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The Erzelli hill, today the site of Genoa’s science and 
technology park, glittering with the headquarters of some of 
the world’s leading companies, was a blighted industrial estate 
and an open quarry in the early sixties.

Since the nineteenth century the western belt of Genoa, 
between Cornigliano, Pegli and Voltri, had been occupied by 
industry. In 1856 the Genoa-Voltri railway was opened and drove 
the area’s industrial development. In 1874 there were already 
twelve iron and steel mills adjacent to the machine shops and 
shipyards. What came to be called “Italy’s little Manchester” 
was growing up. Between 1916 and 1919 the plan for the 
construction of a new industrial port between Cornigliano and 
Sesti Ponente was financed and in the late thirties extensive 
land reclamation was undertaken in the sea to build the airport 
by excavating the Erzelli hill. 

On the hilltop, not far from Italsider, the mammoth steel 
mill at Cornigliano, Renzo Piano built his first experimental 
office in 1969. It was evidently his choice of a setting. 
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masters: Jean Prouvé, Zygmunt Makowski and Robert Le Ricolais, 
to name only a few.

Piano feels he belongs to industrial western Genoa and chose it as 

his Building Workshop’s new headquarters, Piano chose to leave 
the center of Genoa and return to the west, at Punta Nave near 
Vesima, not far from his birthplace at Pegli and the Erzelli hill.

On the hill, one beside the other, rose the premises of the 

buildings he designed during the years of his “prehistory”: a term 
coined by Renzo Piano himself to indicate the period of his youth, 

Photo 4_

 5                                                                     STORIES_1_www.fondazionerenzopiano.org



 6                                                                     STORIES_1_www.fondazionerenzopiano.org

experiments, fueling a taste for shaping pieces in sheet metal, steel 

small industrial plants or pavilions, assembled with his own hands 

principles of architecture through daily experience on the building 

As is well known, Renzo Piano was born into a family of builders. In 

building sites assiduously as a boy. 

management passed from his aging father to his elder brother 
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were commissioned by the Impresa Piano Ermanno, work Ermanno 
generously turned over to his younger brother even though 

machinery and workers on his building experiments.

The reason why Piano decided to set up his professional 

turn out prototypes of the pieces of the experimental buildings he 

board to the presses and machinery. 
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industrial component. It consisted of two volumes: the larger, 

of steel bars, a wall panel made of lightweight concrete and 

reinforced polyester for the roof.

easily handled by small teams of workers. The drilling of the 

2 meters and 1 meter high, supported both the side walls and the 
roof. The pyramids were transported and installed with a crane. 
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The prefabricated side curtain panel, triangular in form, was 

sandwiching a central layer of polyurethane foam. The panels, 
which could easily be replaced, were inserted into the grooves of 

north.

Yet Piano only occupied the building, so carefully designed 

concrete, and occupied as the company warehouse. Almost 
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conceived these structures as experiments and therefore inevitably 

behavior of structures and the correct use of materials that would 

real building just a few years later: the Centre Pompidou.
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Woodworking woodshop  - Fabbrica per la lavorazione del legno Ceranesi, 1965
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