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ABSTRACT. 
 

The aim of this dissertation is to analyse and discuss the development of local architecture in 

Meran/o1, South Tyrol, Italy, during the Fascist occupation (1920-1940) and its role within the current 

debate on preservation of Fascist monuments across South Tyrol. 

The case study of Il Municipio di Merano/ Das Rathaus Meran will be used to illustrate how the 

generally accepted perception that Fascism imposed itself in the South-Tyrolean cities through avert 

Italianisation and Roman iconography is much more ambiguous and controversial than normally 

considered, in regards to the town of Meran/o. 

                                                            
1 ‘Meran/o‘ is a combination of the Italian ‘Merano’ and the German ‘Meran’. Throughout this dissertation it will 
be used a double-naming convention, for what concerns the naming of South-Tyrolean buildings, streets, cities, 
etc. to ensure that this dissertation sits comfortably within the socio-political situation of South Tyrol. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Before the creation of the exhibition 

‘Architectura 1920-1940’ (fig.1), hosted in the 

South-Tyrolean town of Meran/o, Italy, 

between October 2015 and January 2016 and 

curated by architects Magdalene Schmidt and 

Walter Gadner of Gadner and Partners, a 

famous local architecture practice, no one had 

ever taken on the task of divulging information 

in regards to the architectural development of 

Meran/o during the Fascist regime (1920-

1945).  The exhibition was a great success and 

hopefully a first step towards a better 

understanding of an architectural period which 

is often misunderstood and prejudiced, due to 

its political and social connotations, which are still today felt strongly by the local population. 2 

 

This dissertation sits in a context of further exploration of the 1920—1940 architectural development 

of Meran/o in order to provide the reader with a fresh new perspective on the matter. 

 

                                                            
2 No study was made to establish the exact knowledge that the inhabitants have in regards to the architecture 
built during the period 1920-1940. Nonetheless, this was an informed assumption based on the author’s 
previous knowledge of the town, on general conversations with local people, on reading articles, and thanks to 
visiting the architectural exhibition and a brief conversation with the curator Magdalene Schmidt. 

(fig.1) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv 

Meran/o     

    



11 
 

Further to initial research, it was quickly established how the Fascist impact on the architecture in 

Meran/o was very minimal, especially if compared to that on the nearby city of Bolzano/Bozen, which 

Presents a much greater number of buildings, squares, streets, monuments that are of clear Roman 

iconography.  

 

A question arose fast: Why this substantial difference? 

 

There are no books and no real information that clarify the reason for this difference, therefore to 

come to a plausible conclusion, based on facts rather than speculations, it was deemed a necessity to 

review the history of South-Tyrol and specifically of Meran/o, to better understand the social and 

political context of the time, as well as extensively use archival material stored at the Archivio 

Comunale di Merano/Meraner Stadtarchiv to investigate some of the contemporary primary sources 

available.  

 

By drawing together all of the diverse sources, it was possible to determine that the reason for the 

different architectural development between Meran/o and Bolzano/Bozen can be attributed to two 

main facts. Firstly, a major difference in adhesion to the Fascist Party, which was minimal in Meran/o 

until 1935, whilst it was great from the early 1920s in Bolzano/Bozen. Secondly, the Masterplan for 

Meran/o, developed by the architect Theodor Fischer between 1985-1908, which sets clear 

restrictions on the future architectural development of the town, whereas Bolzano/Bozen did not 

have such a restrictive plan. 
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As a final part of the research, it was decided to to use Il 

Comune di Merano/Meran Rathaus (fig.2) as a case study 

because of its role within the town and the way it is still 

today viewed by a portion of the population, as a Fascist 

monument. The history of the town hall is very rich and 

full of ambiguity, and it demonstrates efficiently how, in 

regards to the town of Meran/o, the generally accepted 

perception that Fascism imposed itself in the South-

Tyrolean cities through avert Italianisation and Roman 

iconography is much more ambiguous and controversial 

than normally considered. 

 

When indicating cities, buildings, streets, or other South-Tyrolean local elements, unless there was a 

suitable English equivalent (such as the use of South Tyrol for Alto Adige/Südtirol) it was decided to 

use a double Italian/German naming convention. Because of the unique socio-political situation of the 

area, it was established by the authorities in 1989 the use of both languages for what concerns the 

public administration, schools, etc. as well as public signage on buildings, streets, etc. By utilising a 

double naming convention, this dissertation aims to sit comfortably within the socio-political situation 

of South-Tyrol and be read with no misconceptions by either linguistic group. 

 

This dissertation starts with a Historical Review chapter, which illustrates a brief, but in-depth, 

research and analysis in regards to South Tyrol and specifically Meran/o’s history, from mid-19th 

Century until the present day. The Historical Review helps the reader to better understand the 

current debate on preservation of Fascist architecture in South Tyrol, and how in fact much of the 

architecture deemed as Fascist, is in fact only Fascist through temporal association rather than 

(fig.2) (Author, 2016)    
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because of its ideology. The dissertation will then illustrate the development of modern architecture 

in Bolzano/Bozen and Meran/o. This chapter will highlight the substantial differences between the 

two cities and will illustrate the concept of Fischer’s masterplan as the main obstacle to revolutionary 

Fascist architectural interventions in Meran/o. Following this chapter, through the analysis of the 

findings on Meran/o’s town hall it will be discussed how, despite a general belief that the building is 

attributable to Fascist ideology, it is in fact just an example of great Rationalist architecture, which has 

been merely decorated with some Roman iconography. The conclusion, will re-iterate the need for a 

re-evaluation of the Meran/o and the reasons why it is thought necessary to do so. 
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2. METHODOLOGY. 
 

Although initially this dissertation could be seen as having a mere historical nature, the subject of this 

research is in fact very contentious. The methodological stance adopted to carry out this research is 

the Intersubjective one, as it provides a middle ground between complete objectivity 

(Positivism/Postpositivism) and subjectivity (Constructivism). ‘Architectural Research Methods’ (2013) 

explains how “this perspective would foreground the values and intentionality of people’s actions and 

interpretations of meaning at all scales of environments, including how these transactional relations 

are situated in a larger social or historical context” (Groat and Wang, 2013; p.79). 

 

Due to the South-Tyrolean origins of the author, it will be a challenge not to fall for personal existing 

preconceptions, but to embrace the Intersubjective stance of the possibility to achieve a shared 

understanding of the diverse multiple realities (Groat and Wang, 2013). 

 

Alongside the use of more common secondary means, such as books, articles, lectures and 

documentaries, it was thought to be most valuable to use archival methods to better understand the 

system of relations and tensions amongst the actors of that period (Minuchin, 2015). The consulted 

archive was the public Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv, which houses a vast amount of original 

documents. It was thanks to the use of primary sources from the archive that it was, in fact, possible 

to determine the validity of the new perspective presented with this dissertation.  

 

To ensure the credibility of this research, the primary means of documentation for writing this 

dissertation consist of archival sources, such as official letters, documents, drawings, etc. made 

available by Meran/o’s archive. Other secondary means, such as books, articles, lectures and 
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documentaries will also be used to set the context and further inform the argument presented with 

this dissertation. 

 

Multiple visits to the exhibition ‘Architectura 1920-1940’ were also key in identifying the core 

elements of research to be analysed within the dissertation, as well as visiting some of the buildings 

analysed throughout this essay, in particular Meran/o’s town hall and the Victory Monument in 

Bolzano/Bozen. 

 

The limitations encountered whilst developing this research were numerous. First of all, as above 

mentioned, the abandonment of preconceptions in regards to the local architecture developed during 

the 1920-1940 period, which was mostly achieved thanks to visiting the architecture exhibition; 

second, the time/location constraints, as it was only possible to visit Meran/o and Bolzano/Bozen 

during the Christmas holidays, and the archive was only accessible for 5 days throughout that period; 

another major limitation was not getting influenced by other people’s opinions, whether through 

general conversations or books or articles; and finally, probably the most significant limitation was 

having to read and analyse documents in three different languages (English, Italian and German) 

when researching and writing this dissertation.  
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3. HISTORICAL REVIEW. 
 

 

3.1 BRIEF EXCURSUS OF SOUTH TYROL’S HISTORY (1900-2016). 
 

The, now, autonomous Italian provincia called South Tyrol (Südtirol in German or Alto Adige in Italian) 

has long suffered tensions amongst its inhabitants which arose following the area’s annexation to Italy 

in 1918, after the end of the First World War.  

 

 

 

Before 1918, the Italian national border was located at the southernmost edge (fig.3) of what is today 

the Italian provincia Trentino, which, in conjunction with South Tyrol and the Austrian regions of 

Nord-Tirol and Ost-Tirol, historically formed the county of Tyrol, which belonged to the Austro-

(fig.3) (Geographix, 2014)   
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Hungarian Empire.  Despite having the same fate of annexation to Italy, Trentino and South Tyrol 

were extremely different. The former was already highly influenced by the Italian culture and most of 

its inhabitants used to speak Italian rather than German, warranting them the name of Welschtirol.3 

However, South Tyrol, was a high profile Mitteleuropean region4, with high levels of tourism, 

especially in the city of Meran/o. South Tyrol truly lived the idyll of the belle époque, mainly thanks to 

the burgomaster5 Julius Perathoner, who pushed the region to modernisation (Campostrini, de 

Battaglia, and Valente, 2005). 

 

With the assassination of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria, heir to the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire, and his wife, in Sarajevo in June 1914, Europe saw the start of the First World War (WWI). 

Many inhabitants of the county of Tyrol were conscripted into the army to fight for the empire. 

Following Italy’s entry into the conflict at the end of May 1918, the battlefield shifted on the border 

between the two countries, on the Dolomites. Both South Tyrol and Trentino were torn apart by the 

war (Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 2005). 

 

Towards the end of the Great War, it became clear that the Empire would lose against the Triple 

Entente. Despite knowing that the Empire would inevitably collapse, the South Tyrolean did not think 

that the allies would have actually pursued the agreement stipulated during the London Treaty in 

1915, whereby South Tyrol and Trentino would have been given to Italy. They believed Tyrol would 

have been left as a whole region as part of Austria (Kofler, 1982). However, the agreements were 

fulfilled and South Tyrol and Trentino were eventually given to Italy thanks to the St.Germain’s Treaty 

                                                            
3 The term ‘Welsch’ derives from the name of the Celtic Volcae, a Gauls tribe that lived in the area from the 
Thuringia to the River Rhine. Despite the Romanization of the tribe, they carried on being called ‘Welschen’, 
because they spoke a different language from the other Germanic populations (Welschtirol.eu, 2012). 
 
