if Bianchetti’s «iconic geometry» of

the «legendary» autogrill was  recognisable  and pledging it  had come back with the

«original  1958  design».39 In  reality,  the  new  design  recalls  Bianchetti’s  one,  but  it

cannot be considered original in any way. In addition, the aforementioned MilanoToday

newspaper  described  the  intervention  as  a  ricostruzione  conservativa (preservative

reconstruction) « […] in full respect of the original design of the building, with a slight

aesthetic  reinterpretation».40 Nevertheless,  it  is  a  contradiction  in  terms  since  an

intervention of reconstruction cannot be regarded as preservative by any means. This

is even more contradictory if there has been a reinterpretation of the original design. 

19 The  Corriere  della  Sera coupled  two  different  concepts  of  the  project,  that  of

conservation  and  energy-saving  improvements,  which  could  be  regarded  as

antithetical. The ancient chandelier is «shining again», but the current essence of the

building is «green».41 The compliance to the current energy efficiency requirements

was a common theme in both the press and the storytelling of the company. Autogrill

stressed the importance of the renovation «to keep up with the times» and so the need

for a «great attention to sustainability».42

20 Finally,  the  company  recalled  how  Pavesi’s  building  was  a  symbol  of  rebirth  and

modernity  of  the  country.  For  this  reason,  it  named  the  rest-stop  ‘Autogrill  1958’.

Similarly to the rest-stop in Novara run by Chef Express, Autogrill S.p.a. company used

this glorious past as the main theme of its narration. The hope is that the renovated

building could represent «a symbolic bridge between past and future, a tangible signal

of the will to restart of Italy».43 The corporation, as well as the community, believes

that the reconstruction of this monument is a ray of hope, given the period of crisis due

to Covid-19.

 

Preserving motorway architecture

21 The  present  study  was  designed  to  explore  the  connection  between  the

acknowledgment of the cultural value of motorway architecture, and the subsequent

operational practices. The research demonstrates how these exemplary symbols which

once heralded the future are today a heritage in danger, because of the lack of legal

protection.  Moreover,  this  heritage  may  be  considered  a  “manifesto  of

misunderstanding”. The current incomprehension of the identity of these buildings is a

harbinger  of  their  loss.  Hence,  even  if  they  pose  significant  problems  because  of

material decay, they run the risk of disappearing mainly because the current projects

respond only  to  communicative  and regulatory  requirements  and do  not  take  into

account  the  identity  and qualities  of  such heritage.  These  buildings  are  considered

obsolete due to their aesthetics and their energy performances. «Increasingly stringent

requirements  have  rendered  many  buildings  from  the  modern  era  outdated  and

obsolete  –  even  if  they  are  still  performing  well  according  to  their  original

specifications. This leaves the way open for demolition44 […]». The essay thus portrays

how the current ecological, economic, and social transition is playing a decisive role in

these recurrent interventions. For this reason, research contributing to strategies for

the preservation of such heritage seems even more crucial.
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22 Preserving  motorway  architecture  means  preserving  a  design  innovation,  resulting

from  the  focus  of  the  modern  era  on  travelling.  These  constructions  left  us  an

intangible  heritage,  that  is  an  ambition  of  modernity  which  is  still  present  and

powerful.  Although the current study is  based on a small  sample of case studies,  it

suggests  that  the  relational  value of  these  buildings  has  become  increasingly

acknowledged  by  both  the  community  and  the  managing  companies.  Chef  Express

corporation declared that the aim of its refurbishment in Novara was «to give again to

this place the importance it deserves in the minds of the travellers […] and to bring it to

the future without distorting its historical value».45 In reality, the recognition of the

cultural values of these buildings currently concerns only intangible aspects,  rather

than the qualities of their design and materials (intrinsic value). Motorway heritage

therefore  has  to  tackle  both  the  risk  of  threatening  distortions  and  that  of  total

reproductions.  These kinds of interventions reflect a countertrend compared to the

cautious  approaches  identified  in  the  Icomos  Madrid-New  Delhi  document  on

conservation of the 20th century cultural heritage (2017). The cultural significance of

these  pioneer  buildings  has  only  been  partially  recognised  only  as  a  means  of

enhancing the current marketing proposals of the companies.

23 The recognition of the significance of the highway landscape «leads us to appreciate

the need for a project that will safeguard and give our heritage of road architecture the

value it deserves»46. In order to promote carefully-considered interventions on these

buildings,  further  studies  should  explore  their  intrinsic  values,  by  broadening

knowledge  of  their  design  and  transformation  processes  and  by  identifying  the

qualities to be preserved. Hence, the preservation strategy for motorway architecture

starts from the research and the dissemination of its cultural values.
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ABSTRACTS

Nowadays, the facilities of large-scale infrastructures are subject to unprecedented preservation

challenges. The protection of these buildings needs an innovative approach. This will be possible

through  the  establishment  of  new  public  policies  which  acknowledge  them  within  the  20th-

century  cultural  heritage.  In  this  field,  the  Italian  motorway  service  chain  was  a  unique

experience in Europe. It was an emblem of a new post-war national identity as well as a symbol of

architectural  and  engineering  experimentation.  These  buildings  (1958-1972)  are  currently

threatened by invasive interventions caused by the non-recognition of their cultural value. The

current  study  by  the  author  is  comparing,  for  the  first  time,  the  original  features  of  the

motorway  restaurants  with  the  current  situation.  The  majority  of  the  buildings  have  been

demolished or significantly altered. The paper examines three case studies of great interest: the

rest-stops in Novara, Soave, and Lainate. The essay highlights the link between recognition of the

cultural  value  and  subsequent  operational  practices,  and  also  discusses  the  positions  of  the

stakeholders. Moreover, the essay provides new insights into the stance of public policies and

preservation  procedures.  The  connection  between  knowledge  and  enhancement  of  these

buildings is the key point of the research. Its final aim is to give theoretical tools and methods to

guide future interventions on such heritage.

Les  installations  des  grandes  infrastructures  sont  aujourd’hui  soumises  à  des  défis  de

préservation  sans  précédent.  Leur  sauvegarde  nécessite  une  approche  innovante  que  rend

possible  la  mise  en place  de  nouvelles  politiques  publiques  qui  les  reconnaissent  au sein du

patrimoine culturel du XXe siècle. Dans ce domaine, la chaîne de services autoroutiers italienne a

constitué  une  expérience  unique  en  Europe.  Elle  a  été  l’emblème  d’une  nouvelle  identité

nationale d’après-guerre ainsi qu’un symbole d’expérimentation architecturale et d’ingénierie.

Ces bâtiments (1958-1972) sont actuellement menacés par des interventions invasives dues à la

non-reconnaissance de leur valeur culturelle.  Cette étude compare, pour la première fois,  les

caractéristiques originales des restaurants autoroutiers avec la situation actuelle. La majorité des

bâtiments ont été démolis ou considérablement modifiés. L’article examine trois études de cas de

grand intérêt : les haltes routières de Novara, Soave et Lainate. L’essai met en évidence le lien

entre la reconnaissance de la valeur culturelle et les pratiques opérationnelles ultérieures, et

discute  également  des  positions  des  parties  prenantes.  En  outre,  l’essai  fournit  de  nouvelles

perspectives sur la position des politiques publiques et des procédures de préservation. Le lien

entre la connaissance et la valorisation de ces bâtiments est le point clé de la recherche. Son
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objectif final est de donner des outils théoriques et des méthodes pour guider les interventions

futures sur ce patrimoine.
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Mots-clés: resto-route, architecture d’autoroute, infrastructures, patrimoine du XXe siècle,

politiques de préservation, Italie
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