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Abstract 

Textile furnishings play an essential role in the characterization of historic interiors. This paper will 
illustrate the philological (What word do you mean??) approach that Rubelli S.p.A. employs in the 
recreation of ancient textiles in period buildings. The textile company has been a partner of many 
cultural institutions in complex projects. Different methodological approaches will be presented, from the 
reproduction of the original textiles to the creation of custom-made patterns. An essential step in the 
process is always the in-depth study of the history of the building and the available documentation 
(inventories, paintings, photographs and so on), and when no original fabrics survive, research in the 
company’s collection of period textiles in order to recreate fabrics as close as possible to the lost 
originals.  
This systematic approach brings period interiors back to their original state, allowing visitors to 
experience them in their historical integrity. 
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Textile Furnishings in Historic Interiors: Recreating the Past 
Textile furnishings play an essential in the characterization of historic interiors. Fabrics are found in an 
almost endless variety of decorative patterns and shades and provide rooms with colour and warmth, 
while highlighting the style of a specific historical period.  

Unfortunately, as they are organic in origin, they have an inherent tendency to decay almost from the 
beginning. It is the duty of curators and conservators to slow down this process by employing the most 
suitable display, storage and repair methods.  



Isabella Campagnol, Textile Furnishings in Historic Interiors    2 
 

 

         
      2 

More specifically, the effects of the most common damaging factors for textiles are significantly 
aggravated and hastened on these types of furnishings. Their placement and use (most commonly, as wall 
or furniture upholstery) exposed them and, in most cases, still exposes them to multiple and harmful 
environmental agents. 

The most common enemies of the preservation of historical textiles are prolonged exposure to light which 
triggers photo decay, chemical agents in a polluted atmosphere, humidity and mineral salts which are 
absorbed by capillarity action and mildew, which contaminates textiles when they are in direct contact 
with walls. 

Other possible sources of damage are physical or mechanical. For example, the stress caused by 
stretching textiles on large looms as with wall upholstery or over a wooden structure of as with furniture. 
This subjects the fabric to dimensional alterations of the wood which result from variations in the 
humidity and temperature in the environment. A similarly serious agent of damage is prolonged use of 
chairs, armchairs and other furniture which causes the fabric to wear. 

All of these factors cause a molecular degradation of textile yarns. With silk fibres the degradation is 
occasionally so serious that, under certain conditions, the textiles eventually become crumbly and brittle 
to the touch. [Pertegato, 1987-88].  

The situation is further complicated when we consider that these “soft” furnishings are an essential 
element of composite decorative structures and that their elimination or replacement can result in a drastic 
alteration of the specific characteristics of the building and its interiors. For these reasons, it is crucial to 
give textiles adequate attention while analysing the conservation needs of historic buildings and to select 
the most suitable option between specific conservation treatments.      

In light of this, the century-old Rubelli S.p.A., a family-owned textile company based in Venice, Italy has 
created a department to support cultural institutions in a holistic approach to the restoration of period 
interiors.  

The textile company has been a partner of many cultural institutions in several complex restoration 
projects, providing historical and technological assistance in the recreation of period textiles and 
employing different l methodologies from the reproduction of the original textiles to the creation of 
custom-made patterns when the original fabrics have been irreparably damaged or lost. 

The first step of the process is always the in-depth study of the history of the building itself and of any 
available iconographical or archival documentation (inventories, paintings, photographs, fragments of 
original textiles). When no original fabrics survive, it becomes necessary to conduct a research on 
historically-accurate patterns in the company’s collection of period textiles that offers invaluable 
inspirational resources for the creation of reproductions and the study of ancient materials and techniques.  

This delicate and complex task is made possible by the company’s structure with its in-house design staff 
and textile historian, company-owned mill in Cucciago (Como) with 28 state-of-the-art Jacquard looms 
and 4 hand-looms, and the previously mentioned collection of over 6000 carefully preserved textiles 
dating from the Renaissance until present day housed in the company’s headquarters in the Palazzo 
Corner Spinelli in Venice. 