4 German word used to define 19th Century Central Europe. Comprising of German Empire, Austro-Hungarian 
Empire, Switzerland, Poland and Russia. 
 
5 Mayor of the town 
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(September 1919) and the annexation law issued by the Italian government in October 1920 

(Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 2005). 

 

The Italian Government showed from the start a lack of abilities in dealing with a situation such as the 

one in South Tyrol. The local ruling class was used to a federal rather than a centralised system, like 

the Italian one, therefore from the start tried to negotiate with the new government to have a great 

amount of autonomy from Rome (Di Michele, 2003). Initially, Italy’s King Vittorio Emanuele III assured 

the South-Tyroleans that their culture and heritage would have been preserved through “a scrupulous 

safeguard of the local institutions and of the autonomous administration” (Campostrini, de Battaglia, 

and Valente, 2005; p.27). According to the historian Dr Andrea Di Michele (2003; p.8), there are two 

views in opposition with each other in regards to the way the Italian ruling class dealt with the 

annexation of South Tyrol. On one hand, some believe that if it had not been for the parallel rise of 

Fascism, the King would have granted autonomy status to the new provincia, whilst on the other 

hand, others believe that in the documentation of that time there could have already been seen the 

development of severe tensions, that would have eventually led to the rise of Fascism. 

 

With the initial timid establishment of Fascism, South Tyrol and Trentino were at last refused 

autonomy and unified as a new region called Venezia Tridentina6 in 1923 (Pergher, 2007). This newly 

formed region, saw the German speaking population change from being the majority to the minority. 

The idea of preserving the South Tyrolean culture was dropped and the Italian government started a 

process called ‘Italianisation’ within the area. Whilst initially the local political administration was left 

in place and the bilingualism safeguarded, following the rise to power of Mussolini in October 1922, 

Ettore Tolomei, a nationalist from Trentino, in 1923 presented ‘Thirty-two points for the Italianisation 

                                                            
6 Venezia Tridentina together with Venezia Euganea (approximately the modern regione Veneto) and Venezia 
Giulia (approximately the modern regione Friuli-Venezia Giulia) were and are still known as Triveneto or Le Tre 
Venezie (Pergher, 2007). 
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of South Tyrol’. These included several drastic changes, such as the appointment of Italian mayors, 

the dismissal of German-speaking public employees, the prohibition to use the name ‘Südtirol’, 

Italianisation of all German surnames, Italianization of all German names of places, streets, 

inscriptions, encouragement of Italian immigration in the area, establishment of Italian schools, to 

name a few (Pergher, 2007; pp. 67-68). Furthermore, in 1923, the so called Gentiloni Reform was 

issued, that stated that the only language to be taught in schools was Italian (Pergher, 2007). 

 

Several of Tolomei’s points were implemented straight away, but it was only in the 1930s that the 

immigration of Italians became of high importance within the politics of Italianization. It was 

especially in Bolzano/Bozen that Mussolini specifically managed to push for a great architectural 

development, including the construction of a whole new quarter for Italians to live in. Concerning 

Meran/o, the architectural interventions were very limited, mainly focussed on enhancing the existing 

infrastructures, with no dramatic changes to the town’s urban tissue. This theme will be further 

developed later on in the dissertation. 

 

One of the biggest investments from 

the Fascist government was to build 

new industries, to create new jobs and 

promote Italian immigration. All of the 

factories that accepted to build in 

South Tyrol were given favourable 

terms, which resulted in a large 

number of high profile companies to 

open factories in the area (such as the 

(fig.4) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/ Stadtarchiv Meran/o
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Montecatini, which opened a chemical factory in Sinigo/Sinich (fig.4) at the end of the 1920s). 

(Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 2005). 

 

Whilst the new prefect Mastromattei started enacting the new measures to Italianise South Tyrol, 

Adolf Hitler became the new chancellor of the Reich. Because the economic sanctions applied to Italy 

following the Second Italo-Ethiopian War (1935-1936), Mussolini grew close to Hitler and together 

they first established the Axis Rome-Berlin and finally, in 1939, sealed the Pact of Friendship and 

Alliance between Germany and Italy (Pact of Steel) (Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 2005).  

 

As illustrated by Gerald Steinacher (2013; pp 649) in his essay ‘Fascist Legacies: The Controversy over 

Mussolini’s Monuments in South Tyrol’, “After Adolf Hitler became the German chancellor in 1933, 

many South Tyroleans placed their hopes for liberation from Italian rule in Nazi Germany. They 

supported National Socialism mostly because it was German and rejected Fascism mostly because it 

was Italian.”  

 

The issue of the South-Tyrolean German-speaking population became a priority and in June 1939 an 

agreement between the two dictators was achieved. The population was given two options: to 

choose between staying in South Tyrol and become fully Italian, or to emigrate to the Reich 

(Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 2005). Hitler’s plan was to resettle those who opted for 

moving in the eastern regions occupied by Germany (Steinacher, 2013). South Tyrol was torn 

between different fronts, some thought better to leave, some to stay, but because of the complete 

inefficiency of Italian authorities, who did not manage to create a convincing enough campaign for 
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the population to stay, 8 out of 10 South-Tyrolean opted to leave their beloved ‘Heimat’7. Following 

the outbreak of WWII, with the attack on Poland in September 1939, the emigration process was 

stopped, but almost 70.000 people had managed to move to Germany by the end of the war in May 

1945 (Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 2005) (Steinacher, 2013).  

 

On 10th June 1940, Mussolini announced Italy would enter the conflict against France and England, 

and he assured how the war would have been short and painless. Following the defeats in Greece, 

Russia and Africa, the population could not trust Mussolini any longer, consequently in July 1943 the 

dictator was removed from office and arrested and the Fascist Party dissolved (Campostrini, de 

Battaglia, and Valente, 2005). 

 

On 2nd June 1946, though a constitutional referendum the Italian population voted to become a 

Republic and shortly after, on 5th September 1946, the Italian and Austrian foreign ministers Alcide de 

Gasperi and Karl Gruber finally reached an agreement on the South Tyrol issue. It was agreed that the 

German speaking South-Tyrolean population had the rights to speak, use and learn German openly; 

that their rights were fully restored and their cultural characteristics safeguarded. Furthermore, it was 

also agreed that the provincia would obtain an autonomous legislative power which formed the basis 

of the 1948 Autonomy Statute. Despite the approval of the Statute, this was not actualised, which led 

to the 1957 ‘Los von Trient’ protest led by the new Südtiroler Volkspartei (SVP) party leader Silvius 

Magnago. During the 60s, a small minority of German speaking South-Tyroleans carried out numerous 

bombings and other terrorist attacks to fight for their ideas of separating from Italy. Initially the 

attacks were only to infrastructure and symbolic objects, but then they degenerated into attacks to 

actual people which caused numerous victims. These “activists” did not manage to reach their aims, 

                                                            
7 “Heimat is a loaded word in the German language. Translating it simply as "home" does not fully do it justice. 
The powerful emotional ties it evokes in many German citizens when speaking about their hometowns or home 
regions would best be described as "a sense of belonging" (Germany.info, 2011). 
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but they managed to obstruct the negotiations at higher levels and therefore to slow down the 

journey towards recognising full autonomy to South Tyrol (Campostrini, de Battaglia, and Valente, 

2005). In fact, no solution was achieved until 1972 when, after many years of debates and after 

Austria asking the United Nations for help on the matter, Italy finally granted autonomous status to 

the provincia (Steinacher, 2013). 

 

Today, South Tyrol always ranks highly on matters such as living conditions, healthcare, salaries, 

education, etc., mainly thanks to the great level of self-government that the provincia benefits from. 

According to the ‘2001 Population Census’ (2002), the percentage of distribution of the three 

linguistic groups in South Tyrol are as follows: 26.47% Italian, 69.15% German and 4.37% Ladin8. The 

three linguistic groups live and work alongside, but even today there is a strong disconnection 

(Steinacher, 2013). 

 

3.2 MERAN/O BEFORE THE END OF THE GREAT WAR (1850-1918). 

 

The dissimilarities between the areas of Tyrol fitted perfectly within the situation of general divisions 

within the Austro-Hungarian Empire. As illustrated by Anthony Alofsin in his ‘When Buildings Speak’ 

(2006), the empire itself was just a collection of different countries, with different languages, 

traditions, cultures that “could never be transformed into a unified nation-state” (Alofsin, 2006; p.2). 

Therefore, whilst South Tyrol was strongly linked with the Empire’s capital Vienna and the other key 

cities of the empire, such as Munich and Prague, Welschtirol, being an area on the border, saw a 

much greater influence from Italian culture and tradition. During its development, Vienna saw the rise 

                                                            
8 The Ladin-speaking population consists of around 30,000 people, mainly living the Dolomites region in the 
north of Italy. It is linked to the Rhaeto-Romance languages. Since the 1990s numerous laws have been issued to 
ensure full protection of this language and culture, which is also taught in schools. (Omniglot, 1998) 
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of numerous artists, architects, composers and writers and many of those visited South Tyrol, greatly 

impacting on its culture.  

