
 
REHABEND 2016 

May 24-27, 2016. Burgos, Spain 
 

Euro-American Congress REHABEND 2016 1 
 

 

CÓDIGO: 3.6 

 
 

AN EXAMPLE OF GOOD HERITAGE PRACTICE IN MODERN BUILDINGS 
CONSERVATION 

 
Maddalena, Pisanu1; Paolo, Sanjust2;  

 
1: DICAAR (Department of Architecture, Environmental and Civil Engineering) 

University of Cagliari 
e-mail: pisanumaddalena@gmail.com  

 
2: DICAAR (Department of Architecture, Environmental and Civil Engineering) 

University of Cagliari 
e-mail: psanjust@unica.it, web: http://people.unica.it/paolosanjust/ 

 
KEYWORDS: Conservation of modern architecture; intervention criteria; post-war architecture; 
Tavolara Pavilion  
 
ABSTRACT 
 

Conservation of modern architecture poses great challenges to practitioners. In fact, it is not 
possible to apply established and codified theories and procedures, because of the innovative use of 
construction techniques and building materials. Every intervention need an ad hoc approach based 
on the peculiar features of that specific building. Therefore, every conservation project should be 
preceded by a “monographic” study of the building, depending on its relevance, but , unfortunately, 
this crucial phase is often disregarded. The paper will present the Tavolara Pavilion conservation 
as an example of a good heritage practice, thanks to a synergy between university and institutions. 

 
The Pavilion, built in 1956 as a place for arts and crafts temporary exhibitions, was included in 

the DARC (Direction for contemporary art and architecture) list of the most representative Italian 
post-war architectures. In 2003, the Ministry of Heritage and Cultural Activities, by means of the 
Sassari department responsible for the environment and historical buildings, financed a study of the 
Pavilion, in order to elaborate a series of guidelines for the conservation project. The research, 
presented in the book "Il Padiglione dell'Artigianato a Sassari, architettura e conservazione" (The 
Arts and Crafts Pavilion in Sassari, architecture and conservation), was guided by professor Poretti 
of the University of Tor Vergata (Rome).  The Sardinia Region prepared the preliminary project on 
the basis of this exhaustive survey and, following a public tender, the Pavilion was recently 
renovated.  

 
In particular, the paper will examine the conservation project and techniques, which respected 

the identity of the building, focusing on how the procedure described influenced the positive results 
of the project. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
The question of whether the preservation of modern architecture should require specific knowledge has 
been a subject of many debates in academia [1][2][3][4][5]. From a strictly theoretical point of view, it 
could be considered as a field within the wider discipline of architectural conservation. Actually, the 
approach towards a modern building requires specific tools and appropriate design strategies [6].  
Certainly, modern building conservation implies a deep understanding of the building peculiar features, 
as the new and innovative construction methods and materials do not allow the application of established 
and codified theories and practices. Therefore, every conservation intervention should be preceded by a 
deep study aiming at disclosing the material nature of the object [7]. Unfortunately, this crucial phase is 
often underestimated or even ignored. 
The paper will present the Tavolara Pavilion restoration as an example of how a good practice could 
lead to positive results, in fact a deepened research, conducted as a monographic study allowed the 
guidelines formulation which were decisive in the conservation project success.  
 
