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Crattsmanship

A theater
for the ages

With paint, passion and gold leaf,
a team of artisans restores an
auditorium to Art Nouveau glory

MERANO, ITALY

BY HEIKE BLUMNER

When visiting an Italian theater, never
mention the “V” word.

That instruction came from Markus
Scherer, the architect overseeing the in-
terior renovations at the Stadttheater,
also known as Teatro Puccini, the mu-
nicipal theater in the small city of Mera-
no in South Tyrol, a multilingual autono-
mous Italian province with Austrian
roots.

“You are not allowed to say the word
‘violet’ because, for Italians, it brings
bad luck to the theater,” he said, pointing
at walls freshly painted in the color that
shouldn’t be named. “We call it laven-
der; further down, the tone is au-
bergine.”

Superstition aside, Mr. Scherer and a
team of restoration artisans have used
the color and many others to recreate
the theater’s original Art Nouveau dé-
cor, of which little trace could be found
when the two million euro ($2.26 mil-
lion) project began in April 2024,

Now they are racing to finish before
Aug. 29, when the theater is scheduled
to reopen with a gala presentation of
Mozart’s “Don Giovanni.”

Tim Rekelhoff, a historic building re-
searcher hired by the State Monument
Office of South Tyrol to work on the
project, said the theater was one of the
few remaining Art Nouveau-decorated
houses in Europe: “The abundance of
details is so overwhelming that it is im-
possible to take them in all at once.”

VIBRANT COLORS

Merano is a spa town, surrounded by
green Alpine mountain ranges and set
between apple orchards and vineyards,
with slightly more than 40,000 inhab-
itants and the river Passirio rushing
through its center.

(The region’s multilingual culture
means multiple versions of every geo-
graphic name are in everyday use. Me-
rano, the Italian name, also is called
Meran, in German. And while the the-

ater opened as the Stadttheater, it also is
called Teatro Puccini, in honor of the fa-
mous composer who spent a night here
in 1923.)

The town initially rose to prominence
in the mid-19th century, with its healthy
climate attracting Europe’s aristocracy
and the wealthy, who built hundreds of
stately residences, many of which still
stand. It became so popular that in 1881
a luxurious train began to run directly
from St. Petersburg, Russia, making the
2,500-kilometer (about 1,555-mile) trip
to fashionable Merano in 54 hours.

But these residents and visitors ex-
pected more than small town amuse-
ments, and in 1899 local officials re-
sponded by announcing an architectur-
al competition for a theater.

It was won by Martin Diilfer, the Ger-
man architect now considered one of the
key figures of the Munich Art Nouveau
style called Jugendstil, a movement
across creative fields with a name in-
spired by a journal, “Jugend” (“Youth"),
that aimed “to revolutionize art and re-
form life,” according to the description of
arecent exhibition in Munich. Architec-

turally, the style was defined by organic
forms, decorative elements inspired by
nature and vibrant colors such as yel-
low, orange and purple.

“The responsible officials of Meran
proved themselves courageous, to hire
this young architect,” Karin Dalla Torre,
the state conservator and director of the
State Monument Office, said over coffee
in a cafe across from the theater. “Mu-
nich Art Nouveau was provocative to
their eyes and it will probably have a
similar feel to it this time round.”

The theater was constructed in a little

A Cut Above

over a year in the town center, some-
thing of a challenge as the area already
was densely developed. It was built of
several types of stone, including some
marble from South Tyrol, and while it is
not among the largest buildings in the
city, its pillars and bas-relief panels
make it an imposing structure.

The facade’s own 14-month renova-
tion was completed in 2023, soit — along
with the lobby; backstage areas; a li-
brary with almost 20,000 books and mu-
sical scores; and the storage for 900 cos-
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In living color
The Stadttheater in
Merano, Italy, was
designed by the
German architect
Martin Dillfer, a
major figure of the
Munich Art Nou-
veau movement.
That style was
defined by vibrant
colors, such as
yellow, orange and
purple.
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A theater for the ages

Detail oriented
Above, a gilded
detail in the theater.
Above right, the
theater’s interior. To
discover the original
color scheme, Mr.
Rekelhoff scraped
the walls with
surgical knives to
peel back layers of
paint and lacquer.
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tumes and more than 300 stage weap-
ons and armor — is not part of the cur-
rent project. (The library and archives
can be visited by appointment.)

South Tyrol's monument office has
paid a large part of the restoration costs,
supplemented with special funds from
the South Tyrol provincial government,
the municipality of Merano and the the-
ater’s own funds.

Now, Ms. Dalla Torre said, everyone
hoped the enthusiasm that the artisans
have shown for the project would spill
over to the public: “We want to make the
happy and festive atmosphere, that the
audience originally felt, tangible. This
house stands for joie de vivre and posi-
tivity. Culture has this kind of power”

‘SOMETHING ELSE’

Karin Zingerle, the on-site manager of
the dozen or so specialists on the
restoration team, said that she had been
working on construction sites since she
was 14.

Now 41, she is among the second gen-
eration working in the restoration busi-
ness in the company bearing her fam-
ily’s name. And while Merano’s theater,
which seats around 300, certainly is a
much smaller undertaking than the
restoration of the Parliament building in
Vienna, where she worked from 2019 to

2022, Ms. Zingerle said the project had
been a special one: “The Art Nouveau
style, the colors — it’s something else.”

Her team members come from her
own company, Zingerle, and two other
Italian restoration specialists, Ner-
obutto and Pescoller. Given the physical
demands of the work, it may not be sur-
prising to know that most of these spe-
cialized craftspeople are young. “Thirty
years on average,” Ms. Zingerle said.
“For the longest time, we had such diffi-
culties to find voung people who were in-
terested to commit to this kind of work.
But that has changed in the last years.
Now we are a very cool team.”