 

Thanks to Meran/o’s favourable weather conditions, in the 1830s and 1840s the town was launched 

as a ‘wellness city’ and it quickly became especially loved by the Mitteleruopean aristocracy and high 

society. Credit for this push of the town as a holiday resort has to be given to the burgomaster Josef 

Valentin Haller, who commissioned some of Meran/o’s first infrastructures to attract visitors, and 

later on, to physician Franz Tappeiner, who in 1889 opened the first part of the Tappeiner Promenade 

(Kofler, 1982). 
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(fig.6) (Author, 2016)   
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(fig.7) (Author, 2016)   

    

   

(fig.8) (Author, 2016)   
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It was thanks to the extremely high regard the Austro-Hungarian aristocracy had of Meran/o that it 

started to flourish as beautiful Mitteleuropean town. As illustrated in the catalogue compiled by 

Ordine degli Architetti della Provincia di Bolzano called ‘Architettura in Alto Adige dal 1900 ad oggi’ 

(1993), a high number of architects came to Meran/o from Vienna and Munich to design some of the 

most important buildings still standing in the town. For example, the Municipal Theatre (fig.5) was 

designed by the architect Martin Dulfer from Munich. Dulfer is considered one of the most creative 

interpreters of the Jugendstil and Meran/o’s was the first ‘Stadttheatre’ he designed. Another 

example is the new Railway Station (fig.6), designed by “Baurat” Chabert from Vienna and the new 

urban planning project realised by Theodor Fischer, which will be further analysed later on as its 

importance to the future architecture development of Meran/o is inestimable. The decision to open a 

new line to connect Meran/o to Bolzano/Bozen was taken by the Austro-Hungarian Empire Railroad 

Direction in 1881. Between 1881 and 1906 Meran/o’s Railway Station was just a temporary shed, but 

with the decision to extend the line to the small town of Malles/Mals came also the decision to give 

Meran/o a formal Station.  

 

Alongside the construction of numerous high end hotels and villas, such as the Palace Hotel (fig.7), 

the most important building built in the town, constructed in 1912-1913, during the final years of the 

Empire, at the peak of Meran/o’s wellness fame, was the Kurhaus (fig.8). The commission was 

ordered by the Municipality of Meran/o and given to one of the most famous Jugendstiel architects of 

the Empire, Friedrich Ohmann.  

 

As a result of this new innovative architecture and of the establishment of Meran/o as a wellness city, 

the town rose as one of the most important destinations amongst the European elite. Under the 

guidance of the famous physician Sebastian Huber, who was in charge of the Tourist Administration 

from 1899 to 1923, Meran/o reached the peak of its development during the 1913/1914 season. 
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Unfortunately, due to the start of WW1, the town suffered of a major collapse in its tourist presence, 

which led to an end to Meran/o’s wellness legacy (Kofler, 1982). 

 

3.3 TRANSITIONAL PERIOD BETWEEN AUSTRO-HUNGARIAN EMPIRE AND RISE OF FASCIST 

DICTATORSHIP IN MERAN/O. (1918-1922). 

 

Around midnight of the 6th November 1918, the Italian occupational troops reached the railway 

station of Meran/o. The troops consisted of only 500 men and one official (Kofler, 1982). The 

population had already resigned itself to the Italian military occupation and in fact, some days before 

the arrival of the troops, on the ‘Meraner Zeitung’, local newspaper, appeared an article that urged 

the population to welcome the troops with dignity to ensure they would be fully respected by the 

Italians (Marzoli and Winkler, 1998). The newly arrived Italian troops adopted a very respectful 

behaviour towards the local population and ensured that the transition of Meran/o from Austro-

Hungarian to Italian town was as smooth as possible (Zanette, 2013).  

 

The main issues with the Italian authorities arose because of the local administration. The much loved 

burgomaster Gemassmer was arrested and replaced by Antonio Zampedri, who proved a failure. 

Zampedri was then replaced by Luigi Negri, who was in favour of preserving the local culture, 

traditions and language (Zanette, 2013). 

 

Despite great tensions between the Italian government and the South-Tyrolean authorities, which 

were also felt amongst the population, culminating with the ‘Los von Trient’ (‘Away from Trento’) 

manifestation of 15,000 people on 9th May 1920 against the annexation to Italy (Zanette, 2013), the 

main worry for Meran/o’s population was to revive the tourism tradition of the town, but the 
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economy of the town was very poor and it was only in the summer 1919 that hotels experienced a 

timid restart of the tourism (Kofler, 1982). 

 

Despite being promised substantial funds by the Italian government, to ensure enough advertisement 

throughout Italy and the rest of Europe, no money was ever given to the town. Nonetheless, the 

inhabitants did not wait long until they founded the tourist administration to raise enough funds to 

re-establish Meran/o as a ‘wellness city’.  

 

A new magazine created by the tourist administration was distributed throughout Europe and thanks 

to that by the summer 1920 the local hotels received hundreds of calls every day. But because of the 

European economic crisis, the 1921/1922 tourist season was a failure. The German and Austrian 

currency value crashed and the only way for Meran/o to survive was to aim its propaganda at the 

northern countries, such as the Netherlands, Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, where the crisis had not 

hit as hard.  

 

Despite a general success in the northern countries, the main issue for the town was difficulties with 

the area’s annexation to Italy, which meant a great issue for the Italian population to gain visas to get 

access to South Tyrol. With the 29th September 1921 royal decree it was finally agreed for the 

municipality of Meran/o to receive monetary help, which was necessary to subsidise the town’s 

already great budget deficit. Eventually, the municipality had to rise the taxes to ensure it could reach 

a lower budget deficit and also to give a further push to the tourist economy (Kofler, 1982). 
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It was around this time that the Fascist 

movement emerged, not only in the Italian 

peninsula but in South Tyrol as well. The first 

violent episode took place in Bolzano/Bozen 

during a spring manifestation, where a group 

of Fascists attacked several people and killed a 

teacher from Marlengo/Marling, Franz 

Innerhofer. The event led to a great number of 

controversies between the newly arrived 

Italians and the locals, resulting for instance, in 

the concession of the Holy Spirit Church (fig.9) 

to the Italian curia in 1922, which had 

historically belonged to the German-speaking 

catholic population. This is the first success of 

Fascism in Meran/o (Zanette, 2013). 

 

3.4 MERAN/O UNDER THE FASCIST REGIME. (1922-1935). 
 

 

The Italian-speaking inhabitants had mixed opinions in regards to the rise of Fascism in the town. 

Some thought it was a beneficial way to limit the powers of the Deutscher Verband, assembly of local 

South-Tyrolean parties, whilst others condemned its aggressive means (Zanette, 2013). Destructive 

and intimidating behaviour was employed especially by the Fascio di Combattimento of Meran/o in 

dealing with the local German-speaking press. The Fascio di Combattimento lasted very briefly and it 

was replaced in December 1922 by the newly-born branch of the Partito Nazionale Fascista (P.N.F.). 

The P.N.F. offered itself initially as a mediator between the two linguistic groups, and not as a specific 

(fig.9) (Anonymous, no date) ©Archivio Storico/ 

Stadtarchiv Meran/o    

      



30 
 

Italian orientated party. But it immediately became clear how, in fact, they were trying to safeguard 

the interests of only the Italian linguistic group (Valente, 2004). The resignation of Meran/o’s 

inhabitants to the Fascist power did not result in a great adhesion to the party. For example, following 

the dissolution of the Italian Parliament, despite great threats and intimidations by the Fascist party, 

the government list in Meran/o reached a mere 9,5% during the 6th April 1924 elections (Zanette, 

2013). 

 

Between 1926 and 1927 the government started a series of re-organisational procedures across the 

Kingdom that saw the creation of 17 new province, amongst which there was also that of 

Bolzano/Bozen. The reason behind this decision was the need for South Tyrol to become untied from 

the control exercised by the provincia Trentino, and to become directly linked to Rome (Zanette, 

2013). Regarding Meran/o, the process of Italianisation of the town was considerably delayed. The 

Fascist authorities were completely alienated from the local administration, and were therefore 

subjects of heavy criticism by the new P.N.F. local secretary, Alfredo Giarratana, who was very 

unhappy about the situation in Meran/o, which he believed was one of the worst of the provincia. 

Giarratana was quickly removed from his role in the town and was substituted briefly by Corrado 

Puccetti, and other five secretaries, all being unsuccessful in attracting the population to the party.  It 

was only in 1935, with the new secretary Carlo Barbieri, who remained in charge for eight years, that 

the Fascist party finally had complete control over Meran/o (Valente, 2006). But it was too late for the 

Party to make the difference on Meran/o, because as the writer and researcher Paolo Valente (2006) 

states in his article ‘Quando il fascimo a Merano non era abbastanza fascista’9 , “[…] at this point the 

war season (Africa, Spain, WWII), that would lead the regime to an unavoidable and inglorious end, 

was now destined to start”.  

                                                            
9 ‘When Fascism in Merano was not fascist enough’ 
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4. DEBATE ON PRESERVATION OF FASCIST ARCHITECTURE IN SOUTH 

TYROL. 
 

South Tyrol’s history since after WWI has seen a region split between two different populations. 

Despite them living with one another with only very minor tensions caused by small extremist groups, 

the two main linguistic groups have always struggled to merge and even today there are separate 

schools for German-speaking and Italian-speaking children, separate libraries, separate kindergartens, 

and so on. (Steinacher, 2013) One of the many ways in which over time the two populations have 

confronted themselves is through a debate on preservation of Fascist architecture in the area.  

 

During the 1920s and 1930s, architecture experienced a huge revolutionary phase. New movements 

hinging on principles of modernity, such as Neues Sächlichkeit, Rationalism, the International Style, 

became fully established in a constant fight against the endurance of tradition. Unlike in Germany, 

where architects needed to conform with the design standards set by Hitler, leading to many 

illustrious architects escaping to America (for example, with the closing down of the revolutionary 

Bauhaus and the escape of Ludwig Mies Van Der Rohe, Walter Gropius, and others) in Italy architects 

were much freer to experiment (Martignoni, 2001). During that period, South Tyrol became a 

cauldron of different styles, but most of the Modern architecture built in the area between 1920 and 

1945 is understood as Fascist. The reason for this is that it was constructed during a totalitarian 

regime that sought to suppress the native traditions and culture, and therefore is fascist through 

temporal association. To be objective, one needs to understand the importance to differentiate 

between architecture that was built as a symbol of Fascism, and therefore is acceptable to be a 

subject of the debate on preservation, and the architecture that lacks that political ideology, that only 

happened to be built in a modern style.  
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As it was established above, it was at the end of the 1920s, beginning of the 1930s, that the 

implementation of Ettore Tolomei’s thirty-two points for the Italianisation of South Tyrol became an 

urgent matter. The construction of new monumental architecture to promote Fascist ideology 

became the most significant way for Mussolini to affirm his power over the provincia. For the purpose 

of this dissertation, only the cities of Bolzano/Bozen and Meran/o will be discussed, as they provide 

good examples of different architectural developments during the 1920s and 1930s.  