2.  TAVOLARA PAVILION 
 
The Handicraft Pavilion, today called Tavolara Pavilion, is one of the most important postwar 
architectures in Sardinia. It was devised by Sardinia Region, as a place for temporary exhibition, with 
the aim of reevaluating Sardinian handicraft. Ubaldo Badas, together with Eugenio Tavolara (for the 
works of art), received the commission in 1951, but the first available project dates back to 1953. The 
flexible typology is combined with interesting structural solutions and, at the same time, decorations 
and structure are integrated in a close connection. The Pavilion represents a synthesis of Badas work 
and research [8] as he applied there all his knowledge and experience about handicraft, involving in the 
project many artists such as Eugenio Tavolara, Gavino Tilocca, Emilia Palomba and Giuseppe Silecchia.  
Actually, the discussion about the relation between art and architecture was frequent in the architectural 
debate of the period, and it was common to include famous artist’ creations in important buildings. 
However, in this case, it is not mere decoration; in fact, it is the Pavilion itself to be conceived as a 
"piece of design". To use Villanueva words "there is a substantial difference between an integrating 
piece of work and an attempt at decoration. Decoration, in our times, is considered as a surface 
preparation, as something that is superimposed, and as such useless and even hostile for architectural 
purposes. On the other hand, integration is the product, not only of the understanding of the common 
proposal, but also of the necessary subordination between the common expressions. It is the creation of 
a new architectural-sculptural-pictorial organism, in which the smallest indecision is not noticed, in 
which no crack between the various expressions can be found. What is necessary of each of this plastic 
valuations must be irremediably evident [9, pag. 54].  
 
The Pavilion is organized in two distinct volumes: the exhibit hall and the workshops area. The first 
one, conceived also for conferences, is designed following a trapezoidal shape and it is characterized by 
a series of shaped pillars covered with white marble. It is directly connected (through a few steps) with 
the “hall of honor” that, despite the definition, it is not a particularly monumental or representative 
space, but it was intended to become a stage for theatrical performances, if necessary. The workshops 
area, dedicated to artisans’ ateliers, is organized around the central patio; there are not rigid divisions 
but open spaces, plenty of light. The covering of the workshops area is a terrace that originally housed 
a café with the bar tables placed in the shade of a pergola. The two volumes are connected by a gallery, 
devised to be a public covered walk, which served also as gardens entry, enhancing the connection with 
the surroundings. One of the most interesting elements is the staircase that connects the workshop area 
with the hall of honor, conceived as a design object and entirely covered with mosaic ceramic elements. 
Another distinguishing feature of the building is the variety of materials, which are marble listels for the 
exhibit hall, both outside and inside; marble slabs for walls, columns and the flooring of the exhibit hall; 
wood, used for the false ceiling of the exhibit hall, for the handrail and for the entrance structure; ceramic 
for decorations; and finally iron. With respect to the technical features, it is interesting to highlight the 
structural system of the exhibit hall, which has a sine wave shape. In order to obtain this complicated 
figure, the reinforced concrete frame is bent following the moment diagram. This aspect compares 
Badas’ project to the Italian experimentations during those years around static research. Such a complex 
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structure was clearly devised to be in sight, but for unknown reasons Badas decided to cover it with 
wood listels. The pillars too, pronged or V-shaped, prove the affinity with the tendency of the Italian 
“structural realism” [10][11].  
 
Another interesting technical aspect is the way the issues of air-conditioning are solved without 
technological systems, but naturally. Sun and wind are controlled through the building orientation, the 
use of colors and reducing the solar radiation with brise-soleil, arbors and projections. Furthermore, the 
majority of the windows are permeable, having between the sheets or in the contact with the window 
frame, thin splits that allow the hot air to be replaced by fresh air.  In addition, the glass wall of the 
exhibit hall is designed to favor natural ventilation, being composed by a series of sheets, obliquely 
arranged as a shutter. This peculiar arrangement allows the air flow (cooled by the pool water below) to 
pass through the permeable windows, producing a natural air-conditioning [12] (figure 1). 
 
 

 
Figure 1: the pavilion in an old picture. 

 
 
3.  A “MONOGRAPHIC STUDY” TOWARDS THE CONSERVATION GUIDELINES 
 
What is interesting about this case is that it shows the potentialities of a good procedure, when 
institutions, university and privates, work together in synergy. It represents an example of a good 
practice in heritage management. 
  