In order to explain the differing approaches used in different situations and historical contexts, two case 
studies of the replacement of period textile furnishings have been selected. 

Case study: Gran Teatro La Fenice, Venice 
The Gran Teatro La Fenice, designed in 1790 by Gian Antonio Selva for a group of Venetian aristocrats 
and pompously inaugurated on May, 16th, 1792, was destroyed in 1836 by a fire and immediately rebuilt 
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“as it were, where it were”. Renovated in 1937, it was once again tragically reduced to ashes on January 
29th, 1996 by a dramatic fire that destroyed all of the textile furnishings that constituted an essential part 
of the building décor. 

Among the lost textiles were the silk lampas of the Sale Apollinee, a sequence of halls used for lectures, 
small concerts or receptions. During the 1937 restoration, it had been decorated with a lampas hand 
woven by Rubelli, which was characterized by a late-Eighteenth century pattern with a very large repeat 
pattern of 250 cm for 60cm of width. These textiles were clearly visible in numerous images preserved in 
different archives and in a Rubelli advertisement ca. 1940. Even more crucial for the reconstruction 
process, was the fact that several actual samples of the lampas-- a ciselé velvet version of the same 
pattern-- along with the related pointed paper were still preserved in the Rubelli’s company archive 
[Fig.1]. The recreation of the lampas was therefore relatively easy. The base fabric, reproduced using the 
technique of the double weft lampas, was redesigned and translated for production on modern looms. 
Maestro Pier Luigi Pizzi selected the colours basing his choice on the tonality of the period, i.e., gilts, 
ivories and pastel shades.  

 

 
 

 
 

 
While working on the recreation of the pattern, following Pizzi’s suggestions and with the agreement of 
the board of the Fenice, it was decided not to exactly replicate the original design, but to institute a small 
change, substituting a phoenix-- an apt symbol of the rebirth of the opera house-- for the two birds of the 

Fig. 1: Rubelli Archive n. 0938 
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old pattern.  The production of a silk fabric that would be aesthetically pleasing and rich but also 
compliant with safety regulations was extremely important. A careful study of the materials and 
subsequent testing led to the creation of a silk fabric which maintaining the outward appearance and 
quality of silk and complied with the strictest safety regulations thanks to the addition of an intrinsically 
fireproof yarn. 

Two textiles emerged from the redesign process, each featured in two colour ways-- golden yellow and 
ivory white. They were used to recreate the refined and exclusive atmosphere of the sale Apollinee with 
the first one reproduced the slightly altered original pattern, while the second presented only the phoenix 
pattern [Fig. 2-3-4].  

 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2: Rubelli, Lampas La Traviata 
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Fig. 3: Gran Teatro La Fenice, Sale Apollinee 
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Fig. 4: Gran Teatro La Fenice, Sale Apollinee 
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Research in the Rubelli’s archives proved crucial in the recreation of the exact shade of peach pink velvet 
used for the auditorium furnishings. Preserved in the archive was a tiny, 2x2 fabric swatch of the velvet 
supplied in 1937 for the seats of the theatre. It was used as colour sample for both the wool velvet used 
for the seats and for the silk velvet (compliant with safety regulations) used in the 135 little valances 
which, enhanced with an elaborate series of loop braid and fringe, decorate four of the five tiers of boxes.  
The most refined fabric detail was used for the grand Royal Box, dressed in ruby red chosen after further 
study of many photographs of the theatre. 

Case study: Villa Reale, Monza 
The imposing Villa Reale was built between 1777 and 1780 following a plan by Giuseppe Piermarini, the 
architect who designed the Teatro alla Scala in Milan. Used initially as the residence of archduke 

Ferdinand of Austria and later of Eugenio 
Beauharnais, in 1859 it became the property 
of the former Italian royal family, the Savoia. 
The Villa, especially beloved by king 
Umberto Ist, was suddenly abandoned by the 
Savoia after the murder of Umberto in 1900 
and, at that time, most of the furnishings 
were moved to the Quirinale palace in Rome.  