 

Bolzano/Bozen was completely revolutionised by the new Fascist architecture, which caused the 

destruction of several key elements of the city, whilst most of the architecture built in Meran/o is part 

of that ‘cauldron of modernity’ of the 1920s and 1930s, that is unfortunately mistaken as Fascist.  

 

The debate on preservation of Fascist architecture does not fully sit within the wider context of 

preservation of Fascist architecture in Italy, as the situation in the provincia was, and still is, much 

more complex. As Massimo Martignoni (2001) explains in his book ‘Le Illusioni di Pietra’, in Italy the 

process of re-discovery of the architecture built during the regime started already in 1982, with the 

great exhibition opened in Milan entitled ‘Anni Trenta’ (‘The Thirties’), followed by other important 

European exhibitions, such as the one opened in Vienna in 1994 ‘Kunst und Diktatur’ (‘Art and 

Dictatorship’) or the one opened in London in 1995 entitled ‘Art and power: Europe under the 

dictators 1930-45’.  

 

The debate on this controversial heritage as above mentioned is still very heated and it has been only 

in the recent decades that South Tyrol’s governing body has started taking a stance on this issue. The 

approach that seems to have been taken forward by the local authorities is that of ‘disempowerment’ 

of the architecture. Whilst on one hand the architecture is appreciated for its quality and kept as a 
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memory of past events, the Fascist symbolism, mainly consisting of decorations associable to 

Mussolini himself or of images of Italian victory above the local South-Tyroleans, have been removed. 

The monuments, from Fascist symbols, became educational entities. In particular, one of the most 

successful ‘disempowered’ buildings of South Tyrol is the Victory Monument (1928), which will be 

further discussed later in the dissertation. The Victory Monument, which for years had stood 

untouched as a rest of the dictatorship, has been turned into a museum, which currently hosts the 

exhibition ‘BZ ’18-’45: One monument, one city, two dictatorships’, which opened to the public in July 

2014 “reflects and provides a link to local historical events during the twenty years of Fascism – il 

ventennio – and the Nazi occupation, within the context of national and international events in the 

years between the two World Wars (1918–1945).[…]Finally, the exhibition confronts the difficult 

relationship between the different language groups, caused by the overbearing legacy of Fascism […]” 

(MiBAC, Autonome Provinz Bozen Südtirol/Provincia Autonoma di Bolzano Alto Adige, and Città di 

Bolzano/Stadt Bozen, 2014). 

 

Despite the great progress that has been made across South Tyrol to understand and analyse 

architecture built during the 1920s-1930s, there is still a general lack of public knowledge about it. 

The architecture built during that period of time is almost always quickly associated to Fascist 

ideology, when in fact the situation is much more ambiguous. This is the case, for example, of 

Meran/o’s Town Hall, which will be the main subject of this dissertation. 
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5. DEVELOPMENT OF MODERN ARCHITECTURE IN SOUTH TYROL. (1922-

1942) 
 

Bolzano/Bozen and Meran/o will be used as examples of how the two different ways in which 

architecture developed in South Tyrol following the end of the Great War.  It will be illustrated how, 

as previously explained, the city of Bolzano/Bozen was completely re-organised through the 

development of a Masterplan by Marcello Piacentini, whilst on the other hand the town of Meran/o 

was very lightly affected, thanks to both a limited engagement of the local population with the P.N.F 

and, especially, as a result to the architect and planner Theodor Fischer’s Masterplan, developed from 

the late 1800 until 1914, which created extremely strict rules for what concerns new constructions in 

the town. 

 

5.1 THE CITY OF BOLZANO/BOZEN. 
 

 

During the Fascist dictatorship, the city of Bolzano/Bozen was completely revolutionised. According to 

the writers and researchers Oswald Zöggeler and Lamberto Ippolito (1992) in their book ‘Die 

Architektur für ein Italienisches Bozen 1922-1942’ the urban design in Bolzano/Bozen needed to 

respond primarily to the needs of celebrating the new regime. The new national identity of South 

Tyrol was manifested through unscrupulous interventions that “caused deep cuts in the urban tissue 

of the city, as well as the tradition and local culture” (Zöggeler and Ippolito, 1992; p.5). To establish 

the ‘Bolzano Italiana’, Mussolini himself suggested the construction of a monument to commemorate 

the ‘Homeland’, the Victory Monument (1928). In fact, starting in 1924, several architects were asked 

to create masterplans for the expansion of Bolzano/Bozen, for example the ‘Study for the Great 

Bolzano/Bozen’ (fig.10) by Willy Weyhenmeyer and professor Josef Hora tried to find a solution to 
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(fig.10) (Weyhenmeyer and Hora, 1924)  

      

  

(fig.11) (Piacentini, 1935)    
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(fig.12) (Piacentini, 1935)   

     

(fig.13) (Piacentini, 1935)   

      

(fig.14) (Piacentini, 1926)   

      

(fig.15) (Author, 2016) 
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(fig.16) (Ordine degli Architetti, 1993)  

       

(fig.17) (Ordine degli Architetti, 1993)  
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rationalise the newly unified municipalities of Bolzano/Bozen, Gries and Dodiciville/Zwölfmalgreien. In 

1929 an official national competition was announced to transform Bolzano/Bozen from a 35,000 to a 

100,000 people city, to design a new industrial area and to restore the old town. President of the jury 

was going to be Marcello Piacentini, the most influential architect of the regime. Nine groups 

submitted proposals for the new Bolzano/Bozen, but none of them were in fact developed. In 1934, 

Piacentini took upon himself the creation of the new masterplan for the city (fig.11). He developed a 

spacious and great network of roads and squares, and suggested to use the Victory Monument 

(fig.14) (fig.15), designed by Piacentini himself in 1928, as main focus of the new city. Other great 

squares and buildings were also developed as part of the masterplan, such as the creation of Victory 

Square (fig.12) (fig.13), the erection of numerous civic (fig.16) (fig.17)10 and residential buildings, 

offices, libraries, etc. as well as destruction of part of the traditional arcade. Despite the proposal 

being approved by the council in 1935, Dr.Gerola, the Superintendent to the Fine Arts in Trento 

complained and ensured that the project was accepted only with a significant number of conditions, 

which were about preserving the local architecture and culture. The new Bolzano/Bozen was built 

using the traditional principles of urban planning, and new monumental buildings were erected in 

core locations. (Zöggeler and Ippolito, 1992). 

 

Further to the enunciation Ettore Tolomei’s Thirty-two points in 1922, architecture started “being 

adopted by the Fascists as an instrument of a complex project of cultural and ethnic homogenization” 

(Steinacher and Mattioli, 2008; p.10), the ‘architectural Italianisation’ process started off in 

Bolzano/Bozen, with the construction of the Victory Monument between 1926 and 1928. The 

monument is thought to have been wanted by the Dictator himself, who also provided the architect 

Piacentini with a sketch of his great vision. The monument is designed in a typical classical style, that 

references the typology of the triumphal arch.  

                                                            
10 For example, Piacentini’s Corpo d’Armata (fig.17), built in 1935, which is, apart from the Victory Monument, 
the only other building designed by Piacentini in Bolzano/Bozen or Guido Pellizzari’s Casa Littoria (fig.16) built in 
1942. (Ordine degli Architetti, 1993). 
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5.2 THE TOWN OF MERAN/O 

 

The architectural development of Meran/o during the regime is completely different with that of 

Bolzano/Bozen. The interventions developed throughout the town, as we established earlier on, are 

not merely attributable to a Fascist propaganda. As analysed in the historical review chapters, the 

adhesion of the population to the party was very limited and the local authorities struggled very much 

in affirming their predominance over the town. Most of the architecture built before 1935, such as 

the new Town Hall, the Tennis Court (fig.18) and many other private villas, such as Villa Rubenstein 

(fig.19), and public buildings, were constructed in various styles that can be linked to several 

contemporary architectural styles, such as traditionalism or rationalism. Most of the public 

infrastructure was financed by the O.N.C but in Meran/o the effect of this organisation over the 

architecture itself was very limited. As we will explore later on, for example for what concerns the 

Town Hall, the O.N.C only managed to add an extra layer of decoration that replicated the Fascist 

ideology, whilst the quality of Sottsass’ work remains untouched.  

 

Most of the architecture developed after 1935, which marks the year when the Party managed to 

finally affirm its power over the town, consists of either an enhancement or expansion of already 

existing ‘wellness’ infrastructure, such as the expansion and upgrade of the Hippodrome (20) and the 

local Lido, or the erection the local Casa del Fascio (fig.21), or the construction of new schools and 

residential buildings. There was no major change of the urban fabric, despite the development of 

revolutionary visions for the city centre, next to the river, by architects such as Paolo Vietti Violi, who 

created several drawings hinting at a further development of Meran/o as a wellness city 

(fig.22)(fig.23), or that of Mario Pelasca, who imagined a Milan-style Galleria (fig.24) (fig.25), piercing 

through the historic arcades (26).  
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(fig.18) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    

     

(fig.19) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    
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(fig.20) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    

     

(fig.21) (Anonymous, no date) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o   
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(fig.22) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    

     

(fig.23) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    
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(fig.24) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio 

Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o   

      

(fig.25) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/ 

Stadtarchiv Meran/o   

      

(fig.26) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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As a result of intense archival research, as well as the invaluable use of the 2010 lecture ‘Theodor 

Fischer’ by Bettina Schlorhaufer, lecturer at the Leopold-Franzens-Universität Innsbruck, it could be 

deducted that the reason why the Fascists could not achieve in Meran/o an architectural revolution 

such as they were simultaneously doing in Bolzano/Bozen, was the binding ‘Masterplan for Meran/o’ 

(fig.27) (fig.28) designed by Theodor Fischer11 initially between 1885-1889 and further developed 

between 1905-1908. 

 

As we illustrated in the historical review, Meran/o was an extremely significant town in the Augsburg 

Empire. Its importance as a ‘wellness city’ was increased thanks to the creation of a new railway line 

and the construction of the new Railway Station in the north-east area of the town. Seen as a 

revolutionary architect by the local authorities, Fischer was asked to develop a masterplan for 

Meran/o in order to find the best and most beautiful way to connect the new station to the centre of 

the town. In his proposals, he suggested the creation of a new boulevard, embellished by great hotels 

and greenery, that would invite the high-class tourists towards the centre. Fischer in his Masterplan 

was interested in pleasing not only the tourists, but also the local population, which he asked for 

feedback before furthering his project. Fischer’s intent was to enhance Meran/o and to make it 

become a proper Tyrolean city, with Tyrolean elements that would distance themselves from the 

‘boring’ Italian and German Renaissance architecture (Schlorhaufer, 2010). 