The successful procedure was possible thanks to a fund, assigned by the Ministry for Cultural Assets 
and Activities, to the Sassari department responsible for the environment and historical buildings, 
in order to conduct preliminary research for the conservation project. The  "monographic study" 
conducted with the aim of elaborating some guidelines for the conservation project was carried out 
by a Tor Vergata University team, supervised by professor Poretti, which for many years had been 
working on the conservation of modern architecture, with a focus on the technological aspects. The 
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research results were then published in a book [13], which focuses on identifying the main features 
of the building, the history of the construction, and the degradation of the elements. The book itself 
is a precious aid for the knowledge of the building, but the guidelines are more specifically directed 
toward the intervention [14]. In fact, they are a useful tool in guiding the conservation project, as 
they outline the notable characteristics of the building and suggest criteria for the intervention. In 
particular, they identify also the levels of intervention, indicating which elements need to be 
preserved or restored with a philological approach, which parts allow a renovation (for examples 
the terrace or the offices) and which are the aspects that have to be absolutely safeguarded. 
Moreover, they identify as a key element for the intervention, the satisfaction of the current 
requirements for environmental comfort. It is strongly recommended the use of sustainable 
solutions, in order to respect the original spirit of the architecture.  Even if the natural ventilation is 
a peculiar and important feature of the Pavilion, it is necessary to adapt it to a permanent use, which 
is the one required for the Tavolara Regional museum for handicraft and design, installing an air -
conditioning system. Moreover, the museum will hold the I.S.O.L.A (Istituto Sardo Organizzazione 
Lavoro Artigianale) historical collection of regional handicraft objects, which needs a controlled 
environment in order to be properly preserved.  
 
4.  CONSERVATION INTERVENTION 
 
The conservation project (2011-2013) was assigned after a public tender, comprehensive of project 
and construction, and it was managed by the architectural firm Cenami-Simonetti-Ticca with the 
AT& T construction company. The intervention, focused on reestablishing, as much as possible, 
the original concept of the building in order to value and rediscover the features that made the 
Pavilion such an interesting and peculiar architecture. It regarded the building and the interior, while 
the garden with the reflecting pool, as well as the high relief sculptures created by the artist Gavino 
Tilocca (figure 1) will be the object of another intervention.  
 
4.1 The exhibition hall and the “hall of honor” 

 
During a 1980s intervention the permeable glass wall, was closed by the addition of a second glass wall, 
thus altering the relation with the gardens and closing the natural ventilation. The other permeable 
windows in the façade toward Mancini Street were closed too. Given the impossibility of reinstating the 
original wall permeability, because of the needs of the Pavilion continuative use and the necessity of 
protecting the handicraft collection, the designers studied an interesting compromise. The second glass 
walls were removed both from the garden façade and the other one and the shutter shape of the windows 
was maintained. The original translucent glass sheet were first dismantled and cleaned then used as the 
external glass of a double glazing, adding a new pane of 8 mm. It was then possible to create a new 
window frame similar to the original one but made of stainless steel instead of iron. The natural 
ventilation was maintained, because the sheet can be opened if necessary. This solution allowed the 
conservation of the original glass panes, respecting the idea of natural ventilation, while meeting the 
needs for a contemporary use.  
 
In the back wall, covered with marble listels, they reconstructed the three recesses, the three horizontal 
windows below them and the window wall in correspondence to the right nave, closed in a previous 
restoration work. In fact, these elements were of great importance to Badas, as he decided to realize 
them during construction, changing the project even if that determined a considerable costs increase.  
 
In the façade toward Mancini Street they reconstruct the pergola, using stainless steel because the 
original one made of wood deteriorated very soon. The “ephemeral” elements were central to the project 
concept and have an important role in the definition of the Pavilion image. Furthermore, photographic 
documents and the tracks on site allowed the reconstruction, as highlighted by the guidelines. 
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Figure 2: Technical details, back facade and exhibition hall. From [13]  

 
Originally, two stairs, placed in the two naves, connected the exhibitions hall and the hall of honor. 
However, in the 1970s a third central stair was added and then removed during the restoration work and 
substituted with a ramp, in order to provide accessibility to everyone, without barriers (figure 2).  
 