After a long period of neglect, the Villa is 
currently undergoing a rather complex 
restoration. The collaboration between 
Rubelli and the Soprintendenza ai Beni 
Architettonici e Paesaggistici di Milano is, at 
the moment, focused on the recreation of the 
textile furnishings of various rooms in the 
apartments of the first noble floor of the right 
wing once used by King Umberto and his 
wife, Margherita.  

In the inventory dated 1881, the upholstery 
on the walls of room no. 7, queen 
Margherita’s bedroom, was described as 
“green silk damask decorated by silk velvet 
braids” [1]. While the original furnishings 
have been lost, the room’s appearance was 
recorded in a faded black and white 
photograph that was used as a starting point 
for research into a pattern to be used for the 
replacement fabric.  

A suitable solution was found in a textile 
preserved in the Rubelli Historical 
Collection, a red and white Baroque-style 
damask dating to the end of the 17th century. 
It is characterized by a large vertical 
arrangement of different stylized vegetable 
elements. This pattern, very similar to the 
lost original, was selected as the substitute 
textile and is currently undergoing the steps 
that will make it possible to weave it on 
computerized looms [2] [Fig. 5]. 

Fig. 5: Rubelli Historical Collection n. 2010 
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According to indications offered in the 1881 inventory, a red damask decorated with a pattern of 
diamond-shaped meshes (lattice?) inside of which is a royal eagle with a crest on its breast, was used in 
rooms 11, 12, 13, 14, 15 [3].    

Today, only rooms 13, 14, and 15 are still upholstered with this damask, making it necessary to replicate 
it for rooms 11 and 12-- formerly the wardrobe and a small anteroom. Although two textiles with a 
similar crested eagle pattern were found in the Rubelli Archive [Figure 6] [4], in order to create a feeling 
of continuity, the decision was made to replicate the original pattern. A drawer lined with the red damask 
has been lent to Rubelli by the Soprintendenza and the necessary technical adaptation of the pattern and 
colour selection is now under way. 

 
 

 

 

 

For rooms 8 and 10, described in the documents as upholstered with “moella di seta e cotone gialla” and 
“moella di seta e cotone azzurra”, a heavy silk/cotton fabric in yellow and light blue, has been selected. It 
is a fabric from the Rubelli range woven with flame-retardant yarns in shades matching the few original 
fragments still in place. 

Fig. 6: Rubelli Archive n. 1113 
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Conclusion 
In the restoration of historical buildings it is necessary to adopt a comprehensive methodology that takes 
into consideration each of the elements that contribute to the unique atmosphere characteristic of period 
interiors. Only through a systematic and holistic approach is it possible to retrieve their historical 
integrity. 

In this context textile furnishings play an essential role. If they need to be replaced, they can either be re-
woven using technologically advanced materials that comply with the required safety codes, or, after in-
depth studies of the existing textiles, historically appropriate alternative patterns can be substituted for 
them. In both cases, the final goal is to allow visitors to experience period interiors as they were originally 
intended to be. 
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Endnotes: 
[1] Soprintendenza per i Beni Architettonici e Paesaggistici di Milano, Archivio Villa Reale di Monza, 
Inventario 4 luglio 1881, vol. 10, bolletta di carico 193  

[2] Rubelli Historical Collection, n. 2010.  

[3] Soprintendenza per i Beni Architettonici e Paesaggistici di Milano, Archivio Villa Reale di Monza,  
Inventario 4 luglio 1881, vol. 10, bolletta di carico 193   

[4] Pointed paper n. 189; ciselé velvet n. 1113 (Figure 7), both dated around 1920. Rubelli had been 
among the suppliers of the Royal family since 1902. 
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