                                                            
11 Theodor Fischer (1862-1938) is a key architect and planner of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He studied 
Architecture in Munich between 1880 and 1885. Whilst working with Richard Reuter in their own firm in 
Dresden he started teaching at TH Stuttgart. Fischer initially developed an architectural style similar to 
Historicism, but quickly moved on to develop a style which was linked to the socio-cultural characteristics of the 
site location, also being keen on the affect his designs could have on the local population. (Museum der Dinge, 
no date)  
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(fig.27) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     

    

(fig.28) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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With his masterplan Fischer was mainly concerned with the development of the area immediately 

north-west of the centre, but further to that he also did drawings for the entirety of the town. His 

drawings were extremely powerful in establishing a clear and compulsory ‘construction boundary’. 

Fischer’s masterplan was so successful that it was approved again in 1929 (Alpenzeitung, 1929) by the 

local authorities (fig.29) and the rules set out are still followed today.  

 

Because of the approval of the masterplan in 1929 by the local authorities, which at that point were 

only lightly controlled by the Fascist party, no major redevelopment could be achieved by the Party 

once in full power after 1935 because the masterplan was binding and therefore the above 

mentioned ‘visions’ for Meran/o developed by Vietti Violi ended up being only a fantasy.  

(fig.29) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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6. IL MUNICIPIO DI MERANO/DAS RATHAUS MERAN. 
 

Inserted within a context of clear rules and restrictions, as set by Fischer’s masterplan and its re-

approval in 1926, Meran/o’ town hall (fig.30) is used in this dissertation as an example of a building 

which is mistakenly viewed as Fascist. In this chapter it will be illustrated how, despite the town hall 

showing ornaments of clear Fascist ideology, the building in itself does not embody those principles. 

The archival material discovered in regards to Meran/o shows us that the development of the town 

hall is very ambiguous and the view the population has on it is mostly uneducated and distorted 

(Schmidt and Gadner, 2015). 

 

(fig.30) (Author, 2016) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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6.1 THE NEED FOR A NEW TOWN HALL. 
 

Meran/o’s town hall is believed to be one of the first examples of Fascist architecture in the town. 

Extensive information is available on the building at the local archive, but this material had never 

been made available to the inhabitants before. Of course, the archive grants access to its collection to 

anyone who wants to view any documentation, but before the exhibition ‘Architectura 1920-1940’ 

very few people searched the archive for information concerning the architecture built in Meran/o 

during the Fascist regime, in particular the construction of the town hall was almost completely 

unexplored. 

 

Therefore, contrary to what the majority of Meran/o’s inhabitants believe, the idea of constructing a 

new town hall was developed already at the beginning of the 20th Century. Following long 

negotiations, the council bought Hechenbergerhaus, situated in the prominent location of Via dei 

Portici/Laubengasse no. 66, from Emil Amonn, owner of the local firm Amonn.  

 

The official purchase was made on 18th February 1915 and approved by the authorities a couple of 

months later on 26th April 1915 (Markart, 1928). This documentation demonstrates how the decision 

to construct the new town hall, in the above mentioned location, was already made by the local 

council, many years before the annexation to Italy. It is in particular very interesting to notice how, 

because of this misinformation, still today it is believed that it was a decision of the Fascist regime 

that “in order to construct the [new] City Hall of Meran/o, the old town hall arcades had to be 

destroyed, whose facade was richly decorated with frescoes, […]”12 (Sütiroler Freiheit, 2015).  

                                                            
12 Translated by the author from the German: “Für den Bau des Meraner Rathauses, musste das alte Lauben 
Rathaus abgebrochen werden, dessen Fassade reich mit Fresken verziert war […]” 
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In fact, during extensive archival research, two postcards, dating back to 1913, were found, which 

depicted two different options for the design of the new town hall: one of them still presents the 

characteristic ‘arcade element’ as per the rest of via dei Portici/Laubengasse (fig.31), whilst the other 

one, clearly shows the concept of fully opening the arcade, creating an aperture between the two 

sections (fig.32). 

 

Unfortunately, because of the imminent start of the Great War, the project to rebuild the town hall 

had to be put on hold, and of course at the end of the war, with the annexation to Italy, the 

municipality’s fundamental worry was to reinstate successfully the tourism in Meran/o to allow for a 

replenishment of the city’s finances.  

 

The need for the construction of a new town hall did not become an issue until King Vittorio 

Emanuele III on 24th September 1923 issued a legislative decree to ‘Unite the municipalities of 

Meran/o, Maia Alta/Obermais, Maia Bassa/Untermais and Quarazze/Gratsch under the municipality 

of Merano”.13 The king’s decree caused enormous uprisings amongst the inhabitants of the different 

municipalities. It is possible to find numerous articles and even petitions written at the time by the 

locals that express this feeling of unease and unhappiness about the decision. All of the towns had 

their own governing bodies, that with the unification of the municipalities would have been released, 

resulting in this feeling of discontent amongst the inhabitants, who believed that their ‘uniqueness’ 

and especially their tradition of self-regulations would have been lost14.  

 

                                                            
13 Translated by the author from the Italian: “N.2184. REGIO DECRETO 24 settembre 1923. Riunione dei comuni 
di Merano, Maia Alta, Maia Bassa e Quarazze nell’unico comune di Merano.” 
 
14 Ellmenreich’s ‘Zeitungschnittels’ collection stored at Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o 
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(fig.32) (Anonymous, 1913) ©Archivio Storico/ 

Stadtarchiv Meran/o    

     

(fig.31) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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6.2 THE DESIGN COMPETITION. 
 

Despite the uprisings, the unification was taken forward. Immediately the talk to construct a new 

town hall re-emerged and it was just before 1927 that the decision was approved, based on current 

documentation available. Dated 20th September 1927, the head engineer of Meran/o’s Ufficio 

Tecnico, Eng. Petrucci wrote a set of ‘Special Conditions for the compiling of a preliminary project 

proposal for Meran/o’s new town hall’ (Petrucci, 1927), which listed a set of required drawings to 

produce to illustrate the proposal, as well as a list of all of the elements to be taken into account 

when designing the building. In particular, it is vital to understand that one of the main requests, as 

well as complying with the 1926 re-approval of Fischer’s masterplan, was to “give special 

consideration to the characteristic building condition of via dei Portici/Laubengasse, as well as the 

existence of the Castello Principesco/Landesfürstliche Burg (fig.34), whose artistic and historical 

characters need to be fully respected” (Petrucci, 1927). Another key aspect is that the above 

mentioned ‘frescoes’ (which had to be removed as part of the demolition works (fig.33)) were 

planned to be preserved and relocated on one of the facades of the courtyard: “It is the intention of 

the municipality to remove the frescoes currently located on the via dei Portici/Laubengasse façade 

and to eventually relocate them onto the courtyard’s façade” (Petrucci, 1927).  

 

It was not possible to establish the reasons why this ‘intention’ did not happen. The research can lead 

to develop two antithetical reasons: the first one is that the frescoes were unfortunately damaged 

when removed, making it impossible for them to be successfully relocated; the second one is that the 

Fascist party prohibited their relocation (due to their traditional character) in order to assert its power 

over the town, as part of a quest to impose the fascist ideological politics. At the time of the 

completion of the town hall in 1932 the Fascist party had only just started expanding in Meran/o, and 

only had very few followers, therefore it could seem unlikely that such a small group could impose its 

view over all of the authorities, but, as illustrated earlier on, the party did use violence to achieve 
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(fig.34) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     

    

(fig.33) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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results, so it would not be as implausible as one would think. Moreover, as will be illustrated later on 

in this dissertation a vast amount of traditional Roman imagery was used to decorate the building, 

therefore traditional local frescoes would have clashed against the new decorations. 

 

Another very interesting aspect of the construction of the town hall is that all of the agreements 

made in 1915 with Emil Amonn were respected. The brief required to create a ground level shop, 

which is still located there today, as well as storage in the basement to service the shop to be rented 

out for a long and favourable lease to Amonn. This demonstrates how despite the annexation and the 

initial rise of Fascism, the agreements stipulated by the previous council were respected. This is a key 

aspect to keep in mind as it is the core element that differentiates Meran/o from Bolzano/Bozen. 

 

Once the brief for the new town hall was approved, the 

council decided to open the competition only to 

architects and engineers from the South-Tyrolean 

provincia, because they believed that in order to 

achieve a successful project which was in keeping with 

the local context, there was the need for someone with 

in-depth local knowledge to develop the proposal. 

Because of the general lack of strength amongst the 

Fascist party in Meran/o, the union at provincial level 

used to sporadically interfere with the decisions made 

by the council in Meran/o, in this case, by declaring 

that the competition for the new town hall project 

should be opened at national level, because of this (fig.35) (Anonymous, 1913) ©Archivio 

Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o  
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“being a building of remarkable importance, which is going to be erected in Year VI, at the height of 

the fascist regime” and therefore “it is right and proper that the construction has a national character 

and therefore, the best architects of the whole nation need to be able to compete for its design”15 

(Grango, 1927). And so, Meran/o’s council had to withdraw its previous competition announcement, 

and on 10th December 1927 they issued a new one at national level (fig.35). The announcement 

received a great response, with 26 projects submitted: 

                                                            
15 Translated by the author from the Italian: “Trattandosi di una costruzione di notevole importanza, che sorgerà 
nell’anno VI, in pieno regime fascista, è giusto e doveroso che la costruzione in parola abbia carattere nazionale 
e quindi, al suo progetto, devono poter concorrere I migliori elementi di tutta la nazione”. 

