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One hundred years since Giuseppe Sommaruga, the art
nouveau architect who made Varese great

Pubblicato: Martedì 28 Marzo 2017

The name of Giuseppe Sommaruga, an important figure in Italian art nouveau architecture, is closely
linked to the town of Varese, where he came, in the 1910s, to build the hotel complex in Camp dei
Fiori, the villas scattered around the slopes of Monte Tre Croci, the Varese – Ponte Tresa tram stations,
and the Theatre and Palace Grand Hotel, including restaurant, gambling rooms and clay pigeon
shooting range.

With these important and imposing buildings, Varese became a genuine, open-air, art nouveau
museum, and there are many creations in this style, which are not very common, except in some other
European towns. Sommaruga’s visit to Varese came after the success of the construction in Milan of the
Castiglioni Palace, where his formal expression was already mature and independent, getting away
from the traditional styles of academic design, with unexpected effects of balance of composition, of
colour and material combinations.

Sommaruga also followed the planning with meticulous attention to detail, which he achieved with
innovative types of decoration and with a broad, repeated and widespread sampling of motifs and details
taken from his formal repertoire.

THE PALACE HOTEL AS IT WAS: A TESTIMONY
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A student of Camillo Boiti at the Brera Academy of Fine Arts, Giuseppe Sommaruga came to
prominence after he won the first prize in Turin’s international Competition of Architecture, in 1890. In
those years, he designed the ossuary in Palestro, and some buildings for accommodation, in Milan, but it
was with the creation of the Castiglioni Palace (1901-1903) that he became the most important figure in
Milanese art nouveau architecture. Sommaruga was the only Italian architect who used modernist lines
to create his style, which was flexible and functional. His most significant works include: the
Castiglioni Palace in Milan (1900-1903), the Salmoiraghi House in Milan (1906), the Faccanoni Villa in
Sarnico (1907), the Faccanoni Mausoleum in the cemetery in Sarnico (1908), the Romeo Villa in Milan
(1911-1913), the Palace Hotel (which is still open), the Tre Croci Hotel in Varese, with its cable railway
stop, and the Belvedere Restaurant (which has been closed since 1960).

The photographs and drawings of the buildings in Varese will be part of the large exhibition that Milan
is dedicating to Giuseppe Sommaruga on the centenary of his death; the exhibition is being promoted by
Italia Liberty, and will be managed by Andrea Speziali.

di Erika La Rosa Translated by Prof. Rolf Cook
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