4.2 The workshop area and the patio 
 
The workshop area, dedicated to artisans' work, was organized around the patio and was conceived as a 
space full of light and air, with window walls toward the patio and the gardens and with a “shutter 
window” toward Tavolara Street. The major modifications regarded doors and windows, thus the 
restoration intervention redesigned the windows frame respecting the original solution and eliminated  
 
  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                        

                                   

Figure 3,4: the workshop area in an old picture and the fountain after the restoration work 
  
the second glass wall. They redesign the original shape of the floor-length windows and French doors 
toward the patio, restoring the peculiar flower box that extended along all the four sides. Moreover, they 
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had to fix the pillars marble cladding because of their detachment from the structure, after having 
restored the reinforcement bars. A peculiarity of the patio was the fountain, a sculpture made by the 
artist Giuseppe Silecchia, which was restored recreating the missing mosaic ceramic tiles. 
 
4.3 The gallery and the basement 
 
The ground floor gallery was subjected to the windows and doors substitution, during the previous 
works; in particular, the south-west front window wall was closed by the boiler room. The intervention 
aimed at recreating a continuity with the workshop area, reestablishing the possibility of housing 
exhibitions as originally. It was necessary to correct the original slope, which was 17%, in order to meet 
the legislation requirements. It was not possible to reopen the facade toward Mancini Street because of 
the presence of the transformer room owned by Enel (the energy supplier), so they decided to "sacrifice" 
this area, placing there the elevators. On the contrary, in the opposite facade toward the gardens, they 
insert a new French window with two lateral part divided in five sheets in order to resemble the original 
shutter window. 
 
The basement under the exhibition hall, follow the trapezoidal shape and it is characterized by a central 
space that was transformed in meeting room but, originally, it was conceived for exhibition. Another 
modification regarded the insertion of a false ceiling and the covering of the original flooring, which 
unfortunately was irrecoverable. The necessity of updating the height to meet the current requirements, 
suggested the use of a resin flooring, green colored to conciliate with the other materials, as well as the 
false ceiling removal. Therefore, this space can be used as bookshop.  
 
4.4 The terrace 
 
The covering of the workshops area is a terrace, reachable from the external ramp and from the offices, 
which originally housed a café with the bar tables placed in the shade of a pergola. This space underwent 
significant modifications with the covering of the original flooring and the modification of the upper 
part of the projecting roof. This is one of the main delicate parts of the intervention, as it was necessary  
 

Figure 5, 6: the terrace before and after the intervention. 
 
 
structural reinforcement of the pillars and the beams. In fact, the reinforcing bars were smooth and, in 
addition, the water damage caused oxidation, thus it was necessary to repair the rebars. In particular, the 
beams of the projecting roof were repaired using carbon fibers to enhance the strength of reinforced 
concrete.   
 
As far as the flooring is concerned, it was impossible to recover the original one, made of gres irregular 
tiles, but a portion of this was discovered in a room, so they were able to create a new flooring very 
similar to the original one, using Rosso di Verona marble.   
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5 CONCLUSIONS 
 
This conservation projects could be considered as an example of good procedure, because every step 
was carefully organized, from the in-depth study that led to the guidelines formulation to the public 
tender, particularly appropriate for this type of project. In fact, the construction company was actively 
involved since the beginning, choosing and discussing with the architects the appropriate solutions and 
procedures for the intervention. This allowed to avoid the problems of “misinterpretation” of the design 
specifications, which often occur when construction companies and designers have no contacts. 
 
Some of the main challenges of the conservation project were due to the fact that Badas redefined 
continuously his idea during construction, often changing radically the project. It is a feature of most of 
his works. Thus, the necessity of identifying and discerning which elements were of great importance 
for the architect, such as the three recesses in the exhibit hall or the pergola in the façade toward Mancini 
Street, and need to be recreate. Without the exhaustive research that preceded the intervention, the 
reconstruction of every stage, from the concept idea to the construction, would have probably been 
impossible or certainly far less accurate. 
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