1. Fede e Amore 

2. Viribus Unitis 

3. Adige 

4. Et Hic Manebimus Optime 

5. San Marco 

6. Per non dormire 

7. Fides Labor Amor 

8. Italia (fig.36) 

9. Littorio 

10. A Merano Italica 

11. Forma Chiara (fig.37) 

12. Savoia 

13. San Marco (fig.38) 

14. Gubbio (fig.39) 

15. 35 Brennero 67 

16. Mea 

17. Urbis Ornamento 

18. Druso 

19. Vento da Sud 

20. Vetta d’Italia 

21. A-Z 

22. Piazza 

18. Druso (fig.40) 

19. Vento da Sud 

20. Vetta d’Italia (fig.41) 

21. A-Z  

22. Piazza 

23. Buon rendimento 

24. Arte nostra Aedificabo 

25. Campidoglio 

26. Urbis decori utilitati sivium 
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(fig.36) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     

    

(fig.37) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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SAM_PLAN_1146_2.tif

 

(fig.38) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     

    

(fig.39) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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(fig.40) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     

    

(fig.41) (Anonymous, 1923) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     
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The jury was composed by several high profile members, including Dr.Gerola, Superintendent to the 

Fine Arts in Trento  (whom as earlier illustrated manged to lightly tame Piacentini’s masterplan for 

Bolzano/Bozen), as president of the jury, and Eng. Herman Perntner, Head of Meran/o’s Technical 

Office, as secretary. 

 

Following some heated debates amongst the jury members, on the 10th March 1928, it was finally 

reached agreement on how to divide the prize money.  

 

The first place was shared by no.13 San Marco (fig.38), no.20 Vetta d’Italia (fig.41) and no.22 Piazza. 

The second place was given to no.15 45 Brennero 57 and no.19 Vento da Sud, project entered by 

Arch. Ettore Sottsass Senior. Finally, the third place was shared by no.8 Italia and no.18 Druso (fig.40).  

 

Several projects had to be disregarded because they did not meet the standards set by the 

competition. In particular, no.1 and no.5 lacked of the shops designated to Emil Amonn and no.13 

lacked of even the arcades. Other projects just simply did not seem to be of a high enough standard, 

and finally, projects no.10, no.17 and no.26 had to be disregarded as they were thought to be “too 

grand and majestic for their location and the purpose they should serve for”16 (Commissione 

Aggiudicatrice del Concorso per il Nuovo Palazzo Municipale di Merano, 1928). The decision to 

disregard these projects was not well received by the architects, who, after getting hold of the official 

document, heavily complained to the podestà Markart, insisting on how absurd it was not to reward 

projects that were so clearly superior to all of the other ones (Anonymous, 1928).  

                                                            
16 Translated by the author from the Italian: “[…] sono troppo grandiosi e monumentali per l’ubicazione e per lo 
scopo cui dovrebbero servire” 
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(fig.42) (Sottsass, 1928) ©Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o     

    

(fig.43) (Sottsass, 1928) ©Archivio Storico/ 

Stadtarchiv Meran/o    
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Despite assigning all of the prizes, none of the projects submitted were thought to fully meet the 

standards set by the competition guidelines and therefore the jury agreed that none of the projects 

were to be built outright. The necessity for a new town hall was pressing, as the agreement set with 

Emil Amonn established that the work for the new building had to start by May 1928; due to the 

above mentioned annexation of several different municipalities under the sole Meran/o’s town hall. 

In such a situation, the technical office of the council would have developed a new project using the 

best features of all of the different proposals, but the office was overworked and therefore did not 

have enough time or manpower to oversee a new design for the town hall. Therefore, following a 

strong recommendation by Dr. Gerola, president of the jury, the job was given to Arch. Ettore 

Sottsass, who not only asked for a much lower fee than the normal standards, but also was happy to 

follow the jury’s indication on how to change his proposal (fig.42) (fig.43) to better fit the 

requirements for the new town hall (Markart, 1928b). 

 

Much can be understood by analysing the decisions agreed by the jury.  

o First of all, the importance for the town hall of Meran/o to be a ‘traditional’ but ‘modern’ 

piece of architecture is clear; it was imperative for the jury that the building was fully set in its 

context and that it was not developed as a monumental building, but one that fitted the idea 

of local architecture.  

 

o The importance for the portici to be preserved was obvious, as well as for the architecture 

not to be too ‘fascist’ in style. Original drawings of some of the proposals were found at the 

Archive, for example, no.11 Forma Chiara’s (fig.37) architecture style was probably overly 

rationalist, similarly to no.14 Gubbio (fig.39), which even presented the infamous ‘torretta’, a 

small tower that dominates above the building, typical feature of the Fascist new-born 

typology known as ‘Casa del Fascio’.  
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o The original entry of Sottsass’ was not found at the archive, but it is fair to assume that for the 

new proposal several elements taken from projects no.13 San Marco (first place) (fig.38) and 

no.8 Italia (third place) (36), both of which were probably seen as being too classical in style, 

but seemed to have a strong link to Meran/o’s ‘Mitteleuropean’ history and therefore much 

of their features would have been happily re-used for the final project of the town hall.  

 

o Another example of one of the entries, no.20 Vetta d’Italia (first place) (fig.41) is an example 

of pure historicism, therefore would not have been seen as appropriate for the new building, 

which despite the necessity to fit within its context, still needed to embody modern values of 

architecture.  

 

o No.20’s (fig.41) feature of the clock tower was brought forward by Sottsass though, an 

element which he clearly incorporated into his new design, after having sized it down. 

 

6.3 THE FIGURE OF ETTORE SOTTSASS SENIOR. 

 

The figure of Ettore Sottsass (1892 – 1954) is not very well known in the contemporary architectural 

field. Much better known is his son, also an architect and also called Ettore Sottsass (1917 – 2007). 

The life of Sottsass senior, from now on referred simply as Sottsass, is extremely interesting and is 

strongly linked to the history of the Tyrol region. Having researched his life and his architectural 

career, it seems reasonable to believe that these can be understood as reasons for Dr. Gerola to 

recommend his appointment as architect for Meran/o’s new town hall. 
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Sottsass was born in Nave San Rocco, Trento, in 1892, an area that, as it was established earlier in this 

dissertation, was part of Welschtirol and therefore under the dominion of the former Austro-

Hungarian Empire. As he grew up, Sottsass demonstrated a keen attitude to the arts. He studied 

initially in Innsbruck (capital city of the Nord-Tirol) between 1909 and 1912, and then became a 

student of Friedrich Ohmann at the Academy of Fine Arts of Vienna between 1912 and 1914, the 

same period when the architect Friedrich Ohmann designed the Art Nouveau Kurhaus building in 

Meran/o. With the outbreak of WWI, Sottsass was conscripted into the Austrian army and therefore 

did not manage to finish the course. Thanks to his good record at the academy, in 1920, despite not 

having finished his studies, he received full accreditation (Pettena and Carboni, 1991). Despite in 

recent times being mainly known for his work in Turin as part of the MIAR group17, which initially 

developed links to the Fascist regime, Sottsass in his initial years as an architect developed a keen 

interest in the union of traditional elements of the Trentino and South Tyrol to the newly developed 

Modern Rationalist style. This attitude can be seen, for example, in the realisation of the Lido of 

Bolzano/Bozen’s (1927-1931) (fig.44), designed in conjunction with the architect Willy Weyhenmeyer. 

In the realisation of this project, Sottsass and Weyhenmeyer did not follow the Roman-style 

eclecticism and the ideological pathos as displayed by Piacentini in the Victory Monument (1928) in 

Bolzano/Bozen, but actually developed for the first time, the rationalist architectural style of the 

Modern Movement, strongly influenced by the local character. This outlook is similar to the 

architectural style developed by local architects such as Amonn and Fingerle, Luis Trenker and 

Clemens Holzmeister (fig.45)18; all of whom, also studied in Austria and developed a strong interest in 

the balance between a contemporary style and the local architectural tradition (Campolongo and 

Pettenella, 2013). 

                                                            
17 MIAR, Movimento Italiano per l’Architettura Razionale, was a group of around fifty young architects which 
was formed following the first Esposizione italiana di architettura razionale in 1928. The group was interested in 
promoting modern architecture in Italy. It was initially accepted by the Fascist regime, but following the 1931 
exhibition in Rome, which went against the aesthetics promoted by the official national architecture, the group 
was quickly dissolved. (Treccani.it, no date) 
 
18 One of Holzmesiter’s most famous projects in Meran/o is the 1936 extension to St. Vigil’s Church (fig.45). The 
extension presents simple and clean lines, but respectful of the original church.  
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(fig.44) (Ordine degli Architetti, 1993)         

(fig.45) (Ordine degli Architetti, 1993)        
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As Waltraud Kofler Engl, from the Ufficio Beni architettonici e artistici della Provincia autonoma di 

Bolzano-Alto Adige 19, illustrates in her essay ‘Ettore Sottsass in Sud e Nordtirolo’ written for the book 

‘Le Profonde Radici’ (2013):  

 

“Ettore Sottsass inserted [the town hall] within the via dei 

Portici/Laubengasse, in relation with the Castello 

Principesco/Landesfürstliche Burg. Not the rationalism of the 

Bolzano/Bozen’s Lido, but traditional, neoclassicist architectural elements 

characterised the facades facing the town. Only the tower distances itself 

from the local tradition and references an Italian typology alien to the place. 

The Fascist propaganda is absent from Sottsass’ architecture. […] Both 

Meran/o’s Town Hall and Bolzano/Bozen’s Lido are recognised to possess 

great architectural and functional qualities, that lack the ideological pathos 

of the Fascist power.” (Kofler Engl in Campolongo and Pettenella, 2013; p.19) 

 

Because Sottsass is remembered mainly for his work developed when he was living in Turin, and the 

fact that he was an architect working under the Fascist regime, it is widely ignored how he had a 

substantial role in evolving the local South-Tyrolean architecture from a Viennese and Munich-style 

historicism to the Modern style. Despite this new local Modern style becoming really prosperous 

amongst architects in the provincia, it faced an unexpected end when in the 1930s the Fascist power 

started using a rationalist approach as a new face of the Fascist architectural ideology (Campolongo 

and Pettenella, 2013). 

 

                                                            
19 Cultural Heritage Office of the Autonomous Provincia of Bolzano/Bozen – South Tyrol  
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It is therefore clear how the choice of Sottsass as architect for the new town hall of Meran/o was very 

well thought. The decision to appoint Sottsass would have pleased both the Fascist party, which 

would have been keen on his Modern architectural style, as well as the likings of the locals, thanks to 

his interest in the tradition and local characters. 