One of those team members is Anton
Griisser, 25, from Berchtesgaden, Ger-
many, who spent three years as an ap-
prentice to a church painter in Bavaria
before joining Zingerle in January. On
this particular day he was painting the
balustrades in one of the theater’s 17
main boxes. And he recently had
worked on the graphic black and brown
trompe I'ceil curtain above the stage, us-
ing stencil techniques to create the ef-
fect of flowing fabric.

“All this kind of old knowledge and
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techniques are important to pass on to
the next generation,” he said. “It’s so
worthwhile to restore. Not everything
has to be new, new, new.”

THE DISCOVERY

The theater’s most recent previous
decoration had been done in 1978, but —
as it did not come under heritage protec-
tion until 1980 — the walls were painted
red and the ceiling was mostly purple.

During visits ahead of the restoration,
the team found that the vears and gen-
eral wear had produced a dark, some-
what monochrome environment. And
there were no original documents on the
décor to consult. Mr. Diilfer, the archi-
tect who had designed the theater, died
in 1942 and his archive was destroyed in
the bombings of Dresden three years
later.

It was Mr. Rekelhoff, the building re-
searcher, who discovered conclusive ev-
idence of most of the original colors.

For months he had prowled the build-
ing, scraping the walls with surgical
knives and finding as many as six layers
of paint and lacquer in some spots.
“From experience,” he said, “I know to
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look in remote corners or places where
electrical wiring was originally laid,
which painters might have difficulty
reaching and therefore didn't bother to
remove previous applications.”

He finally found two corners where
the original wiring had survived until
the 1970s and there, hidden beneath just
one layer of paint, were many of the ini-
tial colors, including orange and a dark
purple. “It was so satisfying!”

He also found descriptions and photo-
graphs in old newspaper articles and, in
the city archives, a black-and-white pho-
tograph from 1900. “They were helpful
for details and through contrast,” Mr.
Rekelhoff said, “we could determine
which parts were gilded.”

The team’s first job was to carefully
strip the walls. Water-soluble paint had
been used for much of the original deco-
ration as well as subsequent ones.
“Each time they renovated,” Ms. Zing-
erle said, “they washed off the previous
version. In later times they also used
lacquer, which cuts off the oxygen sup-
ply to the plaster and leads to crumbling
of the stucco elements, many of which
needed repairing before being painted.”

One of the most striking features of
the revived décor is a frieze of bright or-
ange waves accented in yellow and pur-
ple and adorned with abstract floral or-
naments. Ms. Zingerle and Mr. Rekel-
hoff both referred to it as “psychedelic.”
It looked, Mr. Rekelhoff added, “almost
as if it was from the 1960s.”

The frieze is 66 centimeters (about 26
inches) wide and — at 47 meters (about
155 feet) long — runs around the tops of
three walls, including above the stage.
Initially, Ms. Zingerle said, there was
just “a part of a circle here, a faded
flower there and several puncture holes
filled with dirt, where a compass had
once been inserted.”

She copied each mark on an individ-
ual sheet of tracing paper. “In the end I
laid all the papers on top of each other to
receive a fuller picture and from there I
could determine the rhythm of the pat-
tern. It was a huge challenge.”

Its color was created by overlapping
thin coats of orange and yellow paint,
producing what Ms. Zingerle described
as a dizzying effect: “In an old article
about another one of Diilfer’s theaters,
the effect is described as ‘bubbly Sekt
[sparkling wine] to the eye. After look-
ing at the pattern up close for so long, 1
really felt what they were talking about
at the time.”

LABOR OF PATIENCE
Robert Zingerle, 39, Ms. Zingerle’'s
brother and another member of the fam-
ily company, is a restoration specialist
and the team’s gilding master, who
trained at a craft school in Munich.

He calculated that, by the time the

work was completed, 96 square meters
(about 1,030 square feet) of gold leaf —
“thinner than a hair,” he said — would
have been applied to walls, ornaments
and sculptures, the vast majority of
which he would have applied himself.
“It’s a gigantic labor of patience,” he
said. “The secret to meticulous gilding
lies in the preparation of the surface.”

One particular challenge, he said, was
a portion of the auditorium’s ceiling,
where starlike flowers of stucco sit on a
medallion of Prussian blue, to suggest a
sky: “You work standing up on a scaf-
fold with your head tilted backwards
and your hands over your head for
weeks on end. There comes a point
where you don’t feel your hands and
neck anymore,”

Mr. Scherer, the architect, has over-
seen other portions of the project, in-
cluding pulling up the 1970s-era car-
peting throughout the auditorium and
laying a new floor of Canaletto walnut
from Italy in a herringbone pattern. A
gray wool carpet is planned to run up the
center aisle. He also decided to newly
paint horizontal stripes in the original
color scheme on an upper wall at the
rear of the auditorium.

And, a prime concern for theatergo-
ers, the house’s old seating is being re-
placed with folding chairs designed by
Christian Zanzotti, a South Tyrolean in-
dustrial designer who works in Munich.
They are being made of Italian walnut
with burgundy velvet cushions on the
seat and the back.

“Even within a complex historical
framework you need a bit of leeway,” Mr.
Scherer said.

Piece by piece
Clockwise from
above left, Anton
Griisser painting a
partition wall of a
theater box; the
theater's facade;
and Markus
Scherer, an archi-
tect, left, and Tim
Rekelhoff, a historic
building researcher,
who collaborated on
the renovation of
the theater.
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