 

6.4 THE SEARCH FOR FUNDS. 

 

The construction of the new town hall took place in three different phases. The first prerogative was 

to erect the main building with the ground floor shops and basement stores, that were proposed by 

Amonn, in order not to incur in fines. There were two main reasons for the construction to be phased; 

firstly, some of the existing buildings needed to be demolished to allow for the construction of the 

new town hall to accommodate municipal offices and secondly, the poor financial situation of 

Meran/o. As previously illustrated, the town had long suffered of a budget shortfall, due to the 

outbreak of WWI and the inability to re-instate Meran/o as a ‘wellness city’. The annexation of the 

different town halls under the sole jurisdiction of Meran/o meant that a larger civic building was an 

absolute necessity, but the lack of money resulted in the requirement of a loan. The estimate for the 

construction of the first phase of the new town hall was L.1,928,00020 (R. Prefettura di Bolzano, 

1928), and a final total cost of ca. L.4,200,00021 (Sottsass, 1933), but no records were found on how 

much the council asked to borrow. It seems just to assume that the total amount must have been 

substantial, as the Meran/o’s Archive still stores rejection letters from several, local as well as 

national, banks, such as Meran/o’s Sparkasse (Cassa di Risparmio e Prestito Merano/Sparkasse 

Meran, 1927), Banca Commerciale Italiana (Banca Commerciale Italiana. Succursale di Bolzano, 1927) 

and Banco di Roma (Banco di Roma, 1927). Because of the inability of the town administration to find 

                                                            
20 L.1,928,000 in 1928 are equivalent to today’s €1,741,491.41 (= £1,395,645) correct at 04/04/2016 
(Tremolada, 2015). 
21 L.4,200,000 in 1933 are equivalent to today’s €4,658,861.72 (= £3,717,659) correct at 04/04/2016 
(Tremolada, 2015). 
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a bank willing to lend them the required money to move forward with the construction works, they 

decided to entrust the project to the Opera Nazionale Combattenti (ONC)22, who proved to be the 

only institution prepared to finance the project (Markart, 1928c). Out of the estimated total of 

L.1,928,000 required to complete phase 1, the ONC gave L.1,370,00023, and the rest (L.560,00024) was 

covered by the local administration. (Ellmenreich, 1928) 

 

The ONC had become fully in charge of the development of the new town hall, and probably, due to 

its link to the Fascist movement, as well as clear signs that very few inhabitants were interested in 

becoming active members of the Fascist Party (Valente, 2006), brought up the need for the town hall 

to display stronger elements of the Fascist ideology. Despite this, Sottsass architectural design 

remained untouched by those needs, and it was actually only through the applied interior decorations 

and inscriptions that the new beliefs were portrayed (Campolongo and Pettenella, 2013).  

 

6.5 THE AMBIGUITY IN THE DECORATIONS. 

 

The decorations and inscriptions throughout the town hall appeared to be of extremely controversial 

nature. Decorative elements, such as the inscriptions of the name of the building or of the shop 

frontages, were, in accord to the 32 Italianisation points, as enunciated by Ettore Tolomei, only 

written in Italian. The Plaque of Armando Diaz’s Victory Speech, located internally just after the 

                                                            
22 The ONC was an extremely controversial organisation. It was established in 1917, after Italy’s defeat during 
the Battle of Caporetto (1917) and it initially held the role of charitable institution that sought to provide help to 
the troops (Treccani.it, 2010). With the rise of Fascism, the ONC became mainly a financial body, that looked at 
increasing land ownership, as well as the process of land melioration across Italy (Bonelli, 1966). 
 
23 L.1,370,000 in 1928 are equivalent to today’s €1,193,577.03 (= £952,445.72) correct at 04/04/2016 
(Tremolada, 2015). 
 
24 L.560,000 in 1928 are equivalent to today’s €487,885.50 (=£389,320.88) correct at 04/04/2016 (Tremolada, 
2015). 
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building entrance, was obviously celebrating the superiority of the Italian troops, which were “inferior 

in number and means”, over the Austro-Hungarian army. The Latin inscription ‘CIVIVM HONORI- REI 

PVBLICAE LABORI- VRBIS DECORI- MCMXXIX- ANNO VII°’25, applied to the clock tower, clearly 

celebrates the Roman traditions and ideals. Thanks to examination of numerous articles, written both 

in Italian and in German, which are stored in the local archive, it can be gathered that, throughout the 

building paintings, sculptures and objects were placed to represent the Italian culture.  

 

The most controversial element of decoration of the new town hall were the frescoes of the Great 

Hall. Only three of the walls were painted, all of them in a very simplistic style. The figures’ style and 

clothing evoke episodes of ancient Roman traditional life. The central wall (fig.46) presented in the 

middle a tall and muscular man, dressed like a blacksmith whilst holding a hammer. If looked at 

closely, the face of this character seems to resemble that of Mussolini’s, therefore the frescoes could 

be a reference to the Duce himself. At his sides are depicted Pax (Peace) and Unitas (Unity), the 

former shown letting a dove fly away, and the latter represented as a lictor carrying the fasces lictorii 

(Fasces), which is one of the most common Fascist symbols. The fasces lictorii appears again next to 

the character, underneath the Roman eagle. In the background can be seen both St.Peter’s Basilica 

and Piazza del Campidoglio, symbolising Roman traditions and places of power.  

 

The right wall (fig.46) portrays Meran/o, dominated by a star, whilst the left wall (fig.47) depicts God 

surrounded by the natural elements (sun, winter, rain and wind), watching over common people. 

 

                                                            
25 Translation by author: ‘To the honour of the citizens – To the actions of the state - To the beauty of the city - 
1929 – 7th [Fascist] year’ 
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(fig.46) (Anonymous, no date) © Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    

  

(fig.47) (Anonymous, no date) © Archivio Storico/Stadtarchiv Meran/o    
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The reason for these frescos to be perceived as controversial, is not simply for what they represented, 

but mainly because of who created them: the painter and illustrator Albert Stolz. Stolz was born in 

Bolzano/Bozen in 1875 and was the youngest of three brothers, Ignaz and Rudolf, who were also 

artists. After training at the Academy of Fine Arts of Vienna, Stolz undertook a research study trip 

across Italy in 1905 (Hastaba, no date). It seems completely outrageous that a painter, of South 

Tyrolean roots, would be appointed to paint episodes of a clear Roman and Fascist nature. No official 

information was found on the reasons behind the appointment of Albert Stolz as painter for the Great 

Hall, but a letter signed by Dr. Gerola, reports his belief that an architect of the calibre of Sottsass, and 

a conscientious artist, such as Stolz, would accomplish a great masterpiece, and also re-iterates how 

he had already said so in person (Gerola, 1930) – sentence that indicates the likelihood that it was Dr. 

Gerola, who recommend Albert Stolz as painter for those frescoes. Alongside his job request letter, 

Stolz also submitted small scale drawings of how he envisioned the frescoes to be, which are not at all 

dissimilar to the realised ones, as well as the demand of a fee of L.20.000, which was lowered and 

approved at L.18.000 (Stolz, 1922). The fee was actually extremely high if compared to the one given 

to Sottsass, only a couple of years earlier, of only L.25.000 (Markart and Negri, 1928).  

 

The decision to appoint Stolz seems completely unexpected, as to decorate a building with a Fascist 

connotation, one would have expected an Italian artist with links to the Party to do the job. The idea 

of mural paintings, destined to public viewing, was strongly linked to the social and political Fascist 

ideology. This type of art had an educational and propagandist function, which was connected to 

traditional Italian art, dating back to the Middle Ages and Renaissance (Studentville.it, 2011). 

Therefore, one would have expected the appointment of someone of the calibre of the artist Mario 

Sironi, who became famous in the 1930s for his great mural paintings, or at least another Italian artist 

connected to the Fascist ideology and trained in mural painting to take on the job.   

 



70 
 

No real information can be found on the decision to appoint Stolz as main painter for the Great Hall, 

there are two possible reasons for this. The first one is that the decision to appoint Stolz is not at all 

dissimilar to the decision to appoint any other South-Tyrolean sub-contractor or consultant to carry 

out works within the town hall. As long as they followed the newly established rules, as set by the 

Fascist authorities, for example, Italianising their first names (i.e. Albert Stolz was called Alberto, and 

Emil Amonn was called Emilio) or only using the Italian language to communicate officially, all of the 

local businesses were given a fair chance at submitting bids for works. The second one, and more 

verisimilar, is that Stolz can be compared to the South-Tyrolean sculptor Hans Piffrader, who 

collaborated with the Fascist regime and is the artist that created the low-relief of Mussolini on his 

horse on the front of the court of law.  

 

The researcher Gerald Steinacher (2013) cites in his essay ‘Fascist Legacies: The Controversy over 

Mussolini’s Monuments in South Tyrol’ the anthropologist Franz Haller, who declared that “Hans 

Piffrader may well represent the wide spectrum of ‘political art’, which has always been marked by a 

dichotomy of complicity and selfishness” (Steinacher, 2013; p.653). According to the journalist Ettore 

Frangipane (no date) in his website ‘Bolzano Scomparsa’, the regime was extremely generous towards 

South-Tyrolean artists and managed to gain their favour also thanks to the institutions of the 

Bolzano/Bozen’s Biennale, which run from 1924 to 1942. During those exhibitions Piffrader’s artwork 

became very appreciated thanks to the tough faces and vigorous mannerism of his characters, which 

were seen to be comparable to the Fascist iconography. In 1938 a new competition was set around 

the subject of ‘The greatness of Mussolini’s era’. Twenty-five South-Tyrolean artists entered the 

competition, amongst whom also Albert Stolz, who also won a prize. (Frangipane, no date) 
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6.6 RE-EVALUATION OF THE TOWN HALL  
 

 

The analysis of the town hall provides us with a clear example of how tricky and controversial the 

situation in Meran/o actually was, which can be most likely reflected onto many other buildings 

constructed in Meran/o during that same period. The rules and regulations emanated by the Fascist 

authorities in Bolzano/Bozen needed to be followed, but during the period of the construction of the 

town hall the local population was almost completely uninterested in becoming part of this new 

movement. Unfortunately, the local press was already monitored by a small extremist group that 

belonged to the Fascist party, who was also spreading terror across the town, and therefore all of the 

articles found at the Archive of Meran/o that were examined for the purpose of this dissertation 

merely stated facts rather than giving voice to the public opinions.  For example, in ‘Des 

Burggrafenamtes Volks-u. Hauskalender für das Schaltjahr 1928’, the local German-speaking journalist 

Albert Ellmenreich in the article ‘Zum Bau des neuen Rathauses’ explains the history of the old town 

hall and the process of construction of the new one. The article is solely descriptive rather than 

analytical and does not illustrate Ellmenreich’s nor Meran/o’s German-speaking inhabitants’ view. 

 

As a conclusion to the analysis of this interesting case study, it seems that the idea developed by 

Kofler Engl (2013), that the Sottsass’ town hall is not representative of a Fascist ideology, is correct. 

Despite the common misunderstanding of the local population, which understands the town hall as a 

Fascist imposition, the archival discoveries have shone a light on the fact that the need of a new town 

hall was already established before the Great War; that Sottsass’ architecture demonstrates a great 

interaction between modernity and tradition, which makes this building a beautiful example of early 

Rationalism; that the building was constructed in a period when the Fascist party had very little power 

over the town; and finally, that the building in itself lacks the Roman ideology, which is only applied 

through the secondary decorations.  
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(fig.48) (Anonymous, 1933)  (fig.49) (Anonymous, 1933)  

(fig.50) (Sottsass. 1933)  
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(fig.51) (Author, 2016)  

(fig.52) (Author, 2016)  
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(fig.53) (Author, 2016)  

(fig.54) (Author, 2016)  
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(fig.55) (Author, 2016)  

(fig.56) (Author, 2016)  
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7. CONCLUSION. 
 

 

The aim of this dissertation was to give a new outlook on a long established problem and to push 

people, especially the inhabitants, to re-think their long established prejudiced view on the 

architecture built in Meran/o during the Fascist regime.  

 

This need for reconsideration sits within a wider context of re-evaluation of architecture built during 

the dictatorship period throughout Italy, which first started in Milan in 1982 with the exhibition ‘Anni 

Trenta’, but that has taken a much longer time before starting to take place in South Tyrol, because it 

is a much more sensitive issue for the local population, due to the nature of oppression to which that 

type of architecture is linked with. Despite this, the process of rethinking has started and there are 

numerous researchers belonging to either linguistic group (such as Gerald Steinacher, Massimo 

Martignoni, Lamberto Ippolito, Oswald Zöggeler, Rolf Steininger, to name a few) that have taken on 

the task of re-educating the provincia.  

 

Not much has been done in regards to Meran/o yet, but the exhibition ‘Architectura 1920-1940’ 

managed to finally get the population thinking. Because the knowledge in regards to the most 

important buildings constructed during that period in Meran/o is still very minimal, this dissertation 

endeavours to provide clarity on the substantially different impact that that Fascism had on Meran/o 

and Bolzano/Bozen’.  

 

And it is this substantial difference that leads us to understand how the generally accepted 

perception that Fascist architecture was imposed on many of these South-Tyrolean cities and towns, 

most of all in Bolzano/Bozen, has much more complex connotations in regards to Meran/o.  
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Therefore, the architecture in Meran/o ought to be re-evaluated for three different reasons: 

1. As widely discussed and illustrated throughout this dissertation, most of the architecture 

constructed during the 1920s and 1930s is of great aesthetic quality. The architects operating 

in Meran/o were at the forefront of modern architecture movements, such Rationalism, Neue 

Sächlichkeit, Traditionalism, Historicism, etc. Regardless of the architectural style, the 

buildings were always designed to fit within their surroundings and to comply with Fischer’s 

masterplan. In particular, the key example of Sottsass’ town hall, which mixes stylistic 

features of the Novecento Italiano and Modernism, with historical tendencies (Schmidt and 

Gadner, 2015), demonstrates great sensitivity towards the existing context of via dei 

Portici/Laubengasse. 

 

2. The architecture constructed before 1935 was mostly residential or educational and did not 

have any Fascist connotations. It was mainly constructed by either local architects or by the 

Technical Office, which designed a vast number of buildings in the town. The styles employed 

were, as mentioned in the paragraph above, diverse, which ensured great vivacity within the 

construction industry. Only civic buildings showed light Roman iconography which was only 

reserved to the decorations, as has been widely discussed using the town hall as case study; 

 

3. The architecture constructed after 1935, despite being of more clear Fascist ideology, never 

had a negative impact on the urban fabric of the town. Even major revolutionary 

infrastructures, such as the Hippodrome were in line with Fischer’s masterplan. Or the new 

sports centre, constructed next door to the new public lido, was built following the principles 

set by Fischer’s masterplan, who, in fact, had already programmed the construction of a great 

multifunctional recreational centre in that exact area (Schmidt and Gadner, 2015). All of these 

new infrastructures brought more prestige to the town and helped it become once again an 

important ‘wellness city’.  
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In conclusion, the need for Meran/o to re-assess the architecture built during the 1920-1940 period is 

vital. Learning and understanding the architecture of that period will help demystifying the 

inhabitant’s prejudiced perspectives. It is indeed going to be challenging for the population to erase 

their preconceptions. It will most likely take years, if not decades for this to happen, because, as 

Steinacher states in conclusion to his essay ‘Fascist Legacies: The Controversy over Mussolini’s 

Monuments in South Tyrol’ (2013; p.666), “These structures are merely symbols of longstanding 

conflicts within South Tyrol’s deeply divided society. […] The deeper problem is ethnic nationalism (e.g., 

German versus Italian) […]”.  

 

Following this dissertation, greater and wider research should be undertaken on the subject of 1920-

1940 architecture and the findings should be made publicly available for the entire population to see. 

It will only be through educating people, especially children at a young age, that South Tyrol, and in 

specific Meran/o, could finally become a cohesive society; in the hope that these buildings from 

symbols of division can become symbols of unity. 

 

Thank you for reading. 
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(fig.25) Author (2016). Photograph of Pelasca,M. (no date) Galleria perspective view project proposal, 

Meran/o. Original image part of ‘Architectura 1920-1940’ Exhibition.©Archivio di Merano/Meran 

Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.26) Author (2016). Photograph of Pelasca,M. (no date) Galleria section project proposal, Meran/o. 

Original image part of ‘Architectura 1920-1940’ Exhibition. ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv.  

(fig.27) Author (2016). Photograph of Fisher, T. (no date) Baulinienplan für den Östlichen Stadtteil, 

Meran/o. Original image stored at ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv.  

(fig.28) Author (2016). Photograph of Fisher, T. (no date) Baulinienplan der Speckbacher und 

Steubstrasse, Meran/o. Original image stored at ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv.  

(fig.29) Author (2016). Photograph of Ufficio Tecnico Comunale (1926) Comune di Merano I° 

Distretto: Merano Città. Planimetria. Original image part of ‘Architectura 1920-1940’ Exhibition. 

©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.30) Anonymous (no date). Angolo del Palazzo con la Torre del Comune. [Photograph] ©Archivio di 

Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.31) Anonymous (1923). Postkarte für das neues Rathaus. n.1. [Postcard] ©Archivio di 

Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.32) Anonymous (1923). Postkarte für das neues Rathaus. n.2. [Postcard] ©Archivio di 

Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.33) Anonymous (no date). Demolition Hechenberger Haus. [Photograph] ] ©Archivio di 

Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.34) Anonymous (no date). View of Castello Principesco/Landesfürstliches Burg from internal 

courtyard. [Photograph] ] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.35) Markart, G. (1927). Avviso di Concorso. [Poster] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 
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(fig.36) Anonymous (1928). Motto – Italia. Entry for Meran/o’s town hall competition. [Drawing] 

©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.37) Anonymous (1928). Motto – Forma Chiara. Entry for Meran/o’s town hall competition. 

[Drawing] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.38) Anonymous (1928). Motto – San Marco. Entry for Meran/o’s town hall competition. [Drawing] 

©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.39) Anonymous (1928). Motto – Gubbio. Entry for Meran/o’s town hall competition. [Drawing] 

©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.40) Anonymous (1928). Motto – Druso. Entry for Meran/o’s town hall competition. [Drawing] 

©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.41) Anonymous (1928). Motto – Vetta d’Italia. Entry for Meran/o’s town hall competition. 

[Drawing] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.42) Sottsass, E. (1928). Internal courtyard view. [Drawing] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran 

Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.43) Sottsass, E. (1928). Front Entrance view. [Drawing] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.44) Lido of Bolzano/Bozen. Weyhenmeyer, W. and Sottsass, E. (1931) [Photograph] In Ordine degli 

Architetti (1993). Architettura in alto Adige: Dal 1900 ad oggi. Bolzano: Ed. Raetia. 

(fig.45) St. Vigil’s Church Extension. Holzmesiter, C. (1936) [Photograph] In Ordine degli Architetti 

(1993). Architettura in alto Adige: Dal 1900 ad oggi. Bolzano: Ed. Raetia. 

(fig.46) Anonymous (no date). Stolz’s frescos. Main and right wall. [Photograph] ©Archivio di 

Merano/Meran Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.47) Anonymous (no date). Stolz’s frescos. Left wall. [Photograph] ©Archivio di Merano/Meran 

Stadtarchiv. 

(fig.48) Anonymous (1933). Facciata di via Portici. [Photograph] In Sottsas, E. (1933) ‘Palazzo 
Municipale di Merano’. In Piacentini, M. ARCHITETTURA. Rivista del sindacato nazionale fascista 
architetti, XI. p.698 

(fig.49) Anonymous (1933). Particolare di Facciata. [Photograph] In Sottsas, E. (1933) ‘Palazzo 

Municipale di Merano’. In Piacentini, M. ARCHITETTURA. Rivista del sindacato nazionale fascista 

architetti, XI. p.699 

(fig.50) Sottsas, E. (1933) ‘Palazzo Municipale di Merano’. [Drawing] In Piacentini, M. ARCHITETTURA. 

Rivista del sindacato nazionale fascista architetti, XI. p.696 

(fig.51) Author (2016). Entrance. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 

(fig.52) Author (2016). Arcade. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 

(fig.53) Author (2016). Arcade. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 

(fig.54) Author (2016). Gate. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 
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(fig.55) Author (2016). Courtyard. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 

(fig.56) Author (2016). Clock tower. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 

(fig.57) Author (2016). Balcony. [Photograph]. Meran/o. 
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